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Taking Action on Unpaid Internships 
 
PRE-BUDGET SUBMISSION FROM STUDENTS AGAINST UNPAID INTERNSHIP SCAMS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Students Against Unpaid Internship Scams urges the Ontario government to take immediate action to address 

the proliferation of unpaid internships in Ontario.  

 

We urge the Ontario government to  

 

1. Proactively enforce the law on unpaid internships;  

2. Engage in a public education campaign so that students, youth, employers and post-secondary educational 

institutions know their legal rights and obligations surrounding unpaid internships; and  

3. Undertake a comprehensive review of all of the laws surrounding unpaid internships.  

 

Taking action on unpaid internships scams (and thus turning illegal unpaid internships into paid employment) is 

an inexpensive way to create jobs for young workers, boost Ontario’s economy and reduce the deficit.  
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ABOUT US 
 

Students Against Unpaid Internship Scams is a group of Ontario students, youth and labour activists working to 
address the growing problem of unpaid internship scams.  

In fall 2013, Students Against Unpaid Internship Scams launched a campaign to stop unpaid internship scams. 
Since then, over 1000 Ontarians have signed our petition calling on the Ontario government to take action. 

More information about the campaign is available at www.payyourinterns.ca 
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OVERVIEW 
 

Unpaid internship scams have gotten out of control in Ontario. Unpaid internships are replacing paid entry-
level jobs and contributing to the growing youth unemployment crisis. Unpaid internships drive up the youth 
unemployment rate, causing widespread and long-term negative effects to Ontario’s economy.  

Youth unemployment is a growing crisis. Ontario’s youth are increasingly graduating with mortgage sized 
debt loads into a job market with little to offer young workers. In 2013, the unemployment rate for youth 
aged 15-24 in Ontario fluctuated between 16% and 17.1% in 2013 – significantly higher than the national 
average.1 

 

Unpaid internships delay young peoples’ entry into the paid labour market. When young people are not 
being paid for their work they are not reinvesting in Ontario’s economy. 

The number of unpaid internships has grown exponentially in recent years. It is estimated that there are 
approximately 100,000 illegal unpaid internships in Ontario every year – in addition to unpaid internships 
completed as part of academic programs.2 

Although many unpaid internships violate the Employment Standards Act (ESA), the Ontario Ministry of Labour 
is not taking adequate steps to proactively enforce the law. As a result, an increasing number of young 
workers are cheated out of a paycheck. 

We recommend that the Ontario Government proactively enforce the current law on unpaid internships; 
engage in an educational campaign to inform employers, students, youth, post-secondary educational 
institutions about their legal rights and obligations surrounding unpaid internships; and undertake a 
comprehensive review of all of the laws on unpaid internships in Ontario. 

We estimate that these recommendations will require only a small investment from the Ontario government, 
and will quickly pay for themselves. Making a small investment in proactive enforcement will generate a large 
benefit for Ontario. Paying young workers will increase the tax base and have broader positive impacts on 
Ontario’s economy as young workers spend their wages.  

Proactively enforcing Ontario’s employment standards is good for Ontario’s youth, and good for Ontario’s 
economy.  

                                                
1 Sean Geobey, The Young and the Jobless: Youth Unemployment in Ontario (Toronto: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2013) online: 
<https://www.policyalternatives.ca/publications/reports/young-and-jobless>. 
2 Andrew Langille, "Why Canada Needs Better Labour Market Data and the Canadian Internship Survey" Youth and Work (12 October 
2013), online: Youth and Work <http://www.youthandwork.ca/2013/10/why-canada-needs-better-labour-market.html; Andrew Langille, 
"Lost In Transition: The Impact of Unpaid Internships on Ontario's Youths" Youth and Work (29 August 2013), online: Youth and Work 
<http://www.youthandwork.ca/2013/08/lost-in-transition-impact-of-unpaid.html>. 

 
“The misuse of unpaid internships exploits the inexperience of young workers, takes advantage of 
their need to gain experience and contributes to their precarity. By reducing youth employment, 
these practices create broader and longer term negative impacts on the Ontario economy.” –  

Law Commission of Ontario (Vulnerable Workers and Precarious Work: Final Report) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Proactive Enforcement 
 

In the last year, the Ontario Ministry of Labour has hired additional employment standards officers and 
announced limited proactive enforcement through scheduled enforcement blitzes.3 While these steps are 
encouraging, larger-scale proactive enforcement targeted at industries with high numbers of unpaid 
internships is needed.  

