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1. Introduction
1.1 Aim and objectives:
The aim of the framework is to bring the worlds of business and education closer together:
•

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 guides the partners through the task of organizing the individual ‘skunk works’ frameworks in each partner
country. It comprises a compilation of resources and information offering the necessary input needed for the successful
organization of skunk works projects.
It focuses on providing: terms of references, exploring the external and general conditions, planning, organizing and implementing the process. It also offers a competence profile, thus providing a useful roadmap towards selecting your skunk
works team members. This framework supports the partners/organizers of individual ‘skunk works’ in tackling the identified
issues by offering relevant information for the success of the process, useful advices and tips in handling the work.
The Skunk Works model, introduced by Lockheed Martin in 1940s, is a proven way to introduce intrapreneurship within
large organizations and companies. Skunk Works were central to Lockheed Martin’s Advanced Development This program
allowed such a large organization to harness internal innovation, often by combining more practical vocational skills with
advanced technological skills in an informal environment. Skunk works as a form of innovation has been widely used for
companies to make their business outstanding from the others and achieve sustainable development, and at the same time
try to compete with the increasing number of competitors.
“Skunkworks or skunkworks project is a phrase commonly used in business and technology to describe a small and loosely
structured group of people who research and develop a project for the sake of innovation in technology.”
The ‘skunk works’ framework is developed under the work package 6. In WP6 the first key element is the managing and
sustaining of the multi-stakeholder knowledge partnerships in each partner country. The function of these partnerships is
to foster cooperation and interaction between representatives of the business and VET communities. The MSKP’s have a
key role for developing innovation and achieving the expected results within the innovation ecosystem proposed as part
of the InEcVET project. The issues to be addressed in the individual ‘skunk works’ will be defined and agreed by the multi-stakeholder partnerships in each partner country. The multi-stakeholder knowledge partnerships are organized as small
and loosely structured groups working towards the aim of fostering innovation within the VET sector. They have a key role
in developing the skunk works and implementing its actions.
As the MSKP’s highlight the main issues and identify innovative approaches, it’s important to develop a format of the Skunk
Works Framework which helps the professionals/members of skunk work teams to scope out potential innovative solutions
to the issues identified at local level.
The framework helps the partners, the MSKP members and skunk works teams to develop and foster the skunk works environment in order to ensure that the individual frameworks are successfully created during the local partnership meetings.
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1.2 Methodology
A bottom-up approach was implemented to develop the skunk works framework. This was necessary in order to ensure the
quality of the final evaluation and the benefits for VET community aiming to use it for regulating and developing a skunk
works environments.
For the development of the skunk work framework we have used the stage gate process:
Step 1: Generating content: Conducting the research was a critical part of the development process. During this time we
asked questions and gathered information through a questionnaire sent across the partnership to analyze all know-how and
experiences regarding the skunk work process. The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats were identified and
closely studied. Also a literature review was done of the existing materials on the topic of skunk works: concepts, initiatives
and strategic organization. During the research stage we gathered information, input and assets.
Step 2: Screening The Idea: In this stage some basic criteria were set for ideas that should be continued or dropped. We
reviewed the problems and analyzed all identified issues; we tested some of the ideas by comparing them with our own
experiences, gathered fresh perspectives to find the best solutions.
Step 3: Setting up the terms of references for the skunk works framework. These establish a basic understanding of the
process and a solid starting point. It provides the partners with a tool aimed at fostering the skunk works environment based
on the factors and actions that have the biggest impact in developing skunk works projects.
Step 4: Creating the Skunk Work Framework. The framework is designed to guide the users through the task of organizing
a skunk works project. The framework is comprised of a compilation of resources and information offering the necessary
input needed for the successful organization of skunk works projects. It focuses on providing: terms of references, exploring
the external and general conditions, planning, organizing and implementing the process, and it offers a competence profile
of a skunk works team member.
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2. Terms of references
In order to lower the risk and uncertainties of skunk works projects, it is necessary to identify some elements factors and
actions which could lead skunk works to success. They establish a solid starting point and contain the most prominent success factors of skunk works projects, for the benefit of the all skunk works teams.

Comprised of small groups of talented people. Team members must also be highly qualified and experienced.

