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Executive Summary
The aim of the European commission “Europe 2020” strategy calls for a more innovative society that will necessitate a technically capable and flexible workforce. In order to achieve this, VET will have to play a key role. InEcVET was thus a response to the call to action from a more flexible labour force. InEcVET is an Erasmus + project
that aims to use innovative methods and processes to create innovation ecosystems for VET in partner countries.
The InEcVET has achieved its mandate by creating an ecosystem that focuses on three axis:
•

By providing trainers with a curriculum focused on intrapreneurship, leadership

•

By introducing the Multi Stakeholder Knowledge Partnerships (MSKP)

•

By formulating process and creating Skunkwork teams within VET

InEcVET introduced innovation in how to respond and tackle key obstacles in VET and piloted skunkworks within
VET to find solutions to such obstacles. It created lasting knowledge partnerships through the MSKPs to ensure
that innovation and transformation is an ongoing process. And it equipped VET trainers with the knowledge to be
able to stimulate innovation within their fields.
In doing the above, InEcVET sought to use the innovation system it established to tackle obstacles to more effective VET in Europe. In particular the common issues of negative image of VET in society, the lack of effective
communication by the various stakeholders, the upskilling the VET trainers and the need for clear direction of VET
trainees on their possible future career path were all combated through the establishment of the local ecosystems.
The interactions of the project partners, ensured best practises from across Europe were disseminated to local
innovation ecosystems.
The InEcVET project delivered in the four countries who were chosen to create an innovation ecosystem (Cyprus,
Ireland, Portugal, Romania):
1. Multi-Stakeholder Knowledge Partnerships (MSKPs) to inform and drive the VET innovation process, and aid
the flow of knowledge and information.
2.

The creation of pilot Skunkworks, assisting the MSKPs’ findings and work innovatively around local bottlenecks and VET perception to induce innovation

3. A bespoke European intrapreneruship curriculum to foster creativity and innovation in VET
4. An online platform for intrapreneurs to educate themselves, and in presenting exchange best practises and
quality reviews

The cost benefit analysis of the four outputs indicates that the benefits outweigh the costs as the main cost is in
the establishment of the ecosystem while the benefits, especially the intangible benefits, will accrue substantially
over time.
The policy recommendation are twofold. Firstly, stakeholders have to be engaged at all levels in the creation of a
positive ecosystem that can respond to the changing needs business from VET. Secondly formal and informal engagement, such as the creation of skunkworks teams can lead to results, in tackling difficult challenged. InEcVET
provides the framework for this to be used and replicated in other contexts.
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A brief Overview into the InEcVET project
What is the Project Innovation Ecosystems for Vocational Education and
Training (InEcVET)?
The project is awarded under Erasmus +, Key Action 3: Support for Policy Reform. It began in November 2015
and concluded in October 2017, running for 24 months. Its aims were directly linked to the challenges that the EU
seeks to address, as part of its “Europe 2020” strategy. To this end, the objective of the project is to define and
pilot an innovation ecosystem for Vocational Education and Training (VET). It used both innovative methods and
led to innovative processes in creating this system in the countries that were included in the project. The aim is to
broaden the results and use the framework for discussion in how to stimulate innovation in VET in Member States
across Europe.
Comprising the consortium, there are ten partners from five member countries: Louth and Meath Education and
Training Board (Ireland) ,which was the coordinator, the Centre for the Advancement of Research and Development in Educational Technology (Cyprus), Municipio de Lousada (Portugal), the Meath Community Rural and
Social Development Partnership Limited (Ireland), Asociatia Oamenilor de Afaceri Arges (Romania), Innoventum
Oy (Finland), University of Pitesti (Romania), Conselho Empresarial do Tamega e Sousa (Portugal), European
University Cyprus (Cyprus), Future In Perspective Limited (Ireland).

