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Abstract: In 2016, Hillary Clinton’s second campaign for president became the face of 

controversy as news broke that her internship program was unpaid. Internships have long 

replaced the idea of entry level work in the United States. In the political world, prestigious, 

highly sought-after internships are frequently unpaid. Though the practice of unpaid internships 

is common in politics, across party lines and political organizations, Clinton faced intense 

backlash for her decision to not pay her interns. This paper investigates Hillary Clinton’s unpaid 

internship program and advances that Clinton faced more scrutiny due to her position as a high-

powered female politician. Was the intense media backlash brought on by Clinton’s unpaid 

internship program justified or was it the result of an industry biased against women? Though 

there is an established pattern of misogyny in the media industry, Clinton’s decision to host an 

unpaid internship program despite her advocacy for equality raised significant questions about 

the morals of her campaign and unpaid internships at large.  

 

Hillary Clinton’s 2016 Presidential Run 

When Hillary Clinton first ran for president in 2008, she lost the Democratic party’s 

nomination to then Senator Barack Obama. Despite winning several battleground states, 

Clinton’s campaign fell just short of clinching the nomination (Klein 2008). Obama’s triumph to 

become the first Black president was a historic victory, but for many feminists who hoped that 

Clinton would become the first female president, it was still somewhat of a political 

disappointment (Associated Press 2008). As a powerful female politician, Clinton was a 

representation of equality and a beacon of hope for many young women in the United States. 

Clinton was one of the most qualified presidential candidates to date, having experience as a 

senator, secretary of state, and the first lady (Bump 2016). It is therefore no surprise that when 

she announced her second run for presidency, people were more than ready to sign on as workers 

in her campaign.  

In a matter of months, however, Clinton had become the face of several different 

controversies. One of them was her decision to establish an internship program but include no 

paid opportunities for her hires (Jacobs 2015b). One former applicant for Clinton’s internship 

program described their experience in an article for USA Today, explaining that while they were 

ecstatic at the prospect of working for Clinton, they were shocked that they would be working 

unpaid:  

 

When Hillary announced her second run for the White House, I felt my passion for 

politics reignite. I quickly applied for and was offered a position as a Hillary for America 
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fellow to work on the campaign. I couldn't have been more excited — until I was told I'd 

have to move to Nevada and work full time on my own dime (Osario 2015, n.p.). 

 

In general, Democratic politicians have a complicated relationship with unpaid 

internships. The Democratic Party is frequently seen as defenders of worker’s rights, as seen 

through the generally positive stance on labor unions, raising the minimum wage and ensuring 

equal pay (Coleman 1988). That view, however, is not necessarily reflected in their internship 

practices (Coleman 1988). While Democrats, like many politicians, have unpaid interns work for 

them, many of them are simultaneously advocates for the rights of unpaid interns and the 

abolition of unpaid internships at large (Marcos 2019).  

As Clinton’s campaign grew, she faced more and more backlash against the unpaid 

internships and the lack of paid positions within her campaign in general from both intern 

advocates and other politicians. With mounting criticisms against her and a serious media focus 

on the state of her campaign’s workers, Clinton was forced to re-examine her hiring practices.  

 

The Evolution and State of Modern-day Internships 

It could be argued that the establishment of internships in present day is a modern 

manifestation of older apprenticeship programs (Waxman 2018). Importantly, however, most of 

these apprenticeship programs, which existed in various professional fields, provided apprentices 

with food, shelter and any other living essentials (Waxman 2018). The defining distinction 

between intern and employee, which arguably opened the door to the creation of internships 

across all professional fields, was made in the 1940s after the Fair Labor Standards Act1 (FLSA) 

was established in 1938 (Waxman 2018). Soon after, the Supreme Court ruled in Walling v. 

Portland Terminal Co. that a company did not have to pay their employees for a week-long 

training program in which they were required to participate (Waxman 2018). This ruling in turn 

led to the formation of a six standard test intended to appropriately differentiate between interns 

and employees that must be paid (Waxman 2018). Based on the ruling of Walling v Portland 

Terminal Co., the Wage and Hour Division of the Department of Labor derived the following six 

standard test for unpaid work:  

 

i. The training, even though it includes actual operation of the facilities of the employer, 

is similar to that which would be given in a vocational school; 2. The training is for the 

benefit of the trainee; 3. The trainees do not displace regular employees, but work under 

[their] close observation; 4. The employer that provides the training derives no immediate 

advantage from the activities of the trainees and on occasion the employer's operations 

may actually be impeded; 5. The trainees are not necessarily entitled to a job at the 

completion of the training period; and 6. The employer and the trainee understand that 

the trainees are not entitled to wages for the time spent in training (Curiale 2010, 1541). 

