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Qualitative study on enhancing employability in psychology
undergraduates: autonomy, competence and relatedness through
SDT-inspired internships
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ABSTRACT
This study examines how Self-Determination Theory (SDT)-inspired internships can
bridge the gap between psychology education and professional employability.
Focusing on undergraduate psychology students, we explore the lived experiences of
participants in an SDT-based internship program, analysing how it fosters autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Qualitative thematic analysis of in-depth interviews with
10 students revealed improvements in professional competencies, personal develop-
ment (e.g. internal growth and external adversity management), and enhanced career
readiness. The findings underscore the imperative for psychology curricula to integrate
experiential learning opportunities that intentionally cultivate these psychological
needs, moving beyond traditional academic instruction. This approach not only
enhances career prospects but also promotes a deeper, more meaningful engagement
with the discipline, preparing graduates to thrive in diverse professional landscapes
and challenging existing pedagogical imbalances.
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The persistent and widening gap between psychology education and career opportunities has become a
critical concern, gaining significant attention in recent years. Despite an increasing number of psych-
ology graduates, many struggle to secure roles that align with their educational background, often fac-
ing challenges in translating academic knowledge into employable skills; this issue is underscored by
data revealing that only 6% of graduates go on to become registered psychologists (Palmer et al., 2021).

Research indicates that psychology curricula often disproportionately prioritize theoretical knowledge
and research skills, at the expense of practical, career-oriented training, thereby contributing to this
vocational misalignment (The British Psychological Society, 2023). This pedagogical imbalance leaves a
large proportion of graduates feeling underemployed or working in roles unrelated to psychology; for
instance, only 27% of psychology bachelor’s degree holders secure jobs directly related to their field
(American Psychological Association, 2021). Furthermore, graduates’ initial aspirations, such as entering
clinical psychology, often diverge from their eventual career outcomes (Palmer et al., 2021).

This article explores how internships inspired by Self-Determination Theory (SDT) can address this gap
by intentionally fostering autonomy, competence, and relatedness, thereby enhancing employability
among undergraduate psychology students. Through a review of existing literature, it examines the
entrenched challenges faced by psychology graduates and investigates the potential of experiential
learning to bridge what appears to be a disconnect between academic training and career readiness.
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Literature review

Challenges in aligning psychology education with career outcomes

The British Psychological Society (BPS) accredits undergraduate programmes to ensure they meet spe-
cific standards, yet these often focus on preparing students for postgraduate education rather than
immediate employment (The British Psychological Society, 2023). As a result, many graduates feel unpre-
pared for the workforce, with only 59% considering their job to be within the field of psychology three
years after graduation (Palmer et al., 2021). This misalignment between education and career outcomes
is further compounded by the lack of explicit emphasis on transferable skills such as teamwork, commu-
nication, and project management, which are highly valued across industries (Schweinsberg et al., 2021).
Studies have highlighted that graduates often feel underconfident and underprepared for the transition
from academia to the workplace, particularly in fields like psychology that combine specialised know-
ledge with broader, adaptable skills (Sanderson et al., 2022).

The role of internships in bridging the gap

Internships have been identified as a key strategy for enhancing employability by providing real-world
experience and practical skill development. Internships, as a form of work-integrated learning, improve
students’ job prospects by allowing them to apply theoretical knowledge in professional settings while
also developing career management competencies through supporting their ability to articulate and
transfer skills across contexts (Gault et al., 2010; Jackson & Wilton, 2016). These experiences also foster
essential competencies such as communication, teamwork, and problem-solving, which are critical for
workplace success (Ismail, 2018; Kapareliotis et al., 2019).

Internships can also address the systemic gap between theoretical training and practical application,
which often leaves graduates ill-prepared for professional roles. For example, in education, this discon-
nect can lead to challenges in applying appropriate teaching strategies, resulting in uncertainty and
reduced effectiveness in practice (Kinyaduka, 2017). By integrating hands-on experiences into the cur-
riculum, internships offer students opportunities to build confidence and refine their skills in real-world
contexts (Anjum, 2020).