Why is InEcVET important?
Innovation and flexibility can be derived in many ways and both are essential. This was made evident in the European Commission’s “Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”, (EC commission, 2010a)
which aimed at transforming the EU -and its Economy- into a more innovative and flexible society. Key to the
strategy is the creation of a technically capable and flexible workforce. In order to achieve it VET plays a key role.
The Bruges Communique on enhanced cooperation in VET, (Bruges Communique, 2010), is a commitment of
member states to enchasing and improving terms of innovation in initial VET (iVET) and continuing professional
education (cVET).
Building on these premises, the InEcVET project sought to stimulate innovation in VET in three axis:
•

By complementing the efforts of VET trainers in stimulating innovation through providing trainers with a curriculum focused on innovation, intrapreneurship, leadership skills and change management

•

By introducing the knowledge transfer mechanisms through the creation of the Multi Stakeholder Knowledge
Partnerships (MSKP)

•

By inducting and creating Skunkwork teams within VET, and delivering outputs to tackle issues identified by
the MSKPs

The culmination of the axis is the creation of an innovation ecosystem for VET in Europe that will both enhance
existing VET systems and add innovation in VET. It is notable that the national skunkworks delivered solutions to
the key problems identified by the stakeholders, while maintaining a consistency that allows such efforts to broaden to other regional or national areas within the European Union.
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InEcVET was thus a response to the call to action from a more flexible labour force. It introduced innovation in how
to respond and tackle key obstacles in VET and piloted skunkworks within VET to find solutions to such obstacles.
It created lasting knowledge partnerships through the MSKPs to ensure that innovation and transformation is an
ongoing process. And it equipped VET trainers with the knowledge to be able to stimulate innovation within their
fields. The combination of the above leads to a viable and vibrant ecosystem that can be a benchmark for future
cooperation within the wider EU VET ecosystem.

Key to the Europe 2020 Strategy is the creation of a technically capable and flexible workforce.
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Understanding the Problem
What are the Key challenges to VET in Europe?
The research literature, as well as the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP),
emphasize that there are commonalities and differences in nation state obstacles to the effort of VET being able
to create a more technically able and more flexible labour force.
The issues that were common within the countries were:
1. The relatively negative image of VET (especially iVET) in the nation states that were participating in this project
2. The lack of effective communication by the various stakeholders (government actors, VET trainers, VET participants and Business) in the provision and planning of VET provision
3. The need for upskilling the VET trainers
4. The need for more resources being placed to VET provision and infrastructure
5. The need to provide clear direction of VET participants on their possible future career path, including linking
up with further education.

The aim was not to tackle each of the above issue in a uniform way as the VET providers operated in a varying
environments. Yet emphasis was made by all innovation ecosystems created to tackle the identified obstacles in
the way they saw fitted best their local environment.
The comparative analysis that is available in the website of the project (www. innovationecosystems.eu) did also
identify possible best practise in the states that participated in the project. The emphasis was to create an innovation ecosystem that was local in effort, in order to ensure its success. Yet, through the research of the project,
and the interactions of the project partners, best practises were disseminated to local innovation ecosystems, thus
ensuring more broadly delivered responses to the above problems.

Building Bridges: Best Practise, Evolution and Quality control
It was clear to all partners who led the innovation ecosystems that despite the need for variation due to the local
environment, the benefit of cooperation could lead to very noticeable outcomes. Localization was important to
success: an understanding of specific local contexts ensured a critical pre-acceptance and compatibility to local
priorities. But localization did not stand in the way of increased cooperation across the European Partners.
Cooperation did not come just from the identification of the best practises in each country; it was active during
the evolution of the Project. MSKPs did vary in size and composition by country, but the overall theme and effort
was centred in improving the information flow in the various VET stakeholders. In addition, the evolution of MSKP
members, who were actively engaged, into the pilot skunkwork groups was another example how cooperation
between partners led to similar evolution of the local ecosystems.
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The periodic comparative analysis tracked the evolution of the local innovation ecosystem and ensured that all
partners who were leading the local effort were in tune to the efforts of each other. For example, we find commonalities in the approaches of the pilot skunkworks projects, both in their inception and in the type of project they
chose to deliver: this is in large part due to the constant information exchange between partners enabling the best
practise on how to create MSKPs and Skunkworks within VET were constructed mutually.
At the same time, the period peer reviews ensured that the quality was benchmarked on a satisfactory level. By
ensuring that there were frequent period reviews, combined with the existence of quality assurance protocol,
enables the transfer of knowledge between countries to be high despite the innovation ecosystems operated in
divergent socioeconomic contexts.
Thus despite necessary variation to ensure the success of the project locally, the partners helped deliver ecosystems that had the same aims and objectives. These ecosystems complement the context of the 2020 strategy
of a more innovative and flexible labour force, aiding the efforts to reduce unemployment, developing the multi-level-multi-dimensional qualifications and skills required by the labour market, reducing marginalisation through
empowerment and providing continuous upskilling to an ageing population etc.
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What did we deliver?
The InEcVET project delivered in the four countries who were chosen to create an innovation ecosystem (Cyprus,
Ireland, Portugal, Romania):
1. Multi-Stakeholder Knowledge Partnerships (MSKPs) to inform and drive the VET innovation process, and aid
the flow of knowledge and information.
2.