Proactive enforcement of employment standards is not a new idea. In the 1970s, directly after the ESA came 
into force in 1969, the Ministry of Labour had a policy of conducting full investigations of an entire company 
every time an individual employee filed a complaint.4 This represented the height of employment standards 
enforcement in Ontario and the number of investigations conducted by the Ministry has been in decline since 
then.5 In 1971 52,263 employees were compensated for violations of the act, and in 2009-10, a total of 
20,762 claims were investigated.6 This dramatic decline despite an increasing population shows the weakness 
of complaints based enforcement.  

 

It is very rare for current employees to file complaints against their employer; most employment standards 
complaints are filed after people have left their jobs.7 For unpaid interns, this problem is multiplied. When the 
only compensation interns receive for their work is a reference for possible future paid employment, and when 
filing a complaint comes with the very real risk of being blacklisted, unpaid interns face additional barriers to 
filing a complaint.   

                                                
3 Ontario Ministry of Labour, 2013/14 Employment Standards Proactive Enforcement Plan, online: Ontario Ministry of Labour 
<http://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/es/enforcementplan_1314.php>. 
4 Leah F. Vosko et al, New approaches to Enforcement and Compliance With Labour Regulatory Standards: The Case of Ontario, Canada, 
(Toronto, Law Commission of Ontario, 2011) at 8-17. 
5 Ibid at 16-18. 
6 Ibid at 17. 
7 Mark P. Thomas, Regulating Flexibility: The Political Economy of Employment Standards (Montreal, McGill-Queen's University Press, 2009) at 
104-105. 

 

“I COMPLETED A THREE MONTH UNPAID INTERNSHIP WITH ONE OF CANADA’S BIGGEST PUBLISHING 

HOUSES. I RECEIVED NO TRAINING; THE MAJORITY OF MY TIME WAS SPENT EITHER PACKING BOXES OR 

DOING THE WORK OF MY SUPERVISOR. EACH PUBLICIST WAS SUPPOSED TO BE RESPONSIBLE FOR 

WRITING THEIR OWN PRESS RELEASES, AND YET BY THE TIME I LEFT I WAS WRITING ALMOST ALL OF THEM 

(THEY EVEN TRIED TO GET ME TO PREPARE THEM IN ADVANCE FOR RELEASES SCHEDULED AFTER MY 

DEPARTURE). I FELT I DESERVED TO BE PAID FOR THESE TASKS, SINCE I WAS DOING THE WORK THAT 

OTHERS WERE BEING PAID FOR, BUT I COMPLETED THE INTERNSHIP FOR FEAR GETTING BLACKLISTED IN THE 

INDUSTRY.” 

– ROSELYN, RICHMOND HILL 
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It is unfair for the Ministry of Labour to force interns to choose between a good reference and enforcing their 
legal rights. Enforcing the law is the Ontario government’s responsibility – not the responsibility of vulnerable 
young workers. The Ministry of Labour needs to proactively enforce the law on unpaid internships. 

 

  

 

RECOMMENDATION 1: Proactively enforce the current law on unpaid internships 
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2. Public Education 
 

Despite the increased focus on the growth of unpaid internships in recent months, the laws surrounding unpaid 
internships are not very well understood by employers, students, youth, post-secondary institutions, and the 
public at large.  

Many small employers do not know that there are laws regarding unpaid internships, and therefore do not 
ensure that their internships comply with the requirements in s. 1 (2) of the ESA.  

Many youth who work as unpaid interns are unaware of their rights under the ESA. The current complaints-
based system of enforcement relies on youth knowing their rights.  

Educating employers, youth, students, and post-secondary institutions is a cost-effective way to increase 
compliance with the ESA.  

  

 

RECOMMENDATION 2: Engage in an educational campaign to inform employers, 
students, youth, post-secondary educational institutions and the general public about 

their legal rights and obligations surrounding unpaid internships 
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3. Comprehensive Review 
 

In Ontario, there are three exceptions in the ESA permitting unpaid internships. 