Self-Determination Theory as a framework for internships

Ryan and Deci’s Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides a framework for understanding how intern-
ships can enhance employability. According to SDT, human motivation is driven by the satisfaction of
three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020).
Within this context, autonomy refers to students’ ability to govern their learning and decision-making
processes. In internship settings, the provision of autonomy enables students to assume ownership of
their tasks, thereby nurturing intrinsic motivation and self-confidence (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020).
Competence involves the opportunities internships provide for students to develop and exhibit their
skills in a professional environment. Engaging in challenging tasks and receiving constructive feedback
contributes to the enhancement of self-efficacy and engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Relatedness
emphasizes the importance of forming connections with peers, mentors, and professionals, which is vital
for motivation and well-being. Internships that encourage collaboration and networking foster a sup-
portive atmosphere, promoting a sense of belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). However, large class
sizes and limited student-teacher interactions in traditional educational settings can hinder the fulfilment
of these psychological needs (Fortes & Tchantchane, 2010). This underscores the importance of creating
experiential learning opportunities that address these challenges and promote a sense of community
and individual growth.

Benefits of experiential learning

Internships not only enhance employability but also contribute to students’ holistic development. By
combining academic knowledge with practical application, internships help students develop a range of
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skills, including critical thinking, adaptability, and interpersonal communication (Kapareliotis et al., 2019).
These experiences also provide networking opportunities, allowing students to build professional con-
nections and gain insights into their chosen field (Ismail, 2018). Moreover, internships have been shown
to increase students’ motivation and confidence, preparing them for the transition from academia to
professional roles. For instance, students who participated in internships reported higher levels of self-
assurance and readiness for workplace challenges (Supriyanto et al., 2022).

Implications for psychology education

As highlighted in the preceding literature review and corroborated by findings from other research
(Shore & Dinning, 2023), addressing the gap between psychology education and career readiness
requires the integration of experiential learning opportunities into the curriculum. This includes not only
internships but also workshops, mentorship programmes, and collaborative projects that foster auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness (Y. Wang et al., 2024). Such initiatives can help align students’ aca-
demic training with the demands of the labour market, ultimately enhancing their employability and
professional success (Spanjaard et al., 2018). By adopting a holistic approach to education that incorpo-
rates SDT principles, psychology programmes can better prepare graduates for diverse career paths,
ensuring they have the skills, confidence, and networks needed to thrive in their chosen fields (Yan
et al., 2021).

Study aim

Building on this foundation, the aim of this research is to improve undergraduate education by examin-
ing the lived experience of students who participated in an employability internship programme based
on the principles of Self-Determination Theory. By examining students’ experiences, the study seeks to
assess how the programme fosters autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and how these factors con-
tribute to enhancing career readiness and employability. This research aims to provide actionable
insights to inform the development of more effective and inclusive psychology curricula that prepare
students for diverse career paths.

Methodology

Description of the SDT-inspired employability internship

As part of the SDT-Inspired Internship developed for this research, undergraduate psychology students
(first and second-year volunteers) were engaged to acquire essential transferable skills (including public
speaking, communication, teamwork, and research proficiencies), thereby enhancing their confidence
and deepening their understanding of professional work environments. The programme involved a
school visit where university staff and student interns disseminated information regarding university-
level psychology teaching and career paths. The internship offered student-interns 13 hours of practical
work experience, which were formally credited towards their academic requirements. No additional
financial stipend was provided for participation.