The creation of pilot Skunkworks, assisting the MSKPs’ findings and work innovatively around local bottlenecks and VET perception to induce innovation

3. A bespoke European intrapreneruship curriculum to foster creativity and innovation in VET
4. An online platform for intrapreneurs to educate themselves, and in presenting exchange best practises and
quality reviews

The Multi-Stakeholder Knowledge Partnerships (MSKPs)
Research has identified that Multi-Stakeholder Knowledge Partnerships is an effective way to identify knowledge
gaps and needs for more effective knowledge delivery. It is an informal body comprising of all stakeholders seeking to work together to achieve common aims.
A framework was devised of the optimal composition of the MSKP that sought to allow partners to design the best
MSKP for their locality, but also allow them to localize it in order to be representative. The MSKPs were designed
to include key stakeholders, such as VET teachers and tutors, private sector VET providers, continuous professional development experts, education managers, business owners, entrepreneurs as well as business support and
development agencies. The MSKPs met for at least eight times over the lifetime of the project.
The organisations’ focus on building their MSKP was placed on the basis of their area of specialty. So for example, Ireland and Portugal had a greater emphasis on VET provision, while Cyprus and Romania placed it with an
academic context. All however incorporated the business element, which is much welcomed development that
ensured the project’s success.
The MSKPs confirmed the results of a substantial commonality within the diverse VET environment. As far as
VET provision is concerned, aims do appear to align as countries consider ways to modernise these VET learning
provisions. There are still some areas where improvement was warranted, such as the providing training for the
trainers aspect where the increase of collaborative work and the professionalization of teachers could go a long
way in diffusing this. This is in part the aim of the provision of a curriculum for VET focusing on innovation and
intrapreneurship within the InEcVET project.
The MSKPs were instrumental in identifying the innovation needed in existing VET and in ensuring that the taught
material was on the subjects and at the level required by the stakeholders. Their active participation in curriculum
design and feedback ensured that what was created was meeting the needs of the localities that were represented in the project. Furthermore, this planned system of stakeholders worked to proactively describe future VET
needs and we saw an evolution of members of the MSKP becoming the core of the development of the skunk
works team.
Through the MSKPs the project provided for an ecosystem, aimed at reducing skill mismatch while improving
information flow to stakeholders and disseminated through the supported of e.g. training the trainers events and
other media. The MSKPs also served to achieve the basic principle of the project allowing for greater relevance
and interchanges between the labour market and education, as well as inter-European learning through best
practice initiatives.
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The creation of pilot Skunkworks
The creation of Skunworks to stimulate innovation within VET was always central to the innovation of the InEcVET
project. The project partners established early on a framework for the creation of the framework of this innovation
and how it would take place within the VET sector.
The aim of the framework was to bring the worlds of business and education closer together by:
•

to stimulate innovative responses to address needs of local businesses

•

to improve VET provision and make it more responsive to market needs

•

to support policy reform on the basis that more can be achieved from existing resources