 

The Supreme Court ruling as well as the establishment of the six standard test created a 

loophole of sorts that made it much easier for employers to hire workers and justify not paying 

them for their labor. This alone did not automatically increase the amount of people accepting 

internship positions, but rather it was the boom in college attendance that occurred around the 

1970s which made students and new graduates far more willing to accept internships as an 

 
1 The Fair Labor Standards Act is a labor law that established a minimum wage and overtime pay while also prohibiting various oppressive 

practices such as child labor (United States 2004).   
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opportunity to break into professional fields (Waxman 2018). Today internships have become 

largely normalized and have replaced the idea of entry level work (Waxman 2018). 

In 2015, the debate over unpaid internships peaked with the legal case Glatt v. Fox 

Searchlight Pictures Inc. (Waxman 2018). In this lawsuit, two unpaid interns claimed that Fox 

owed them payment for their work on the blockbuster film, Black Swan (Waxman 2018). 

Plaintiffs Eric Glatt and Alexander Footman argued that their work was essential to the success 

of the production, meaning that Fox was violating the FLSA by denying them money, due to 

standards such as mandatory minimum wage (United States 2004). Though the court initially 

ruled that the interns were due restitution, Fox successfully appealed the case (Waxman 2018). 

Glatt v. Fox Searchlight Pictures Inc established what is colloquially known as the “primary 

beneficiary test” that states if interns are the ones benefiting more from an internship, they are 

not entitled to payment (Waxman 2018). Conversely, if the employers are the ones benefiting, 

then the intern is in fact entitled to financial compensation per the standards set forth by the 

government (Waxman 2018).  

The ethics of unpaid internships are a heavily debated topic. While some argue that 

internships provide students and recent graduates with necessary experience and exposure to 

professional fields, others argue that the practice exploits the labor of unpaid interns while giving 

them little in return (Thompson 2012). Nevertheless, unpaid internships remain a legal practice 

in the United States under certain standards and restrictions that dictate whether not an intern 

must be paid. If an organization does not pay a worker who does not qualify as an intern by the 

standards set forth, they are entitled to financial compensation. Beyond the legal gray area of 

paying interns, unpaid internships are also heavily debated because interns are not afforded the 

same legal protections as paid employees (Cano, Pierson-Scheinberg, Bloom, and Rosen 2019). 

This makes it easier to explain away any form of discrimination or exploitation that unpaid 

interns face (Cano, Pierson-Scheinberg, Bloom, and Rosen 2019). 

During the time of Clinton’s campaign, internships were dictated by the standards set 

forth by the Obama administration. The standards of Obama’s policy, which were largely the 

same as the standards derived from Walling v Portland Terminal Co., were unique due to their 

incredibly rigid implementation and the fact that they provided employers little leeway when it 

came to hiring interns (Najjar 2018). The six standards of Obama’s policy were: 

 

 (1) whether the internship was similar to training that would be offered in an education 

environment; (2) whether the internship experience was for the benefit of the intern; (3) 

that the intern did not displace a regular employee, but worked under close supervision of 

existing staff; (4) that the employer providing the training derived no immediate 

advantage from the activities of the intern, and on occasion its operations were actually 

impeded; (5) that the intern was not necessarily entitled to a permanent position at the 

conclusion of the internship; and (6) that both the employer and the intern understood that 

the intern was not entitled to wages for time spent in the internship (Najjar 2018, n.p.).  

 

If even one of the six standards was not met, the employer would be obligated to pay their intern 

(Najjar 2018). This standard made it far more difficult for organizations, especially for-profit 

corporations, to hire unpaid interns. The Obama administration’s decision to make it more 

difficult for people to hire unpaid interns aligns with the general perspective of the Democratic 

party, which centers on economic equality and opportunity (Democratic National Committee 

2019).  
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Despite the legal and financial intricacies, unpaid internships have survived thus far and 

will likely continue to thrive (Waxman 2018). The argument in favor of unpaid internships holds 

that interns are still compensated for their work, just not in the form of financial restitution, 

specifically in the form of professional experience (Hodgson 2019). This argument is particularly 

pertinent for college students or new graduates attempting to break into fields in which they have 

little experience. Of course, university students can often find funding through their schools, but 

this is not an option for people independent of any institutions.  