Training
Prior to the internship, student-interns participated in a preparatory training programme consisting of
two group sessions. The initial session outlined objectives and expectations. Recognizing self-identified
needs, such as apprehension regarding public speaking, the training structure maintained flexibility.
Interns collaborated with staff to develop relevant materials and practiced delivering presentations dur-
ing the second session, engaging in peer feedback and problem-solving exercises to anticipate potential
challenges.
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School visits
Student interns contributed to the planning and development phases of the school visit, including
designing and proposing delivery methods of relevant educational materials. On the day of the visit,
which consisted of six sessions, student-interns assumed responsibility for facilitating sessions with the
schoolchildren. Their roles encompassed presenting content, providing support to staff members and
peers, and collecting data.

Support and feedback
Throughout the internship, student-interns received continuous support and guidance from the
researchers and lecturers. Before the visit, staff met with interns to finalize the design and delivery of
materials. Staff members led the initial session, after which student-interns were granted increasing lev-
els of autonomy in subsequent sessions. A staff member responsible for training circulated between ses-
sions to monitor student well-being and provide encouragement. Following the visit, student-interns
also received constructive feedback on their performance.

Research approach and design

This study adopted a constructivist paradigm to explore the narratives of Level 5 undergraduate
psychology students at a British university. The aim was to understand the meanings they attributed
to their experiences of participating in a self-determination theory (SDT)-inspired internship pro-
gramme. The study sought to identify patterns and shared themes within participants’ narratives
(Creswell et al., 2007). A phenomenological approach was employed to prioritise participants’ experi-
ences and their capacity to construct meaning, enabling dialogue between the researcher and partic-
ipants. This co-constructive process generated findings with moderatum generalisation, meaning the
findings could be applied to similar contexts with comparable physical and cultural characteristics
(Williams, 2002).

Sampling

Purposive sampling was adopted to recruit participants. Student-interns enrolled in the internship pro-
gramme were emailed an invitation to participate in the study. The target sample size was 10, consid-
ered sufficient to achieve theme saturation (Wutich et al., 2024). Inclusion criteria required participants
to: (1) be Level 5 (second year) undergraduate psychology students at the university and (2) be enrolled
in the SDT-inspired internship programme. The study purposefully focused on Level 5 students because
they possess the necessary academic foundation while being at a crucial stage for vocational identity
formation. Level 5 students have sufficient theoretical knowledge to apply concepts practically, but still
have time remaining in their degree to integrate the experiential learning into their career planning and
remaining studies. Level 4 (first year) students were not included as these students have had less expos-
ure to core psychology theories and specialised methods and might struggle to apply discipline-specific
knowledge, which is a key component of the internship’s design and the concept of competence in
SDT. Level 6 (third year) students were not included as their responses could be driven by the immedi-
acy of graduation and job searching, potentially introducing bias related to career-anxiety or focusing
predominantly on the resume-boosting element of the experience. Students unable to communicate in
English or provide informed consent were excluded.

Participant recruitment

A staff research assistant at the university identified and contacted potential participants via email. To
ensure participation was voluntary and to mitigate any risk of coercion (given the involvement of lec-
turers), the research team implemented several safeguards: Recruitment materials, specifically, the par-
ticipant information sheet explained the research in detail, emphasising that participation was voluntary
and that participants had the right to refuse or withdraw at any time without with no obligation or
need to explain their decision, and with no negative consequences. An independent member of the
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research team—a staff research assistant—managed the recruitment and consent process, separating it
from the teaching staff to eliminate any perceived pressure on students. The participant information
sheet stated that no research activities would take place during teaching time and that the research
would not utilise any student data that university staff could access but was not approved for
research use.

Those who expressed interest were provided with a detailed participant information sheet and invited
to schedule two interviews: one before the internship (pre-interview) and one after its completion (post-
interview). This allowed for the collection of data on participants’ thoughts, feelings, and aspirations
both before and after the internship. A total of 17 students partaking in the SDT-inspired internship
were invited to participate in the study.