The framework guided the partners through the task of organizing the individual ‘skunk works’ frameworks in each
partner country. It comprised a compilation of resources and information offering the necessary input needed for
the successful organization of skunk works projects. The framework focused on providing: terms of references,
exploring the external and general conditions, planning, organizing and implementing the process. It also offered a competence profile, thus providing a useful roadmap towards selecting your skunk works team members.
In addition it provided support in how to identify key issues and focus on the output driven approach of such
skunkworks.
The informality of the skunkworks and the output driven approach worked to its advantage. It created a new space
for differing stakeholders to use their diverse knowledge to work for a common cause which they identified locally.
The Skunkworks, how they worked in practise and the outputs are expressed in the comparative analyses that
are in the project website.
During the process the evolution of skunkworks occurred quite organically through the MSKPs. This was first
noted in Ireland and was adapted as good practise by other partners. The organisations focused in building their
Skunkworks from the basis of their existing specialty. All countries developed and created local Skunkworks with
most participants drawn from their MKSP, contributing into more realistic and practical development of the project
outcomes. Furthermore, all partners included aspects of the VET stakeholders, along the lines of the MSKP.
These developments were beneficial to the project, as they allowed a greater interaction between the MSKPs,
Skunkworks, established infrastructures of VET education, key stakeholders and the overall efforts of the project.
In some instances, such as Portugal and Cyprus, the Skunkwork team enabled the expansion of the MSKPs to
introduce further actors who were particularly interested in creating a skunkworks. Thus, the differing skunkworks
teams used their time to improve knowledge transfer and process improvement to tackle the key challenges previously identified above.
The evolution of the projects that the pilot skunkworks teams would create was open ended. As a result a wide
range of suggestions in solving the key challenges (as previously identified) were considered. Suggestions included better and innovate communication of information, promotion of new techniques to reduce skills mismatch,
the introduction of soft skills’ training, setting up multi-stakeholder informal coordinating bodies, and the of awareness campaigns on the positive aspects of VET. Skunkworks noted that their efforts were also dependent on
outside forces that could compromise the effectiveness of their suggested deliverable. These included unexpected changes in organisation or legislation, an inflexible VET environment ecosystem and insufficient funding for
experimenting and piloting of deliverables.
The skunkworks worked on a number of issues, supporting the MSKPs. These ranged from overall challenges of
the local VET systems to emerging themes in VET and from presenting innovation proposals to deciding on time
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factor parameters and limitations while providing suggestions upon improving delivered material. Furthermore, a
number of key strategic priorities emerged through the Local Skunkworks. To this end, Partners with their MSKPs
and Skunkworks teams focused on the innovations derived, amongst other, from exchanges in tacit and explicit
knowledge, coupled with an emphasis on the need to reduce the mismatch of skills. Through the process of the
pilot Skunkworks, all local Skunkworks had a unique local deliverable in how to tackle the key challenges faced
by all.
The innovation of the skunkworks is twofold. Firstly, the use of skunkworks framework in VET, while encompassing a wide range of stakeholders is an innovation. The innovative solution as implemented is scalable for across
the European Union. In order to support the creation of further skunkworks in VET the partners have created a
‘Do’s and Don’ts” helpful guide that collected the research and experience of the four skunkworks that were created through InEcVET.
The second innovation is in terms of the delivered output of the four pilot skunkworks. Despite being established
for regional environments, the challenges that the skunkworks tried to alleviate are pan-European in character.
These four differing solution can be best practise for other European regions that are intend to reduce the skills
mismatch, improve the image of vet and create better ways of communication between stakeholders.

A bespoke intrapreneurship curriculum
The need for further training and upskilling of VET staff was one of the key identified challenges of the preliminary
research. In order to support the created innovation ecosystem, VET trainers had to be supported in being able to
stimulate innovation within their VET organisations. In order to do so a series of eight modules was constructed
that sound to equip VET trainers with the skills to foster creativity and innovation.
The intrapreneurship consisted of:
•