2.1 Factors and actions that have a positive impact in developing skunk works
projects:
•

Motivation. Motivation is an important ingredient for the development of skunk works project. As these teams will often
face lots of difficulties during the implementation of the project. It is important because it provides the drive for people
to accomplish their goals, maintain their responsibilities or solve problems.

•

Team leader and leadership John Naisbitt said, “Whenever the world changes so dramatically, what characterizes
appropriate leadership also changes”. A team leader plays an important role in guiding the team members and motivating them to stay focused. Effective team leaders ensure that team morale remains high and that workers are motivated
to perform well. The Skunk Works manager must be delegated with complete control of the programme in all aspects.

•

Team members. Comprised of small groups of talented people. Team members must also be highly qualified and experienced. Most managers succeed because of the strength and skill of their staff.
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•

Secretary. The Skunk works team must be separated from the parent organization. It is mostly a win-win situation, due
to the fact that both the parent company and small organization can have its own goals and work separately without
intersection with each other (Rich, 1994).

•

Management support. Strong support and encouragement from high-level management makes the innovation process easier, which also reduces risks in the projects in many cases. There must be mutual trust between the management and the skunk works team. There must be very close cooperation and liaison on a day-to-day basis.

•

Timing. Rich (1994) also raised the opinion of “time is money” for skunk works projects. Create great value in limited
time is an important competitive advantage for skunk works projects.

•

Rewarding performance. Because only a few people will be used in most other areas, ways must be provided to
reward good performance by payment not based on the number of personnel supervised.

2.2 Factors and actions that have a negative impact in developing a skunk works
project:
•

Don’t start executing without defining and planning the project first. “Begin with the end in mind” - Stephen Covey. Goals should be specific because general objectives are more difficult to achieve. It’s a classic mistake: eagerly starting to
develop a product without knowing what the end game is, and how to get there.

•

Don’t forget that motivation is always temporary. It does not actually help you achieve amazing success. So you must
be sure that the team members and the team leader implementing the skunk works project are fully committed and
believe in the goals of the project.

•

A lonely leader can sometimes become confusing, so a leader should have a soul mate that will help him (Peter, 2002).
It is very important for a leader to provide for the skunk work project a direction to follow and create team members a
cultural environment inside the team (Gwynne, 1997).

•

Do not forget to do an extensive recruitment of the personnel implicated. The source of most problems is people. Know
the people working on your project, so you know what the real weak spots are. A research from American Express found
85% of the unsuccessful skunk works projects had the same problem: involving wrong people in the project.

•

Efficiency and clarity is very important in implementing a skunk works project. There must be a minimum number of
reports required, but important work must be recorded thoroughly.

•

Funding a program must be timely so that the contractor doesn’t have to keep running to the bank to support government projects. So, don’t start without having a clear budget and funding schedule.
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3. General conditions and key benefits
3.1 General conditions and important aspects for the development of a skunk
works project
In order to help the development of skunk works we have identified some general conditions and aspects important for the
development of the project. Even though we do not believe these are preconditions, properly analyzing and identifying the
work environment is important for the planning, organizing and implementing the skunk works.
Thus it is important to ensure the skunk works team members have sufficient time to contribute to the project. It is important
that team members are given ‘relief’ from their usual working tasks to be able to contribute meaningfully to the project work.
It is unfair if skunk works team members are expected to perform their full working activities, while additionally taking on to
develop, pilot and evaluate the innovation project.
Also ensure a varied mix of expertise and experiences are brought together to form the team. Often in our Skunk works,
certain departments who work closely together became engrossed in a topic which applies to their work but was not relevant to the work of the skunk works team. While on this tangent, it disrupted the work of the skunk works, but by having
team members who were not involved in this discussion present, it allowed the team to notice that this conversation was
not relevant to our collective work and it allowed the skunk works team to get back on track.
The project should be challenging and relevant for the team members. It is important to address challenging issues and look
for innovative solutions. We also believe it’s decisive to involve key policy makers. So, the organization responsible for the
skunk works project should have a strong network of institutions and people.
As previously mentioned, it is important that professionals with varied educational backgrounds, professional experiences
and current job roles are brought together to form the Skunk works team. This will give the team sufficient diversity to allow
creativity and problem-solving to occur. Also, by bringing people together who are not used to working together, it means
that each comes to the team with a different perspective, mindset and working process and this tends to deny the threat
posed by ‘group-think’, to the innovation of the skunk works team and contributes to the innovation of your skunk works
project.
Additionally, as mentioned above it is important that employers give skunk works team members enough time to contribute meaningfully to the skunk works team without falling behind with their own work tasks or feeling that their workload is
increasing because of their involvement in the skunk works team – this will discourage Skunk works team members from
engaging in these projects fully or in the future.
Also, in order to be successful, a Skunk works teams need to be supported by the management. This not only means that
employees are given time off to participate in the skunk works, but also that the results of the skunk works project are supported and appreciated by managers. With the backing of management, the results can be fed-back into the organization
and the work of the skunk works team can have a greater impact within the organization.
Ensuring an external facilitator is involved from the beginning of the skunk works project is something our team would recommend. There are several reasons for this:
1. It provides a structure to the work of the team –meetings of the skunk works will have a clear agenda, agreed between
the team and the facilitator.
2. It keeps the work of the team on track – if the conversation strays from the agenda or from the innovation project, the
facilitator is on hand to steer the work of the skunk works team back to the tasks in hand.
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3. It ensures an accurate record of the team’s work is kept – at the end of every meeting; the facilitator circulates minutes
of the meeting and an updated work plan. This ensures that the roles of the skunk works team members are clear and
they understood what tasks they were assigned in the next working phase. If needed, they should also receive support
to complete these tasks. Having an external facilitator to take the minutes ensures that none of the skunk works team
members are burdened with having to keep the meeting minutes and instead they could dedicate their full attention to
contributing to the team’s work.
.