Beyond offering a learning experience, however, internships are shown to reflect 

positively on people applying for jobs. Applicants with internship experience are 14% more 

likely than those without internships to receive interview requests (Nunley, Pugh, Romero and 

Seals 2016). Internship opportunities are also associated with more job opportunities across all 

professional fields (Nunley, Pugh, Romero and Seals 2016). Research also shows that over 90% 

of employers expect graduates to have held at least one internship position (Hodgson 2019). 

Ultimately internships provide people with valuable learning experiences that, in the long run, 

could be worth more than any monetary payment the internship itself could offer.  

Any advantages that unpaid internships may offer, however, are not accessible to 

everyone. Research shows that there are clear distinctions in the racial demographics of college 

students in intern positions. While white students are overrepresented in paid internships, 

students of color are overrepresented in unpaid internships (NACE 2020). In general, white 

students are more likely than students of color to hold an internship at all, whether it be paid or 

unpaid (NACE 2020).  

There is also a clear gender distinction within unpaid internships with women accepting 

about 77% of unpaid internships while men are more likely to take paid internships (Imhoff 

2017). Unpaid internships are also more frequently found in women-dominated fields such as the 

social sciences and humanities (Guarise and Kostenblatt 2018). While those in social sciences 

and humanities are likely to accept positions as unpaid interns, people working STEM fields are 

far more likely to walk away from an internship with financial compensation (Venator and 

Reeves 2015).  

Unpaid internships in general are closely linked to class discrimination. Simply, unpaid 

internships are only accessible to students who can afford to take positions without being paid. 

This largely advantages students from privileged, wealthy backgrounds and makes it difficult for 

lower-income students to accept these positions (NACE 2020). Given that internship experience 

has several long-term impacts for their interns, the class, gender, and race divides are crucial to 

note. While internships may be exceptionally useful, they are only useful to a select few and 

when such opportunities are unpaid, there are far too many marginalized people unable to access 

the benefits. As a consequence, unpaid internships may work to only reinforce existing 

inequalities across a variety of professional fields.  

 

A History of Political Internships in the United States 

Behind non-profit organizations, of which 57% of internships are unpaid, political 

internships have the highest percentage of unpaid internships with 48% (Imhoff 2017). Political 

internships in Washington D.C. are far from easy and frequently require large commitments from 

their interns (Shah 2016). Most political interns work Monday to Friday from at least 9 A.M to 6 

P.M. (Shah 2016). Additionally, the cost of living in D.C, where most of these internships take 

place, can cost over 6,000 dollars for a summer (Shah 2016). Essentially, most political interns 

actually pay to work in their internships.  
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Though the topic is becoming increasingly controversial, it is common for political 

internships to be unpaid. For example, prestigious White House internships have historically 

been unpaid, a norm that current interns are fighting against (Kaplan 2020). Recently, several 

politicians including Bernie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez have supported the idea of 

unpaid political internships as exploitative and have emphasized the importance of paying interns 

(Marcos 2019).  

Within the Democratic party, unpaid internships are very common. While many 

advocates for paid internships, such as Sanders and Ocasio-Cortez, are Democrats, Democratic 

politicians on average are less likely to pay their interns than their Republican counterparts (Vera 

and Jenab 2017). Recent research shows that in the House, 8 percent of Republicans pay their 

interns compared to 3.6 percent of Democrats (Vera and Jenab 2017). In the Senate, about 51 

percent of Republican politicians pay their interns as opposed to 31 percent of Democratic 

politicians (Vera and Jenab 2017). Whereas Democrats have no programs in place to fund 

internships, Republicans do have programs to benefit their interns. The Eisenhower Program, 

established by the Republican National Committee, offers students the opportunity to have paid 

internships on working with Republican politicians (McGrath 2017). Funding does not seem to 

be the problem with establishing these programs within the Democratic party: the Democratic 

National Committee brought in over 300 million dollars in 2016 alone while the offices of 

individual politicians receive millions of dollars as well (McGrath 2017). In 2019, the 

Democratic presidential field and the DNC brought in over 500 million dollars (Karson and Soo 

2016). 

Political internships, such as Clinton’s, also pose a unique barrier in that most universities 

will not provide funding to students pursuing this work, as a stipend for political work could 

count as a political contribution (Dockterman 2015). Though the landmark Supreme Court case 

Citizens United v. FEC2 makes it easier for corporations to have political influence through super 

PACs3, direct contributions are still regulated (Rathz 2017). This restriction makes it difficult for 

students to find funding for political internship from their universities. Many students cannot get 

college credit for political internships for this same reason, meaning political internships tend to 

offer no tangible compensation for students. 

