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Abstract: A persistent gap between what business students learn in the classroom and what employers require 
of them has renewed interest in experiential bridges between academia and industry. Business externship 
programs, in which students undertake structured, mentored, short-to-medium-term placements in corporate 
settings, are one such bridge, yet evidence on their long-term efficacy for workforce readiness and leadership 
development remains limited. This study evaluated the long-term effects of structured business externship 
participation on workforce readiness and leadership development in United States corporate environments. 
Using a simulated longitudinal dataset following 480 business graduates over five years post-graduation, with 
externship participants compared to matched non-participants, participants scored substantially higher on a 
composite workforce-readiness index aligned to recognized career-readiness competencies (4.12 versus 3.45 on 
a five-point scale) and reached their first leadership or supervisory role sooner (median 2.8 versus 4.1 years). 
Five years after graduation, 38% of participants held a leadership role compared with 22% of non-participants. 
Externship participation was the strongest predictor of leadership development, followed by mentorship quality 
and the authenticity of assigned projects. Efficacy varied by program design and corporate sector but was 
positive throughout. Structured business externships meaningfully advanced long-term workforce readiness and 
leadership development. 

Keywords: Business Externships, Experiential Learning, Workforce Readiness, Leadership Development, 
Work-Integrated Learning, Employability, Academia-Industry Gap, Corporate Talent Development 

 
Introduction 
Employers consistently complain that, despite their impressive grades, graduates from new business 
programs, especially from the United States, are not prepared to face the rigors of the corporate world, and 
they lack the practical judgment, communication, and interpersonal skills that are needed at work. It is not 
a 'missed opportunity' but a 'structural education-to-employment gap' which has been documented as a 
mismatch between graduate attributes and employers' needs (Mourshed et al., 2013). Sealing it has become 
a joint objective for the universities, employers, and students. 

The conceptual basis of the response is experiential learning. Dewey believed that true learning is a 
product of reflection on experience, as opposed to the transmission of passive knowledge (Dewey, 1938); 
Kolb formalized this idea into a cycle that transforms experience into long-term learning through concrete 
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation ( Kolb, 1984). 
From this perspective, competencies that are not easily transmitted in the classroom are best acquired in the 
context of theory-practice. 
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The family of work-integrated learning (WIL) models—such as internships, cooperative education, 
placements, and externships—has been implemented by universities and recognized as a class of high-impact 
learning and deeper learning outcomes (Kuh, 2008; Eyler, 2009). The common threads of these practices are 
that they share the belief that capabilities from supervised interaction with authentic work cannot be fully 
reached by lectures and cases. 

Externships fall somewhere between the extremes of this family. A structured business externship is a 
program in which a student is paired with a host company for a predetermined length of time, during which 
the student receives mentored experiences with real work in a business, and is typically shorter and more 
observational in nature than a full internship. They are very short, so they are scalable, they are available, 
but they're also not very lasting. 

There is a strong evidence base for internships and related placements. Past research shows that business 
college internships are positively associated with career outcomes such as employment and early earnings 
(Gault et al. 2000), and that business college internships provide benefits in three areas: skills, networks, and 
job-market signaling (Knouse & Fontenot, 2008). It's not as clear whether the more concise externship format 
is as valuable in the long term. 

Operationalization of workforce readiness has been achieved by competency frameworks. Through the 
skills that employers view as part of a career-ready graduate, such as communication, critical thinking, 
teamwork, professionalism, leadership, and self-development, a career-ready graduate can be measured 
using a structured framework rather than by the impression that is formed overall (National Association of 
Colleges and Employers, 2024). These would enable the impact of an intervention to be tracked by 
competency. 

Work-integrated learning has been demonstrated to produce just these employability competencies – but 
not without some effort. Research indicates that placements develop generic and employability skills if they 
are well designed; however, barriers to supervision, integration, and reflection limit the impact of placements 
(Jackson, 2015; Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick, & Cragnolini, 2004). However, depending on the intentional 
nature of the work experience, it can be educational or not (Billett, 2009). 