Data collection

A semi-structured interview schedule was developed to explore participants’ experiences, expectations,
and reflections on the internship programme. The questions were explicitly designed to target the three
core psychological needs proposed by SDT: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Pre-internship
questions focused on motivations, anticipated outcomes, and existing preparedness (Competence),
alongside participants’ initial perceptions of autonomy. Post-internship questions addressed their overall
experiences and specifically targeted the satisfaction of the SDT needs including autonomy (e.g. inde-
pendent decision-making, ownership of tasks, and self-direction in learning), competence (e.g. skill devel-
opment, successful application of knowledge, challenges faced, and self-efficacy enhancements) and
relatedness (e.g. relationships with peers and staff, collaboration experiences, and feelings of belonging).
The schedule also explored the programme’s overall impact on personal, academic, and professional
growth.

A researcher from the team conducted interviews with participants individually using Microsoft
Teams. Each interview was about 60minutes long and was recorded using the platform’s recording fea-
ture. Participants provided written informed consent before the interview and received a debrief form
afterward. Regular debriefing sessions between the research assistant and the principal investigator
ensured investigator triangulation and supported multiple perspectives in data interpretation. All inter-
views were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were reviewed by the first author to
ensure quality. Participants received a £20 cash voucher for each interview (£40 in total) as a token of
appreciation for their time.

Data analysis

Audio recordings were transcribed using Microsoft Word. A structured tabular thematic analysis (ST-TA)
approach (Robinson, 2022) was employed, involving systematic tabulation of data during each stage of
analysis. Initial codes were generated and organised into tables, followed by the identification of over-
arching themes and sub-themes. Major categories and their corresponding themes were refined itera-
tively, and key findings were supported by illustrative examples drawn directly from the data. To ensure
rigour and trustworthiness, mechanisms such as debriefing, cross-checking preliminary themes against
subsequent data, inter-researcher consensus, and theory triangulation were implemented (Guba, 1981;
Shenton, 2004).

Ethics statement

The study received ethical approval from the University of Greenwich Research Ethics Committee [UREB/
23.5.6.g]. The research team, including the principal investigator, was qualified to provide emotional sup-
port to participants during data collection. Participants were also provided with written information
about mental health support services available at the university, detailed in the participant information
and debrief sheets, to ensure access to further psychosocial support if needed.
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Findings

Ten students accepted the invitation to participate in the research and consented to take part. All partic-
ipants completed both the pre-internship and post-internship interviews. All participants were female,
aged 18–24, and none were married or had ever been married. The group included six participants iden-
tifying as White/Caucasian and four as Asian/Asian British. Prior to commencing their undergraduate
studies, eight participants had completed high school/college qualifications or equivalent, one held a
bachelor’s degree, and one had completed trade or vocational training. Employment status during uni-
versity studies varied, with five participants employed part-time, one employed full-time, three identify-
ing as students without employment, and one unemployed and not seeking work. Detailed information
about participants’ demographics can be seen in Table 1.

The data revealed six themes which together encapsulate participants’ reflections on their experien-
ces, challenges, and suggestions for improvement. The overarching themes are: Holistic Skills
Development, Internal Growth and Flexibility in Approach, Collaborative Critical Thinking, External
Adversity Management and Strategic Resourcefulness, Future Career Readiness and Enhancing
Programme Delivery. All themes were endorsed by all participants, either during the pre-internship inter-
view, the post-internship interview, or both. Each theme is discussed below and illustrated with relevant
quotations from participants.

Theme 1: Holistic skills development

This theme directly illustrates the fostering of Competence and Relatedness. Participants highlighted
improvements in both practical and interpersonal skills during their internship experiences, demonstrat-
ing a holistic development of competencies necessary for professional integration. These improvements
enhanced their sense of competence (through practical application) and relatedness (through
enhanced interpersonal interaction). Many participants reported improvements in their ability to manage
tasks directly relevant to their future careers. They explained that exposure to new tools, technologies,
and techniques during the internship equipped them with valuable, job-specific skills, thereby fostering
domain-specific competence. For instance: ‘This is something that I would love to do. So, I want to work
as a research assistant, so I thought this would be a great chance to get to know all the equipment that
are used in research.’ (P01). Another participant further added, ‘It definitely showed me that I was able
to do that, and that I could start looking for something to get ready and to get professional experience.’
(P05). These accounts underscore how experiential learning directly facilitates the development of prac-
tical, career-aligned skills.