The first exception is for unpaid internships through academic programs. Unpaid internships that are part of a 
university or college program are generally allowed. The second exception is the exclusion of certain 
professions such as law and architecture from the minimum standards in the ESA. The third exception involves a 
six-part test an internship must meet in order to be unpaid.  

These exceptions were all introduced in amendments to the ESA in 2000. Since 2000, there has been a huge 
rise in the number of unpaid internships in Ontario. Additionally, both the number of industries relying heavily 
on unpaid internships, and the work done by unpaid interns has changed significantly.  

It is time to undertake a comprehensive review of Ontario’s Employment Standards to determine whether the 
rules regarding unpaid internships are working. We have a number of suggestions about where we think the 
laws surrounding unpaid internships should be amended, but appreciate that big-picture reform requires 
thoughtful review. That’s why we urge the Ontario government to immediately undertake a comprehensive 
review of all of the laws surrounding unpaid internships to determine how well they’re working for youth, and 
how they can be improved.  

Because the current standards and complaints-based enforcement mechanisms have not effectively prevented 
the proliferation of illegal unpaid internships that do not meet the six-part test, we recommend that the 
Ontario Government look to creating a permit-based system for regulating unpaid internships that are not 
part of a program approved by a educational institution. Employers have proven themselves unable or 
unwilling to appropriately apply the six-part test to their internship programs.  

 

Universities and colleges have failed to exercise adequate control over internships connected to academic 
programs. Recent media coverage has shown that it is not uncommon for college students to work as unpaid 
interns cleaning hotel rooms as a required part of their academic program.8 When students complete unpaid 
internships as part of an academic program, they are generally paying to work for free. As a result, 
oversight of unpaid internships approved by educational institutions is especially important.  

                                                
8 Zoe McKnight, "Unpaid Interns: Toronto College Students Clean Tubs for Nothing" The Toronto Star (14 October 2013), online: The Toronto 
Star <http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2013/10/14/unpaid_interns_toronto_college_students_clean_tubs_for_nothing.html>. 

 

“I HAVE BEEN REQUIRED TO COMPLETE FOUR UNPAID INTERNSHIPS OVER THE PAST FIVE YEARS AS A 

MANDATED COMPONENT OF MY ACADEMIC STUDIES. THAT IS OVER 2000 HOURS OF UNPAID LABOUR, ALL 

WHILE PAYING TUITION, ACQUIRING STUDENT DEBT, AND HAVING MY AVAILABLE HOURS FOR PAID LABOUR 

DRASTICALLY REDUCED. THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT MUST REVIEW THE BROAD EXCLUSION FOR UNPAID 

INTERNSHIPS IN ACADEMIC PROGRAMS.”  
- TAMARA, TORONTO 
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Universities, colleges and the employers they work with have exploited the vulnerability of young people in a 
competitive labour market with high youth unemployment. We recommend that the broad exclusion for unpaid 
internships through post-secondary institutions be significantly narrowed.  

 

 

  

 

RECOMMENDATION 3: Undertake a comprehensive review of the laws on unpaid 
internships in Ontario 
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4. Conclusion 
 

The Ontario government must take immediate action to crack down on illegal unpaid internships run outside of 
the academic context, as well as develop a system of regulating unpaid internships both inside and outside of 
the academic context which is stable and viable over the long-term.  

The current regulatory regime is not working. The complaints-based system of enforcement for unpaid 
internships outside of the educational context has failed young workers, and the broad academic exclusion 
has led to the proliferation of unpaid internships of sometimes-dubious merit, which, to add insult to injury, 
students must pay tuition fees to complete.  

In the short-term, the Ontario government must introduce measures for proactive enforcement such as 
inspection blitzes, anonymous and third-party complaints and also engage in a public education campaign so 
that stakeholders know their legal rights and obligations.  

Over the medium-term, the Ontario government must undertake a comprehensive review of all of the laws 
surrounding unpaid internships in Ontario, which we believe should result in a permit-based system for unpaid 
internships subject to the six-part test, and a significant narrowing of the broad academic exclusion. Curbing 
the abuse of unpaid labour and the displacement of paid work is an inexpensive way to support job creation 
for youth, boost the economy, and reduce the deficit.  

It’s time for the Ontario government to take action on unpaid internships.  

 

 