Evidence regarding employment impacts is generally positive yet has some nuances. One extensive study, 
described humorously as the ‘million dollar question’, was able to conclude that internships enhance 
employability, but that the size of this enhancement is dependent on context and quality, not simply the 
presence of the internship (Silva et al., 2018). This qualification encourages focus on the aspects of the 
program design and not merely on the fact that a student was in the program. 

The second outcome of interest is leadership development, and experience plays a pivotal role in this as 
well. It is widely believed that developing leadership capability is more likely to happen from challenging 
experiences than from teaching. Scholars state that a great deal of leadership is learned on the job (McCall, 
2004). Such experiences may, therefore, be a good way to start the process of leadership development long 
before students are appointed to their first managerial positions. 

It is set against a backdrop in the wider leadership-development literature where the claim fits into an 
evolving body of work. Reviews span a transformation from teaching discrete leader competencies to teaching 
leadership as a relational and contextual competence over time (Day, 2000; Day, Fleenor, Atwater, Sturm, & 
McKee, 2014). The lens needed to be longitudinal in order to see leadership development as a process that 
takes time, not a singular placement. 

What externs enter into the modern corporate environment has changed, and the bar has been raised on 
the competencies which readiness frameworks are trying to capture. With Artificial Intelligence transforming 
business communications, new language and interpretation skills are needed for graduates, and business 
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education is being called to change accordingly (Hussan, 2026a). It's part of what workforce readiness means 
today to ready graduates for this environment. 

These changes are realized in the way of leadership and business values. AI systems are becoming more 
important in the framing of information that influences managerial decisions, and consequently performance 
outcomes (Hussan, 2026b); moreover, language that organizations employ in their interaction with 
customers has become a direct instrument in building trust and creating value in the business (Hussan, 2025). 
Graduates with the ability to communicate and interpret these will be more likely to contribute and be 
leaders. 

The human capital theory provides an economic explanation to justify investing in such bridges. 
Experiences that increase firm-relevant and transferable capability are important investments in education 
and training, which increase productive capacity and returns (Becker, 1964). Externships can be interpreted 
as a low-cost/ high-leverage human-capital investment spread out over the university-employer boundary. 

An explicit logic of outcomes is required in rigorous evaluation. Training-evaluation structures break 
down reactions, learning, behaviour and results, and focus beyond the initial satisfaction to behaviour and 
organisational outcomes over time (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006). It is therefore necessary to have a 
credible evaluation of the externships, which will follow participants to the workplace and over years. 

In this backdrop, the current study examines the long-term effectiveness of a structured business 
externship program on workforce readiness and leadership development in the United States corporate 
settings. We hypothesized that externship participants would show greater workforce readiness and increased 
and accelerated leadership development over 5 years when compared to matched non-participants, that the 
effects of the externship would be strongest when the program design was strongest, and that the efficacy 
would be positive across corporate sectors but vary in magnitude. All data reported are hypothetical to 
illustrate the analytic and reporting structure, and not to represent an actual group of data. 

This is a case where a longitudinal evaluation is critical as outcomes of interest are not complete when 
graduates leave the program. It is important to note that degree-level workforce readiness is a point-in-time 
measurement that reflects only the immediate learning that takes place during an externship, while 
leadership development occurs over a number of years as individuals take on more responsibility and the 
context of their experiences evolves. The pathway, and not just the entry point, can be seen with a cohort 
over five years. 
 
Materials and Methods 
Developed a pseudo-longitudinal sample of 480 U.S. business graduates over five years after their graduation. 
Half had participated in an externship component of their degree, while the other half had not participated, 
and the latter were matched with the former on pre-program academic standing, degree concentration, 
demographic makeup, and institution type, to come close to the kind of matching a quasi-experimental field 
study would require. 

The externship construct was defined as narrowly as possible to separate it from other related work-
integrated-learning constructs. A qualifying externship was a structured, employer-sponsored work 
experience of limited duration (as opposed to unstructured "Job Shadowing") with an identified mentor 
providing authentic exposure to organizational work during the degree program (as opposed to a full-length 
cooperative placement). The definition maintains the continuity of the intervention without losing the 
diversity of design elements that the study wanted to isolate for study. 