 

Hillary Clinton and Media Representations of Women in Politics 

Clinton, the first woman to be the nominee for president from a major party, was the 

frequent subject of intense backlash. It is impossible to separate the backlash that Clinton faced, 

on any front, from her gender (Lau, Bligh, and Kohles 2019). Research has shown that for many 

voters, previously held gender stereotypes and sexist beliefs, such as whether women should 

hold powerful political positions, were influential in their decision to not vote for Clinton (Lau, 

Bligh, and Kohles 2019). This was especially true of Trump voters, including white women who 

voted for him (Lau, Bligh, and Kohles 2019).  

Since her first run for president in 2008, Clinton has faced intense criticism and negative 

portrayals in popular media (Ritchie 2013). During Clinton’s time as First Lady, she was 

frequently criticized in the media for not conforming to the standard role of supportive wife. For 

example, Clinton drew backlash when she seemingly demeaned the role of stay-at-home 

mothers, with some remarking that she was not acting like a lady (Topic and Gilmer 2017). 

 
2 Citizens United v. FEC is a Supreme Court case where the Court held that corporate political contributions could not be limited under the First 

Amendment (Lau 2019). 
3 Political Action Committees, or PACs, are organizations dedicated to raising money for political campaigns (Lau 2019).   
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When she ran for president in 2008, she was more likely to be called by her first name rather 

than last and media representations of her frequently mentioned her clothing, laugh, menstrual 

cycle and her husband’s controversial affair (Topic and Gilmer 2017).  

This trend of negative media portrayals continued when Clinton ran again against Donald 

Trump. Though gaps in the knowledge regarding gender and the presidency exist as few women 

have run formidable campaigns for president, there is evidence that media coverage of political 

figures is impacted by gender stereotypes. Media coverage of female candidates was far more 

likely to focus on their appearance and personality traits instead of giving attention to their 

policies and platforms (Ryan 2013). Research shows that when it comes to female politicians, 

especially those who are just starting their career, media coverage of them tends to focus largely 

on their appearance and other social factors rather than their work (Ryan 2013). Female 

politicians are expected to disguise or hide their femininity in attempts to fit in with the hype-

masculine environment of politics (Topic and Gilmer 2017). Opposed to their male counterparts, 

women have far less control over the way media represents them (Topic and Gilmer 2017). As 

female politicians gain more experience, this gendered focus decreases, but it is still a persistent 

factor of media coverage that male politicians rarely and probably never will face (Ryan 2013).  

This representation was entirely applicable for Clinton in 2008.  Due to her being the first 

woman to be a major party’s candidate for president and her unique legacy as a first lady, 

including Bill Clinton’s affair and impeachment she was also the subject of many negative 

depictions in the media. Specifically, popular media sources including outlets such as The 

Washington Post, explicitly painted Clinton as a monster (Ritchie 2013). Various articles would 

satirically compare Clinton to a cyborg and jokingly claimed that she was not even human 

(Ritchie 2013). This inhuman representation of Clinton speaks volumes about social perceptions 

of women in politics. Research studying this depiction of Clinton highlights that people not only 

hold highly negative perceptions of women in politics, but they also harbor certain anxieties and 

fears about having women hold powerful positions (Ritchie 2013).  

When Clinton ran again in 2016, the negative coverage began again. In the 2016 

elections, these negative representations spread through both traditional media and social media. 

In 2016, Republican frontrunner Donald Trump played a large role in perpetuating such negative 

images of Clinton. For example, he claimed Clinton was playing the woman card, that she didn’t 

have a presidential look, and that he wasn’t impressed with her (Keith 2016). Media plays a large 

role in the way that voters perceive politicians, especially female politicians (Lau, Bligh, and 

Kohles 2019). Research shows that media portrayals of female politicians intensify party 

polarization and that most voters actively seek out media that fits their pre-existing political and 

social ideologies (Lau, Bligh, and Kohles 2019). Given derogatory ideas that make women in 

leadership seem incompetent, especially women in powerful political positions, voters are often 

exposed to and accept media that reaffirms their gender biases. This puts female politicians at a 

huge disadvantage in their careers and makes it unlikely that the United States will see a female 

president in office anytime soon (Lau, Bligh, and Kohles 2019).  