Module 1: Introduction to intrapreneurship

•

Module 2: Research and Analysis

•

Module 3: Idea Generation

•

Module 4: Critical Thinking and problem solving

•

Module 5: Leading the Process

•

Module 6: Change management

•

Module 7: Lateral Thinking and Creativity

•

Module 8: Project Management

These eight modules were designed in providing the scaffolding for VET trainers to be able to stimulate innovation within their organisation. They are available at the project website both in range of audio and video choices.
Within the module there is an example of a class setting, to allow the VET trainer to use the designed material
and integrate it within his current training of others. This enables the VET trainers to mix and match between the
modules and the recommended lesson plan in order to create the lesson they can then teach to others that is
unique to their situation.
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The training received positive response by VET trainers who likes in particular the use of possible lessons plans
that would take the ideas taught and place them in how one could teach them to others in a classroom setting.
Thus the training can be of a blended learning or all on line, with examples on how to transfer that knowledge of
the online modules in a class environment existing within the eight lesson plans.
The additional innovation of the intrapreneurship curriculum is its certification. The Intrapreneurship Curriculum,
completed through the InEcVET Skunkworks, is accredited by the Institute of Leadership and Management (ILM)
as a level 5 certificate. This certification will be awarded as a component module of the Certificate in Leadership
and Management, which relates to ‘managing your own continuous professional development’ (CPD). The aim of
this CPD accreditation is to enable candidates to take personal responsibility for managing the intrapreneurship
programme in their own VET organisations and their own CPD as a result of their involvement in this process.
This certification enables the VET practitioners a path to formal recognition of their upskilling.

An online platform for intrapreneurs to educate themselves
The innovation ecosystem created above in the three axis of VET trainings, Skunkworks and MSKPs has been
extensively evaluated and best practises have been noted. All these, along with the created intrapreneurship curriculum are available on the project website.
The material has been widely disseminated through the local VET stakeholder community, through intrapreneurship workshops, presentations in VET trainers and conferences. Furthermore, all key outputs were disseminated
via a number of media, being part of the effort of tackling the negative perception of VET by the society, while
using the innovations of the project to promote VET as a viable career path. The valorisation plan has kept track
of the dissemination activities and enabled for partners to learn from each other the most effective ways of disseminating the project outputs to those who could really use them.

Increased communication within the MSKPs allowed a benefit in direct and non-formal lanes of
communication.
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Cost benefit analysis of the InEcVET project
As previously stated, the innovation identified in the InEcVET Project is threefold. The innovation ecosystems that
have been created rely on the MSKPs that combined policymakers, VET trainers and businesses in identifying
major challenges, the use of skunkworks in creating a number of different innovative solutions to VET problems
and the continuing professional education that has been delivered through the online and face to face training that
took place. A more detailed cost benefit analysis of the project is available on the project website.
The analysis identified that the costs were mainly in the hours needed to create the ecosystem. These costs are
mainly during the creation of the ecosystem, while the benefits are ongoing for as long as the ecosystem activities remains relative to the VET stakeholders. Maintaining it would largely entail costs in terms of participation of
persons in the activities as well as updating them when the case arises. With most costs been mainly observed
in establishing the process and the benefits ongoing, the sustainability of the process is thus considered viable.
It was clear that the benefits outweighed the costs. The curriculum has introduced innovation in the arsenal of the
VET trainers and it is available to be replicated at no additional cost, allowing an increasing number of VET trainers to participate and learn the skills provided. The formalization of that education through accreditation allows
the trainers to use the existing module as a scaffold for further professional education in the future.
The outputs created by the pilot skunkworks projects provide value as the address the key bottleneck issues highlighted by the local MSKPs, allowing new ways to be used in tackling existing problems. The link of the MSKPs
and skunkworks led to the project being successful in having local stakeholders implement the suggested outputs, reducing friction. Furthermore, the increased communication within the MSKPs allowed a benefit in direct
and non-formal lanes of communication between stakeholders being created, which is very beneficial in terms of
rolling out policy. Thus, key benefits were the improving communication flow along with the greater emphasis in
knowledge diffusion, which were key project deliverables.
The establishing innovation ecosystem has been up for future benefits to accrue over time as important intangible
benefits (reduction of information mismatch, use of established resources and resource frameworks) can lead to
benefits over a far larger period than the project’s life cycle.
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Conclusion & Key Recommendations
Innovation ecosystems can tackle the serious challenges that hamper the development of VET today. The creation of MSKPs is an effective tool to engage stakeholders and move forward in reducing skill mismatch. The
informality of a skunkworks can be very effective in finding solutions to problems were the collective efforts of
stakeholders are crucial to their resolution.
The issues that the innovation ecosystems sought to tackle were not easy to resolve. The negative image of VET,
the need to upskill VET trainers, the skill mismatch between VET training and business and the communication
flow are complex issues. Yet the existing ecosystems are part of the solution. There are dynamic VET ecosystems
in place fostering innovation, which are responsive to positive influences and intakes from best practices. This
ecosystem supports the identification, testing, development and assessment of new innovative approaches in
VET, while using the knowledge partnerships to find the best ways to implement them. This can lead to the flexible
labour force that the Europe 2020 envisions by supporting an innovation economy that keeps evolving, adapting,
re-imagining and reinventing to create and utilize new ideas and information.
Part of that success was the ongoing and effective engagement of VET stakeholders throughout the process. The
engagement of the stakeholders in the whole effort was crucial in the success of the endeavour. The stakeholders
participated often informally, but were allowed to formalise their engagement either though the skunkworks projects or the intrapreneurship curriculum and certification. Stakeholder involvement in all three axis of partnerships,
skunkworks and curriculum ensured the implementation of the suggested framework was frictionless and the use
of the delivered outputs was high. Stakeholder engagement also ensured effective dissemination of the activities
in the society, with the MSKPs members becoming the “ambassadors” of the project and its delivered outcomes.
Thus, the key to understand the success of the project is the cooperation of stakeholders via the MSKPs, accompanied by their local skunkworks. This framework can be replicated across sectors of education and in other
member states.
The curriculum and its certification allows VET professionals to pick the type of continuing professional education
that works best for them and allow them to pick what they feel is best for their own classroom. Learning can be
more formal however through the official certification. This ability to pick formal or non-formal accreditation allows the curriculum to reach out to VET professionals across Europe and cover their needs in how to encourage
innovation within VET education.
What is encouraging is that all partners are expecting that the outputs of the InEcVET program will have a lasting
effect, as the benefits accrue over time. This positive attitude indicates the long-term engagement of the local
members who were participating in creating a longstanding innovation ecosystem and would like to go further and
further.
The findings emphasize the necessity for the post project engagement with policy makers. There is a need to
engage in a dialogue and to communicate with the policymakers on the need to engage stakeholders at all levels when creating VET policy. The skunkworks are also a fertile ground to show that informal groups can often
have more success in tackling difficult issues that more structured ways within organisations. The framework and
outputs we have here indicate, not only how an ecosystem can be created, but we also provide the framework
in how to implement it. This policy paper, when employed will serve in the effort of keeping VET relevant in the
European society of the future.
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Appendix A: A how to Section
How to: Build a good MSKP
Discussions around best practices and challenges revealed a number of key aspects for a successful MSKP. It is
highly advised that MSKPs take these into consideration, in order to provide an appropriate MSKP environment:
•