Workforce readiness was defined as a composite index of seven competencies, which were identified as 
key for workforce readiness and aligned to a known career readiness framework (National Association of 
Colleges and Employers, 2024): communication, critical thinking, teamwork, professionalism, leadership, 
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technology, and career and self-development. The composite index was the mean of each competency, which 
were scored on a 5-point scale, at graduation and at annual follow-ups. 

Leadership development was measured by five different measures over the five years: attainment of a 
formal leadership position or supervisory role; first time in a formal leadership role or supervisory role since 
graduation; number of direct reports; leadership behaviour rating from a previously validated developmental 
dimension. Cumulatively, these indicators suggest that leadership is not a singular event and experience 
(Tayebi, 2004; Day et al., 2014). 

Participants' experiences for externships were captured to permit examination of design effects of the 
externship program, such as duration, quality of the mentor, authenticity of the assigned projects, debriefing 
and reflection, host employer sector, and host employer size. The features operationalize the design factors 
identified in the literature on work-integrated learning that are important for efficacy (Jackson, 2015; Billett, 
2009). 

A program quality index was created for each participant by summing the standardized design features 
into a single score on a scale of one to five to determine if there was a dose-response relationship between a 
stronger program design and larger readiness gains. This index transforms the frequent observation that 
outcomes are related to quality, not just participation (Silva et al., 2018). 

Based on the outcomes logic in relation to learning, behaviour and results as a common approach used 
in training-evaluation practice (Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2006), the analysis was carried out on the basis of 
these three outcome categories. Readiness measured learning, learning to take on a leadership role measured 
behavioural change, and career progression and retention measured longer-term outcomes, with efficacy 
outcomes measured at the level rather than the immediate reaction level. 

The mean differences with confidence intervals were used to compare participants and non-participants 
on readiness and leadership outcomes, and the trajectory of leadership-role attainment over the five years 
was modelled using mean differences with confidence intervals. Multivariable regression modelling with 
standardized coefficients was used to estimate the likelihood that participation in externship or design 
features would predict leadership development. A two-sided alpha level of 0.05 was used and all analyses 
were performed in Python using common scientific packages. 

The dataset used was a simulated one and no approval of human subjects was required, whereas data 
from a field study would necessitate institutional review board approval, informed consent, and data 
protection safeguards. The analysis plan was pre-specified, including the primary readiness/leadership 
outcomes, as well as the design-feature predictors. The 480 graduates from five annual waves are sufficiently 
large to yield sufficient precision for the group comparisons, trajectory model, and regression analyses. 
 
Results 
All readiness competencies were found to be higher for the externship participants than for the matched non-
participants (Figure 1, Table 2). On the five-point scale, the difference between participants and non-
participants was 0.67 points in favor of the participants in the composite workforce-readiness index, with the 
highest score being for leadership, professionalism, and communication, and the lowest score being for 
technology. The pattern suggests that the advantage of an externship was limited to the more applied 
interpersonal competencies, which are the least well-developed aspects of classroom learning. 
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Figure 1 
Workforce-readiness Competency Ratings for Externship Participants and Non-Participants. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The uniformity of the advantage across competencies is itself notable. Rather than lifting one or two attributes 
while leaving others untouched, externship participation was associated with higher ratings on all seven 
competencies simultaneously, suggesting that the experience acted on a broad base of professional capability 
rather than on an isolated skill. The composite difference of 0.67 points corresponded to roughly two-thirds 
of a scale point, a gap large enough to separate a graduate rated merely adequate from one rated clearly 
workplace-ready. 
 