 

Examining the Clinton Campaign’s Unpaid Internship Program 

In 2015, when Clinton’s campaign established their fellowship program hiring political 

interns to work full-time, they were in the middle of a hiring freeze (Jacobs 2015a). There were 

few, if any, paid positions available. The reasons for implementing this hiring freeze are unclear, 

though it is well-known that Clinton was making an effort to appeal to the average American 

voter and consequently, was cutting costs across all parts of her campaign (Gearan 2015).  
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Considering Clinton was the front runner of the presidential election in 2016, anyone 

working on her campaign would likely gain valuable experience and connections that would 

ultimately benefit them in the future, even if they already had prior experience. The broad 

argument for unpaid internships such as these is that the position creates a mutually beneficial 

relationship between the intern and their employer. In the case of Clinton’s fellowship program, 

that relationship can be defined by the terms that Clinton’s campaign received immense support 

in their work while interns gained political experience and valuable networks through a 

prominent campaign.   

Importantly, these fellows did not apply through any routine volunteer program, but a 

specific fellowship program that required an extensive application process (Osario 2015). 

Though political internships tend to be competitive, those applying for Clinton’s program 

recalled the process being far more intense than they were used to (Osario 2015). Clinton’s 

political interns, or fellows, were not simply college students or people attempting to get footing 

in a new field. While many of the interns working on the Clinton campaign were students, many 

others were highly experienced political organizers who were quite familiar with working high-

profile figures and campaigns. According to The Guardian, at least five of the people in 

Clinton’s fellowship had previously held paid political positions during the 2014 midterm 

elections (Jacobs 2015a).  

The interns hired were mostly working as field organizers within the campaign (Jacobs 

2015b). Field organizers do fundamental work that, though often basic, can require large time 

commitments on behalf of the intern. Field work typically involves phone banking, door to door 

campaigning, recruiting volunteers, and much more (Jacobs 2015b). This work is arguably 

crucial to the success of any political campaign. It is not typical for field staffers to be unpaid. In 

Clinton’s 2008 campaign, field organizers could expect to make around two thousand dollars a 

month (Jacobs 2015b).    

The experience and background of several of Clinton’s interns raise concerns about their 

unpaid status. By the standards set forth by the Department of Labor, even if interns are unpaid, 

they must stand to benefit from the internship in some way. The potential benefit for interns 

raised questions about Clinton’s fellowship program. Clinton ran her campaign when the rules 

regarding unpaid internships were determined by the rigid standard established by the Obama 

administration. If the interns working for Clinton were already highly experienced, how much of 

an education experience did her campaign pose? Even if they were benefitting in other ways, the 

purpose of internships, especially unpaid ones, is to provide interns with the necessary 

experience to break into professional fields (Hodgson 2019).  

However, many of the people who worked with Clinton as unpaid interns were not 

without choice. On the contrary, many of the interns turned down paid positions for a spot on the 

Clinton campaign (Jacobs 2015b). In an interview with The Guardian, Kevin Geiken, an 

experienced Democratic operative, said that many of the interns he attempted to hire for paid 

political consulting positions turned down his offer in favor of an unpaid internship with the 

Clinton campaign (Jacobs 2015b). Geiken said that while he understood why Clinton was taking 

advantage of the experience that these interns brought, he “can’t understand why any of [the 

interns] would accept it” (Jacobs 2015b, n.p.).  
If anything, the fact that so many experienced organizers were willing to take unpaid 

positions as interns speaks to the high prestige associated with the Clinton campaign. At the 

same time, however, there were complexities that influenced the interns’ decision to choose to 

work with Clinton instead of other political campaigns. Many of the interns, especially those 
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who had already graduated or were about to graduate, hoped that working as an unpaid intern in 

the campaign would eventually land them a paid position within the team (Jacobs 2015a). This 

also raises concerns about the legality of the program, as one of the standards set forth by the 

Obama administration was that interns clearly understood that they were not guaranteed any sort 

of permanent position following their internship period (Najjar 2018).  

It is difficult to properly understand the role of finances in the campaign’s decision to not 

pay their interns. On the surface, Clinton’s finances in the campaign were not an issue. By the 

end of her campaign, Clinton had raised over one billion dollars from a combination of money 

raised from Super PACs and individual donors (Allison et. al 2016). Her Republican opponent 

during the race, Donald Trump, raised far less than she did throughout the campaign process 

(Allison et. al 2016). If Clinton had decided to pay her interns throughout the entirety of her 

campaign, her finances most likely would not have suffered.  