Participants also highlighted the development of interpersonal skills, particularly in communication
and teamwork. Many reflected that the internship provided opportunities to engage with a diverse
range of individuals, which helped them improve their ability to collaborate and communicate effectively
in professional contexts. One participant noted: ‘I believe a lot of the skills I picked up are very transfer-
able. I think in terms of communicating, especially, I know that I am capable of doing that, and I can
communicate, not only just a friendly way, but also a professional way, to people of different ages.’
(P07). Another explained, ‘I’d say communication, just communication with my group and

Table 1. Demographic information of participants.

Participant ID Ethnicity Prior educational qualification
Employment status

during university studies

P01 Asian/Asian British Bachelor’s degree Part-time employed
P02 White/Caucasian High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Full-time employed
P03 White / Caucasian High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Student
P04 Asian/Asian British High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Part-time employed
P05 White/Caucasian High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Student
P06 Asian/Asian British High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Part-time employed
P07 Asian/Asian British High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Part-time employed
P08 White/Caucasian Trade/technical/vocational training Part-time employed
P09 White / Caucasian High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Student
P10 White/Caucasian High school/college graduate, diploma or equivalent Unemployed (not looking for work)

6 O. DUTTA ET AL.



communication with the kids definitely did develop.’ (P04). These narratives illustrate the internship’s
role in cultivating essential transferable skills critical for broader professional success.

Theme 2: Internal growth and flexibility in approach

Participants described their internship experiences as facilitating personal growth, particularly concerning
self-awareness, confidence, and flexibility in approach, reflecting the fulfilment of autonomy and sup-
porting the growth of competence. Many participants spoke about the role of the internship in helping
them gain clarity about their career aspirations and develop greater self-assurance in their abilities. This
reflects an enhancement of self-efficacy and a clearer vocational identity. One participant explained:
‘…Now I feel a lot more confident talking to like sixth form students, because I know I want to go into
education.’ (P02). Another reflected, ‘I guess just applying what I’ve learned, because being in a school is
something I would consider as a career.’ (P03). These reflections indicate how direct application of know-
ledge in a real-world setting reinforces students’ sense of capability and purpose.

The internship experience also fostered greater professional flexibility in participants, with many
expressing how they had to adjust to new situations and challenges. This enhanced their ability to
remain agile and open to change. One participant shared: ‘So like, when one activity didn’t work, we
changed it slightly to being flexible.’ (P03). Another added, ‘It definitely showed me that I was able to
do that, and that I could start looking for something to get ready and to get professional experience.’
(P05). These instances demonstrate the development of a flexible mindset and proactive adjustment in
dynamic, unpredictable environments.

Theme 3: Collaborative critical thinking

This theme demonstrates the critical role of relatedness and competence. Participants noted that their
ability to collaborate and work as part of a team was one of the key aspects of their internship experi-
ence, leading to the development of critical thinking within a collaborative context. This team-based
approach was fundamental in fulfilling the psychological needs of relatedness and enhancing collective
competence. Many participants reported that working in teams with individuals from diverse back-
grounds and experiences provided opportunities for learning and growth. However, some also noted
the challenges inherent in coordinating group efforts and managing differing work styles. One partici-
pant noted: ‘The only thing I’d say is it was quite difficult getting the group together, but I think that’s
just more an individual thing, because individuals wouldn’t respond, or take, like, a long amount of time
to respond when we only had a short period of time to actually work on our presentation.’ (P04).
Another shared, ‘I told her, what I could do is, if you do forget to say something, I’ll get it… I’ll inter-
vene and say what you forgot to say.’ (P05). These examples highlight both the benefits and complex-
ities that emerge when engaging in collaborative tasks in a professional setting.