Table 1 
Simulated Longitudinal Study Design 
Attribute Value 
Graduates followed 480 
Groups Externship participants vs matched non-participants 
Follow-up horizon 5 years post-graduation 
Matching variables GPA, concentration, demographics, institution type 
Readiness measure 7-competency composite (1-5) 
Leadership measures Role attainment, time-to-role, reports, behaviour 
Design features Duration, mentorship, authenticity, reflection, sector 

 
Table 2 
Workforce-readiness Competency Outcomes (Mean, 1-5) 
Competency Participants Non-participants Difference 
Communication 4.21 3.48 +0.73 
Critical thinking 4.05 3.55 +0.50 
Teamwork 4.18 3.62 +0.56 
Professionalism 4.33 3.60 +0.73 
Leadership 3.92 3.21 +0.71 
Technology 4.02 3.70 +0.32 
Career/self-development 4.11 3.34 +0.77 
Composite index 4.12 3.45 +0.67 
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The leadership advantage widened over time (Figure 2, Table 3). One year after graduation, 6% of 
participants and 3% of non-participants held a leadership or supervisory role; by year five, the figures were 
38% and 22%, respectively. Participants reached their first leadership role at a median of 2.8 years versus 
4.1 years for non-participants, and supervised more direct reports on average, indicating earlier and more 
extensive movement into leadership. 
 
Figure 2 
Proportion in a Leadership or Supervisory Role Across the Five Years after Graduation 

 
 
The two curves were also not parallel, but diverged, which is instructive regarding mechanism. If the 
externship had simply given a head start, the difference between the participants and the non-participants 
would likely have stayed more or less the same; yet, if results of the externship have been the early 
experiences that, over time, give participants the opportunities to gain roles and visibility that foster further 
development, the difference grows, from three percentage points in year one to sixteen by year five. The 
same ordering was followed by the leadership-behaviour rating (3.88 vs. 3.19). 
 
Table 3 
Leadership-development Outcomes Over Five Years 
Indicator Participants Non-participants 
In leadership role, year 1 6% 3% 
In leadership role, year 3 24% 12% 
In leadership role, year 5 38% 22% 
Median time to first role (years) 2.8 4.1 
Mean direct reports, year 5 3.6 1.9 
Leadership-behaviour rating (1-5) 3.88 3.19 

 
The size of the readiness gain was predicted by program quality (Figure 3). In general, higher program quality 
indexes correlated with a higher workforce-readiness gain, with a correlation of 0.63 and a slope of about 
0.17 points of workforce-readiness gain per point of program quality across participants. The participants in 
the weakest programs got little more than those who did not participate, while those in the strongest 
programs got a lot more – showing that it was the design that gave them the benefit, not just the exposure. 
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Figure 3 
Workforce-readiness Gain as a Function of Externship Program Quality 

 
 
The best predictor of leadership development was participation in externships, whereas design features were 
significant on their own (Figure 4, Table 4). The standardized coefficient for externship participation was the 
largest followed by quality of mentorship, project authenticity, and length of the program, while structured 
reflection had a modest coefficient and size of employer, and pre-program grade point average had little. The 
influence of mentorship and authenticity is a reflection of the factors that lead to placement effectiveness 
that were found in previous research (Narayanan, Olk, & Fukami, 2010). 
 
Figure 4 
Standardized Predictors of Leadership Development 

 
Table 4 
Multivariable Predictors of Leadership Development 
Predictor Std. coefficient p-value 
Externship participation 0.34 <0.001 
Mentorship quality 0.29 <0.001 
Project authenticity 0.26 <0.001 
Program duration 0.21 <0.001 
Debrief/reflection 0.19 0.002 
Pre-program GPA 0.10 0.04 
Employer size 0.06 0.21 

These are clustered into recognisable efficacy profiles in program design (Table 5). Length of program, quality 
of mentorship, and authenticity of the project and structured reflection contributed to the greatest gains in 
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readiness and leadership; the least contributions were from programs that lacked mentorship or reflection, 
supporting the notion that integration and reflection are the key to moving from exposure to learning (Billett, 
2009; Jackson, 2015). The range of profiles was sufficiently large to be of practical program design interest. 
 
Table 5 
Externship Design Profiles and Efficacy 
Design profile Share Readiness gain Reached leadership by yr 5 
High-structure (all features) 28% +0.98 51% 
Mentored, limited reflection 34% +0.71 40% 
Project-based, low mentorship 23% +0.49 31% 
Observational, minimal structure 15% +0.22 21% 

 
Efficacy was positive across corporate sectors while varying in magnitude (Figure 5, Table 6). Standardized 
efficacy across readiness gain, time-to-leadership, retention, and promotion was highest in consulting and 
finance, where mentorship and exposure to decision-making were most intensive, and somewhat lower in 
retail and consumer-goods settings, though positive everywhere. Five-year retention with the externship host 
or its sector was higher among participants, suggesting a talent-pipeline benefit to host employers. 
 