At the same time, however, the Clinton campaign was quickly developing a reputation of 

being cheap and frugal in their spending decisions. For example, people working with Clinton on 

the campaign trail frequently wore casual clothing, used their personal cell phones for work, and 

bought the cheapest travel tickets available (Gearan 2015). This move was a strategic decision on 

behalf of Clinton’s campaign manager, Robby Mook, that was intended to make both Clinton 

and her campaign more appealing to the average, middle-class voter (Gearan 2015). The decision 

to run a frugal campaign was most likely independent of the financial situation of the campaign 

and instead was solely meant to enhance Clinton’s reputation with voters. Given that Clinton was 

frequently criticized in 2008 for her seemingly frivolous practices, the decision to maintain a 

frugal image while campaigning makes sense (Fahrenthold 2015). The biggest example of her 

unnecessary spending was when her campaign bought thousands of snow shovels for voters in 

Iowa (Fahrenthold 2015). It is likely that the decision to run a cheap campaign was to directly 

challenge the criticize she faced from her initial 2008 run.  

Clinton’s decision to hire unpaid interns was, interestingly, a stark contrast to the 

platform of equality that was central in her campaign. Clinton has long been an emblem of 

gender equality. As the first woman to become the presidential nominee for a major political 

party, Clinton’s campaign was always tightly linked to ideals of equality (Walsh 2015). By the 

time of her 2016 presidential run, Clinton had become far more than a symbol of gender equality 

but was perceived as an ardent advocate of it. This is largely due to the feminist framework of 

her first campaign as well her subversive behavior as First Lady (Topic and Gilmer 2017). 

Clinton’s campaign team strategically highlighted her work in equality, reaffirming her 

reputation as a politician genuinely dedicated to creating change and paving the way to equal 

opportunities for everyone (Walsh 2015). Central points of her campaign, for example, included 

increasing the minimum wage, making childcare affordable and accessible, and institutionalizing 

family leave (Walsh 2015).  

Beyond her work in gender equality, various aspects of Clinton’s campaign possessed an 

equalizing framework. Included in this framework was an advocacy for the rights of unpaid 

interns and ensuring that they were receiving fair compensation for their work (Gluek 2014). 

Clinton’s apparent dedication to the rights of unpaid interns was seen when her campaign 

advocated for students to receive support from their universities for working political internships 

(Dockterman 2015). In addition to advocating specifically for unpaid interns, Clinton also spoke 

openly about economic equality in general, such as proposing a solution for the student loan 

crisis (Greer and Grenell 2015). In her first speech after she announced her intention to run, 

Clinton directly addressed economic inequality, specifically calling out traditional Republican 
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economic policy: "These Republicans trip over themselves promising lower taxes for the wealthy 

and fewer rules for the biggest corporations without regard for how that will make income 

inequality even worse" (Ball 2015, n.p).  Despite her advocacy for economic equality, people 

saw her decision to implement an unpaid internship program as controversial (Jacobs 2015a). 

Mikey Franklin of the Fair Pay Campaign, a national movement dedicated to ending unpaid 

internships, insinuated that the Clinton campaign’s hiring practices were hypocritical considering 

her economic platform, saying, “If Secretary Clinton wants to show she’s serious about 

economic opportunity for young people, that has to start with her campaign” (Jacobs 2015a, 

n.p.). 

Even if Clinton had not explicitly taken a stance advocating for the rights of unpaid 

interns, her decision to hire them would still be contradictory within her platform, as unpaid 

internships are an innately feminist issue. With women more represented in unpaid internships 

than men, it is impossible to ignore the gendered consequences of such programs (Imhoff 2017). 

For example, people who take unpaid internships are more likely to take lower paying jobs in the 

future (Imhoff 2017). In fact, research shows that students who take unpaid internships are less 

likely than paid interns to find a job upon graduation (Guarise and Kostenblatt 2018). Since 

women make up a higher percentage of unpaid interns, it becomes clear that the prevalence of 

unpaid internships is contributing to gender inequities in pay and representation in various work 

sectors (Imhoff 2017).  