Participants further highlighted that working with others enabled them to solve problems collectively,
which helped them develop critical thinking and communication skills, particularly when unexpected
issues arose. One participant shared: ‘If someone (referring to a student) is crying, you need to think
quickly, like, what to do with them.’ (P09). Another added, ‘So we changed our method in how we
would count who is partaking and who isn’t… we ended up just getting all the students to stand up,
reading aloud their names and doing it like that.’ (P06). These instances demonstrate the development
of practical problem-solving skills within a team setting, fostering a sense of collective competence and
shared responsibility.

Theme 4: External adversity management and strategic resourcefulness

Participants reflected on the various challenges encountered during the internship and articulated how
their strategic responses to these obstacles fostered competence in adversity management, which
enhanced their sense of competence and autonomy through self-regulation. Participants described a
range of challenges, including logistical issues, interpersonal difficulties, and emotional pressures, par-
ticularly when confronted with novel and demanding tasks. Despite these obstacles, many developed
strategic coping mechanisms and persevered. One participant shared: ‘I think like handling new
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equipment, because I’m not familiar with it, and I haven’t done this previously.’ (P01). The same partici-
pant later noted: ‘The presentation was sent to us one day before. So, I was really nervous about the
Stroop task (referring to one of the planned activities)… so I had to research the theories up just one
day before.’ (P01). These examples illustrate the initial struggles and the need for self-directed prepar-
ation and strategic adjustment.

Participants also discussed ways in which they developed and demonstrated strategic resourcefulness
by employing proactive strategies to cope with the challenges they encountered. These included priori-
tizing tasks, modifying their problem-solving approach, and seeking support from others. One participant
explained: ‘I think I would be able to do it well with prioritising and task management.’ (P01). Another
added, ‘… It was four of us and the researcher. So, we’re just walking from table to table, standing near
the ones (referring to the students) who [are] talking the most – because somehow when you approach
them, even for a little bit of time, they go quieter.’ (P09). These narratives showcase a practical and self-
regulated approach to overcoming obstacles, enhancing their perceived competence and ability to man-
age complex situations.

Theme 5: Future career readiness

The internship experience had a positive impact on participants’ perceived readiness for future careers,
improving their employability and clarifying their career trajectories, thus fostering both competence
and autonomy. These outcomes were achieved by fostering increased competence and providing partici-
pants with the autonomy necessary for self-directed career planning. Many participants felt that the
internship directly improved their employability by providing practical skills and increasing their confi-
dence in their career paths. This indicates a direct link between experiential learning and enhanced car-
eer self-efficacy. One participant shared: ‘This is something that I would love to do. So, I want to work as
a research assistant, so I thought this would be a great chance to get to know all the equipment that
are used in research.’ (P01). Another noted, ‘I think it’s (referring to the internship experience) definitely
going to look good for employability.’ (P02). These statements underscore how direct experience vali-
dates aspirations and builds confidence in professional capabilities.

Participants recognized the value of the internship in aligning with their long-term career goals, offer-
ing them a clearer sense of direction and the necessary skills to pursue their aspirations. One participant
stated: ‘… would help me in my future endeavours as a clinical psychologist.’ (P01). Another shared, ‘I
can use the experience and skills I got from here for that [university] assignment, but also when apply-
ing for placements next year.’ (P06). This demonstrates the practical application of learned skills and a
more defined career trajectory, reflecting enhanced autonomy and purpose in career planning.