Figure 5 
Standardized Externship Efficacy Across Corporate Sectors and Outcome Dimensions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The career and business outcomes completed the picture at the results level of the evaluation logic (Table 6). 
Participants were markedly more likely to be employed within three months of graduation, to hold a role 
matched to their field of study, to remain in their sector at year five, and to have been promoted at least 
once, and they more often reported strong organizational fit. These downstream results indicate that the 
readiness and leadership gains translated into tangible labour-market advantages rather than remaining 
confined to assessed competencies. 
 
Table 6 
Career and Business Outcomes by Participation 
Outcome Participants Non-participants 
Employed within 3 months 88% 71% 
Role matched to field of study 79% 58% 
Retained in sector at year 5 74% 61% 
Promoted at least once by year 5 66% 44% 
Reported strong org fit 72% 55% 
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Discussion 
The results of this study suggest that business externship programs with a structure can have a significant 
and positive impact on U.S. corporate long-term workforce readiness and leadership development. 
Participants had higher scores on all readiness competencies compared to matched non-participants; 
participated in leadership roles at younger ages and in higher numbers over five years; and the magnitude of 
benefit correlated with program design quality. The results confirm the viability of externships as a tool 
facilitating the linking of theory to practice in the industry. 

The applied interpersonal competencies readiness advantage is theoretically sound. Communication, 
professionalism, teamwork, and leadership are those skills that are not taught well in the classroom, cannot 
be taught well in the classroom, and are best acquired by experiential learning, since they are required in 
interaction with situations in the real world that are not controlled by the instructor, but rather through 
reflection on and interaction with them (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). This is confirmed by the fact that the 
smallest gap was for technology, a more classroom-friendly competency. 

The leadership gap is wider over five years, as it is understood that leadership is a cumulative experience. 
It is usually believed that leadership is developed through a process of learning, which takes several years to 
come to fruition, not necessarily by a momentous event or a single boost (McCall, 2004; Day et al., 2014). 
This is the compounding that can be seen because of the longitudinal design. 

Perhaps most important, the dose-response relationship between program quality and readiness gain for 
practice. It suggests that externships, in and of themselves, are not necessarily beneficial, but are only 
beneficial in the extent to which they are designed well and are not put in place in the wrong context, aligning 
with the findings that the employment and skill benefits of placements are not necessarily present but 
contingent on their quality and context (Silva et al., 2018; Jackson, 2015). It does not require that there be 
any actual exposure. 

The regression results augment that message by pinpointing the characteristics of the design that are 
important. Quality of mentorship and project authenticity were the most salient design attributes that 
emerged as good predictors of leadership development, reflecting the evidence that the effectiveness of a 
placement is largely dependent on the quality of the mentorship and the authenticity of the project 
(Narayanan et al., 2010). These are action points that host employers and universities can actively promote. 

Theoretically, the role of structured reflection is also important, although it is less significant. In the 
experiential-learning cycle, concrete experience is transformed to generalizable understanding through 
reflection and the independent contribution of reflection supports the argument that integrating and 
debriefing work experience, rather than simply providing it, is the way that the educational value of work 
experience is realized (Kolb, 1984; Billett, 2009). Programs that do not reflect this lose a portion of the 
benefit available. 

By placing the results within a competency framework, the results are related to the way employers assess 
readiness. The results are based on the identified career-readiness competencies instead of overall 
impressions, and thus provide concrete insights into the attributes employers report they value as well as the 
education-to-employment gap that motivated the study (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 
2024; Mourshed et al., 2013). Externships seem to be filling in that void at its broadest. 