Helping stakeholders identify their role in the project

•

Maintaining stakeholder interest for the life of the project is essential

•

Foreseeing an adequate of time for dissemination and “absorption” of outputs must be accounted for

•

Matching the time availability of stakeholders

•

Exposing members to European best practise aids innovation

•

Getting the mix of business, education and policymakers right often means having persons that are actively
engaged rather than of the highest authority

•

Attracting new members in MSKPs as their agenda expands can be useful

Getting the mix of business, education and policymakers right often means having persons that
are actively engaged rather than of the highest authority
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How to: Build a good skunkworks team
Skunkworks describe a small and loosely structured group of people who research and develop a project for the
sake of innovation in technology. It is often output driven and thus focuses on the solutions. In order to run a successful skunkworks:
•

Focus on being informal in order to pick the best for the task at hand and not those who might be nominally
responsible

•

Do motivate the team and create a feeling of constant engagement

•

Ensure the leadership style suits the members; in InEcVET the project participants who had the clear vision
of what we were to achieve often took the lead.

•

Ensure the time it takes fits the busy schedules of the participants and that it is not an open-ended time commitment. It is task oriented, and once the task is over, the team can dissolve.

•

Smaller teams work best due to the emphasis on speed and informality.

•

In addition, we suggest that an education skunkworks should be open and have external members participate
when they need to.

•

The statutory bodies responsible for VET were an invaluable resource. Have policy makers in the skunkworks
or have the team communicate frequently with them

Innovation Ecosystems for Vocational Education & Training - Policy Paper 15

16 Innovation Ecosystems for Vocational Education & Training - Policy Paper

Future In
Perspective

meath
partnership
engage • enable • participate • progress

This project has been funded with support from the
European Commission.
This publication and all its contents reflects the views
only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held
responsible for any use which may be made of the
information contained therein