Theme 6: Enhancing programme delivery

Participants provided several valuable suggestions for improving the internship programme, focusing on
organizational aspects, communication, and support for future participants. These suggestions primarily
focus on enhancing future participants’ sense of relatedness and competence. Many participants offered
insights into refining logistical support and preparation to maximize the intern experience. One partici-
pant noted: ‘…making some sort of Teams group or WhatsApp group for the students, because a lot of
us didn’t know each other at all to start with, and it was nice getting to know each other.’ (P03).
Another suggested: ‘I think there could have been more rehearsal on the presentation bit, because I
have difficulty when doing presentations.’ (P01). These suggestions highlight specific areas where struc-
tured support and preparation could be enhanced to improve the overall intern experience and foster a
greater sense of relatedness.

Participants also offered suggestions to better support future participants, including broadening train-
ing topics, improving communication, and offering more opportunities for reflection. One participant
suggested: ‘I think the training can be improved by future events through more new equipment and
[covering] different topics.’ (P01). Another recommended, ‘Maybe if you could do a vote or find a com-
mon time (referring to the scheduling of the pre-internship training programme) that would suit every-
one – maybe later in the evening, that would have been better for me personally.’ (P02). Such feedback
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offers insights for optimizing programme design and fostering a greater sense of relatedness and com-
petence through tailored support and improved communication strategies.

In summary, the findings highlighted that the internship programme had a positive impact on partici-
pants’ skills development, personal growth, and career readiness. The challenges participants faced were
met with strategic resourcefulness and competence in adversity management, and their experiences pro-
vided insights into how the programme could be improved through enhancements to its structure, com-
munication, and training components

Discussion

The findings of this study underscore the usefulness of Self-Determination Theory (SDT)-inspired intern-
ships in comprehensively enhancing employability by intentionally fostering autonomy, competence,
and connectedness among undergraduate psychology students. The emergent themes resonate with
existing literature on experiential learning, holistic development, and skills-based education, offering
insights into how conventional psychology curricula can be restructured to more effectively prepare stu-
dents for their future careers.

Integration of experiential learning

The findings highlight the importance of integrating experiential learning in bridging the gap between
theoretical knowledge and practical application, a common critique of traditional psychology education.
Internships provided participants with invaluable opportunities to apply abstract academic concepts in
tangible, real-world settings, thereby enhancing both autonomy and competence. This finding is consist-
ent with previous research (Van Wart et al., 2020) indicating that experiential learning, such as intern-
ships, improve employment prospects and job-related skills. Specifically, this study argues that the
systematic and mandatory integration of internships or fieldwork into psychology curricula is not merely
beneficial but an imperative to promote career-oriented education and better prepare students for com-
plex professional challenges.

Focus on holistic development

The themes of connectedness, autonomy, and competence indicate the necessity for an education that
extends beyond mere academic instruction to include interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. Participants
consistently valued the meaningful relationships formed with peers and mentors, as well as the demon-
strable development of self-directed learning capabilities. These findings align with the core principles of
SDT, which posits that fulfilling the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness is essential for optimal functioning and well-being (C. K. J. Wang et al., 2019). Consequently, incor-
porating activities such as collaborative teamwork, structured self-reflection, and adaptability exercises
into psychology programmes can enhance students’ preparedness for the dynamic and often unpredict-
able realities of workplace dynamics.

Encouraging autonomy

The development of autonomy through internships was a key factor in building participants’ confidence
and independent decision-making skills. Participants explicitly reported managing tasks independently
and solving problems without constant supervision, which are critical competencies in diverse profes-
sional settings. This observation is supported by SDT, which emphasizes the pivotal role of autonomy in
fostering intrinsic motivation and sustained engagement (Wang et al., 2019). Therefore, a redesign of
classroom activities to include more student-led projects and self-directed learning opportunities is cru-
cial to further encourage autonomy and more effectively prepare students for their future careers, mov-
ing beyond passive learning paradigms.
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Competence through skills-based learning

The acquisition of field-specific skills, such as research methods and communication, was highlighted by
participants as an important and tangible outcome of their internship experiences. This finding under-
scores the importance of skills-based learning in enhancing employability. Previous studies have demon-
strated that internships and practicum experiences enable students to apply discipline-related
knowledge in practice, leading to the development of new skills and adaptive attitudes (Simons et al.,
2012). Therefore, psychology programmes should re-evaluate their offerings to systematically integrate
workshops or practical courses specifically focused on essential professional skills like assessment, coun-
selling, advanced research methods, and data analysis to complement traditional theoretical instruction.