The readiness findings added salience by the changing corporate environment. With the changing nature 
of business communication and the new skills and knowledge it calls for, business education is under pressure 
to produce students for new linguistic and interpretive role-playing skills (Hussan, 2026a); externships give 
a space in which new skills and knowledge can be practiced in the context of business rather than just studied. 
The context set may be particularly useful at times of change in the context where the desired skills are 
changing. 
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The leadership findings also relate to the ways in which value is created, and decisions are made in 
"modern" companies. As AI is increasingly influencing managerial decision-making and performance (Hussan, 
2026b) and organizational language is linked directly to the trust and value customers bring to the 
organization (Hussan, 2025), early exposure to real decision environments can assist graduates in developing 
the judgment needed for leadership in decision environments. Externships bring emerging leaders into 
contact with these dynamics before they are formally responsible. 

The pattern of results, in terms of human capital, is easily interpreted as the return on a distributed 
investment. The improvements in readiness, quicker rate of promotion and better retention are increments 
in productive capacity to graduates, employers and the educational system that provides the funding for the 
experience (Becker, 1964). The sector variation points to the return being greater when the host environment 
is developmentally rich. 

There are a number of limitations imposed by the simulated analysis. The data-generating process 
represents presumed relationships between participation, design features, readiness, and leadership that, 
although supported by the literature, are not observations of reality, and real effects are generally smaller, 
noisier, and more subject to selection than a matched simulation suggests. Matching alone can't eliminate 
the difference in unobserved motivation and opportunity between participants and non-participants. 

Other limitations are that the definition is limited to just indicators of roles and behaviours in leadership 
development, the definition of readiness is based on rated competencies, which could be subject to assessor 
bias, program costs are not included, and the five-year time frame does not account for the full range of 
complexity in the relationship. The generalizability of the results to other institutions, student bodies, and 
economies has yet to be proven. 

The results nevertheless indicate clearly what should become the focus of practice and research. They 
suggest that practice should emphasize and invest in design elements that render the program effective 
instead of just more and more externship hours. Testing the relationships found in this modelling should be 
the next step for research, which would consist of prospective (ideally quasi-experimental) longitudinal 
studies with objective outcomes that would consider selection and equity issues. 

Overall, the analysis offers a cohesive narrative of the potential long-term benefits of structured business 
externships in bridging the gap between academic theory and industry practice to enhance workforce 
readiness and leadership development. The theme of increased competency-based readiness gains, the 
compounding leadership trajectory, the clear dose-response to program quality, and the positive efficacy 
across sectors suggest that externships, when properly designed, are a powerful tool for bridging the gap 
between what graduates know and what corporate environments want. 

An additional consideration is equity of access – which is not considered within the aggregate efficacy 
figures. Even with the best-designed externships, with great mentoring and real-world projects, if these 
experiences are disproportionately focused on students who already have network and institutional 
advantages, then an intervention that works on the average might create more, and not less, variation in 
workforce readiness and leadership attainment. Thus, ensuring that externships are provided to students who 
might benefit most is both an effectiveness and equity question and one that can't be answered simply through 
program expansion. 

Another distinction is the interests of the three parties that in tandem sponsor externships, owing to the 
varying returns associated with each. Students are prepared for and promoted into leadership roles; 
universities have better employment outcomes for graduates and stronger employer connections; and host 
employers have a longer talent pipeline as seen from a higher rate of retention within the sector. It is 
important to acknowledge that the benefits are not shared equally, and that is why the three must work 
together and not individually in order to sustain the investment in program quality. 
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Conclusion 
In this case study simulation of United States corporate contexts, structured business externships were shown 
to be meaningful in order to promote long-term workforce readiness and leadership development. The 
externship group outperformed the matched non-externship group in each career readiness competency, with 
a composite index of 4.12 versus 3.45; the group was significantly younger in their first leadership position 
(2.8 years vs 4.1 years); and the group was significantly more likely to be in a leadership position five years 
after graduation (38% vs 22%). The factors that significantly contributed to increasing efficacy are the 
program's quality, externship participation, mentorship quality, and the authenticity of the project, with all 
of these factors being positive across all corporate sectors. The practical consequence is that mentorship, 
authentic work, sufficient time, and intentional reflection are the necessary ingredients, and the research 
implication is to investigate these relationships in field studies that are prospective, longitudinal, and consider 
selection. Effectively planned externships come to life as a powerful linkage between theory and practice in 
the industry. 
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