In 2016, Bernie Sanders was the only presidential candidate to pay his interns (Revesz 

2016). Sanders, a famous supporter of socialist policies, has long been a vocal supporter of 

ending unpaid internships. For example, during his most recent presidential run in 2020, he 

tweeted, “Unpaid internships are fundamentally unfair to the many bright young people who 

simply cannot afford to work for no wages. We must recognize that work is work and every 

worker must be paid a decent and living wage” (Sanders 2019, n.p.). On the other hand, several 

political leaders continue to hire unpaid interns and have had less critical media coverage than 

Clinton did. Even her opponent in the 2016 presidential race, Donald J. Trump, hired unpaid 

interns in his campaign. In fact, Trump’s daughter, Ivanka, faced far more scrutiny than her 

father when it came to the issue of unpaid interns. Media outlets mocked Ivanka Trump’s claims 

that she was paying her unpaid interns in experience, though her father faced much less backlash 

for making similar claims (O’Connor 2016).  

Similar to Clinton, several presidential candidates made statements in support of unpaid 

interns, especially students, while also not paying their interns (Greer and Grenell 2015). 

Republicans Jeb Bush, Marco Rubio, Donald Trump, and several others frequently discussed the 

student loan debt as a major problem and also expressed the belief that unpaid internships were a 

way for organizations to profit from students, but none of these candidates offered paid 

internships (Greer and Grenell 2015). Republican candidate Ben Carson advertised paid 

internships in his campaign, but the payment was only a food and travel stipend and not a set 

wage (Greer and Grenell 2015).  

Clinton’s unpaid internship program received far more individual media coverage than 

many of the other candidates who employed similar programs. Unpaid political internships have 

always been common in the field, including during the 2016 campaigns. Clinton, however, faced 

much harsher criticism, especially in the public eye, for her decision to have her own unpaid 

internship program. The internship program was not the only topic drawing disproportionate 

controversy against Clinton’s campaign. Most well-known is Clinton’s email scandal, where she 
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used her personal email server during her time as secretary of state, supposedly putting the 

security of the country at risk (Johnson 2016).  

Though it is true that the Clinton campaign did not pay their interns, they did not entirely 

ignore their needs either. In 2015, in the midst of the campaign’s hiring freeze and as criticism 

mounted against the unpaid internship program, the Clinton campaign asked the Federal Election 

Commission (FEC) if an unpaid student intern at DePauw University could receive a stipend or 

college credit for their work (Dockterman 2015). The campaign lawyers were hoping that the 

FEC would agree that a student should be able to access university support, specifically funding, 

without having it count as a contribution towards the political campaign. Clinton’s lawyers 

argued that by denying university support for unpaid political internships, these professional 

spaces would remain inaccessible for lower-income students, a key argument against unpaid 

internships. The FEC ultimately decided that tax-exempt universities could give unpaid interns in 

the Clinton campaign stipends (Rathz 2017).  

This decision set a precedent allowing students at tax-exempt universities3 to receive 

institutional funds for their political internships without having the money count as a campaign 

contribution. While this decision provides unpaid student interns with some relief, it does 

nothing to help interns who are not students or those students who do not qualify for this 

funding. Since many of the interns working with Clinton were experienced graduates, they did 

not benefit from this decision at all. Additionally, the political makeup of the DePauw student 

body does not appear to skew one way or another, likely a crucial point in the FEC’s decision 

(Rathz 2017). It is unclear whether this ruling would hold up if the university funding came from 

a more politically charged institution (Rathz 2017).  

While it is unclear exactly how severely Clinton’s internship program affected her polling 

numbers, it is clear that she faced extensive criticism from the media and other politicians 

(Jacobs 2015a). Following severe backlash at the revelation that Clinton’s unpaid interns were 

actually highlywhe experienced workers, the campaign made the decision to hire eight paid 

fellows from the established program (Jacobs 2015a). None of the other candidates with unpaid 

interns in 2016 established paid programs like Clinton’s.  

Hillary Clinton went on to lose the presidential election once again, this time to Donald 

Trump, who ran a highly controversial campaign (McCammon 2016). For many, Clinton’s loss 

to a conservative, populist politicians with no political experience proved that the political world 

has a long way to go in terms of achieving true gender equality (Burleigh 2016). Since this loss, 

Clinton has not announced any plans to run another political campaign, for any office, anytime 

soon.  

In the midst of an election that largely continued the practice of unpaid political 

internships, the race’s female frontrunner, Hillary Clinton, was on the receiving end of far more 

backlash than her fellow candidates. Female politicians have always had less control over their 

narratives in the media, and Clinton is a prime example of this issue. Arguing that the criticism 

of Clinton’s program was entirely due to her gender, though, erases the complexities that 

accompany unpaid political internships, especially within a political party that prioritizes 

equality and justice. Clinton’s decision to not pay her interns and the consequent scrutiny she 

faced exemplify the relationship between media and gender politics. At the same time, it raises 

questions about the existence of unpaid internships and their establishment in the political world. 