Enhancing connectedness

The sense of connectedness fostered through the internship programme emerged as a key theme.
Participants valued the authentic relationships built with peers, mentors, and professionals, which con-
tributed to their personal and professional development. This finding aligns with SDT’s assertion that
relatedness is a fundamental psychological need that positively influences motivation and well-being (C.
K. J. Wang et al., 2019). Educators should therefore consciously and actively create environments that
deliberately facilitate relationship-building and diverse networking opportunities, such as structured
mentorship programmes and collaborative projects, to cultivate a sense of community and foster critical
professional readiness among students.

Implications for practice

The insights gained from this study have several critical implications for the design of psychology curric-
ula and internship programmes. Universities should prioritize and mandate integrating experiential learn-
ing opportunities, such as internships and fieldwork, to enhance employability outcomes. Educators
should adopt a holistic and reflective approach to teaching that emphasizes interpersonal and intraper-
sonal skills alongside traditional academic content. Fostering autonomy and competence can be
achieved through student-led projects, self-directed learning opportunities, and specialized skills-based
workshops. Additionally, creating environments that actively promote connectedness through structured
mentorship and intentional collaboration should be a focus, as it contributes to students’ sense of
belonging and professional readiness. By addressing these areas, psychology programmes can better
equip graduates with the essential skills, confidence, and professional networks necessary to not just
succeed, but to thrive in their future careers, challenging the current status quo.

Limitations, future directions and conclusion

While this study provides insights into the crucial role of SDT-inspired internships in enhancing employ-
ability among undergraduate psychology students, several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
the small sample size limits the broad generalisability of the findings. Specifically, the sample lacked
gender diversity as all participants were female, and, despite variations in ethnicity and indicators for
socio-economic background (prior educational qualification and employment status, detailed in Table 1),
this homogeneity restricts the interpretation of findings across different demographic groups. Moreover,
participants were recruited from a single institution, which may not accurately reflect the diverse experi-
ences of psychology students in different universities or varied cultural contexts. Second, the study
focused on the immediate outcomes of the internship programme, without exploring its long-term
impact on career progression or sustained employability, thus posing a gap in longitudinal understand-
ing. Next, the reliance on self-reported perceptions and experiences introduces the possibility of bias, as
participants may have provided socially desirable responses or struggled to recall certain aspects accur-
ately, necessitating triangulation with objective measures in future research. Finally, the study primarily
examined the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, without delving deeply
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into other influencing factors, such as specific organisational support structures or external labour mar-
ket barriers to employment, which warrant further investigation.

Building on these findings, future research could explore the following avenues: (1) Future studies
should include a larger and more diverse participant pool across multiple institutions and cultural set-
tings to enhance the generalisability of results. (2) Longitudinal research could investigate how SDT-
inspired internships influence career trajectories, professional development, and sustained employability
over extended periods, providing a more comprehensive understanding of their lasting impact. (3)
Future research could compare the effectiveness of SDT-based internship programmes with other experi-
ential learning approaches, such as service-learning or co-operative education models, to identify best
practices and optimal pedagogical designs. (4) Further studies could examine the complex interplay of
organisational culture, the quality of mentorship, and external labour market conditions in shaping the
outcomes of internship programmes, moving beyond individual psychological factors.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting the imperative
integration of experiential learning into higher education. By prioritizing students’ core psychological
needs and addressing the pervasive issue of employability, psychology programmes can empower grad-
uates to not only secure roles but to thrive and lead fulfilling careers, thereby addressing the persistent
and systemic gap between education and employment in the field.
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