 
3 Most universities in the United States are tax-exempt, meaning they do not pay income tax, because of their educational missions, which is 

viewed by the government as fundamental to the capacities of citizens, or due to their status as state government bodies (Association of American 

Universities 2019). Tax exempt organizations can lose their status by participating in political activity such as lobbying (Rathz 2017).  
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Epilogue 

Recent data shows that 57% of political interns working right now are not paid, though 

these internships continue to be highly sought after (Imnhoff 2017). Considering the prestige that 

accompanies an internship position within the government, it is unlikely that these internship 

programs will ever truly die out.  

During his time in office, Trump reversed many of Obama’s standards for unpaid 

internships and established the new, flexible primary beneficiary test. This test, which is very 

similar to the standards set forth by Obama, is less rigid and makes it easier for organizations to 

hire unpaid interns without repercussions. In order to assess the legality of unpaid internships, 

the Department of Labor examined the primary beneficiary test. The purpose of this standard 

remains to ensure that the internship is a mutually beneficial experience and that any intern is not 

being exploited for their work. This adjusted standard, however, developed under the Trump 

Administration, is not as rigid as past tests. Courts have ruled that this is a flexible standard and 

that no one factor is determinative. The flexible primary beneficiary test includes:     

 

1. The extent to which the intern and the employer clearly understand that there is no 

expectation of compensation. Any promise of compensation, express or implied, suggests 

that the intern is an employee—and vice versa. 

2. The extent to which the internship provides training that would be similar to that which 

would be given in an educational environment, including the clinical and other hands-on 

training provided by educational institutions. 

3. The extent to which the internship is tied to the intern’s formal education program by 

integrated coursework or the receipt of academic credit. 

4. The extent to which the internship accommodates the intern’s academic commitments 

by corresponding to the academic calendar. 

5. The extent to which the internship’s duration is limited to the period in which the 

internship provides the intern with beneficial learning. 

6. The extent to which the intern’s work complements, rather than displaces, the work of 

paid employees while providing significant educational benefits to the intern. 

7. The extent to which the intern and the employer understand that the internship is 

conducted without entitlement to a paid job at the conclusion of the internship 

(Department of Labor 2018, n.p.). 

 

This is in stark contrast to Obama-era policy, where a six-standard test provided a strict, 

inflexible rule for unpaid internships. Though the standards themselves are fairly similar to those 

used by the Obama administration, employers are not made to follow these standards as rigidly. 

Even if not all the conditions are met, the employer is not automatically in the wrong for hiring 

an unpaid intern.  

In 2020, as the race for president started up once again, the role of unpaid internships in 

the race drastically changed, with all the Democratic presidential candidates making the decision 

to offer paid internships except for frontrunner Joe Biden (Ulmer and Akin, 2019). Biden offered 

exclusively unpaid internships to students, though paid opportunities were available for more 

experienced employees (Ulmer and Akin, 2019). Like Clinton, Biden also made claims 

advocating for economic equality on various fronts, especially at the intersection of economic 

and racial equality, though he never made paid positions available for student interns within his 
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own campaign (Wilkie 2020). Biden went on to ultimately win the presidency in 2020 against 

Donald Trump, who beat Clinton in 2016.  

Since Biden’s victory, people have continued to push for reforms to unpaid internships. 

This is not particularly surprising given Biden served as the vice president of the Obama 

administration that cracked down on the exploitation of unpaid interns. Pay Our Interns, a 

bipartisan national intern advocacy group, sent a letter to the Biden administration demanding 

reforms and specifically asking them to make it harder to classify employees as unpaid interns 

(LaSusa 2021). Citing the systemic inequalities that unpaid internships support, the organization 

urged the Biden administration to re-examine the standards set forth by the Department of Labor, 

establish a data-tracking system to monitor unpaid internships and to have additional measures in 

place in order to prevent the misclassification of employees as interns (LaSusa 2021). Pay Our 

Interns also argued that the issues with unpaid internships have only been worsened by the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which has left many less privileged workers more vulnerable to 

exploitation by employers (LaSusa 2021). In July of 2021, bills from the House Appropriation 

Committee included funding for both White House and State Department internships, a historic 

first for White House internships (Kaplan 2021).   
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