The facilitator can be as a sound board for our ideas – as an expert from the business community, so if the team comes
up with an idea which would make VET more applicable to the world of business, the facilitator could give us her/his
opinion on whether this would be relevant to SMEs and business. Having this perspective means that when having an
idea which is not relevant, the facilitator can give an immediate feedback and the skunk works team does not waste any
time developing ideas which would not improve the standing of VET with businesses and external actors – which is the
aim of their work.

Other important aspect that we would like to mention as being important to observe:
•

Pay attention that the team members have the needed skills.

•

Have a very good network of institutions and people.

•

Democratic processes and open discussion under the safety of Chatham house rules.

•

Ensure all major stakeholders ( for example from academia, civil society, business world and government) are represented

•

Middle management representatives are often more effective than senior management ones to commit themselves to
a Skunk works process

•

Focused on the deliverables so long as deliverables are a way to solve (in part) the question at hand

3.2 Key benefits of organizing a skunk project
Developing a project outside of your usual team of colleagues, involving participants from other departments in your organization, this is a very significant benefit of the skunk works model because you constantly have access to different
perspectives – this is true for both identifying the problems in VET but also in generating suitable solutions to the problems.
Taking part in a skunk works team allows members to learn from one another, to gain new insight and to exchange best
practice with like-minded professionals within the time set aside specifically for the skunk works project.
The process of completing the intrapreneurship curriculum and collaborating in the skunk works team gives increased confidence to team members which will impact on their day-to-day work.
The skunk works team members can develop an elevated sense of purpose in their jobs – by implicating people and making
them contribute to something innovative and creative which would have a wider impact in the whole organization.
This offers a worthwhile experience to collaborate in the skunk works team and it has a lasting benefit for the individuals’
working in a skunk works team.
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4. Planning, organizing and implementing the skunk
works process
In planning, organizing and successfully implementing the activities there are some important aspects to follow in order
to assure you are on the right track. The following set of information has been developed by researching and gathering
information across the partnership and from other literature reviews of process. They depict actions fundamental for the
planning, organizing and implementing the skunk works project. Also they assure that the future conditions are met.
But these are the ideal cases and particularities are sure to appear. This is why adaptation and following the general guidelines is recommended.
The Strengths depict the positive and recommended actions you could take, the Weaknesses describe the issues you should
be aware of, the Opportunities present some of the circumstances and actions you could take advantage of for achieving your
goals, and the Threats present some of the problems you could encounter in the skunks works various processes

STAGE

DESCRIPTION

ANALYSIS
STRENGHTS

-

Identify the right skills and talent.
Ensured a good sectorial mix from within VET.
Ensure your team members have complementary skills and networks
Be sure you chose people willing to engage in your skunk works project
Be sure your skunk works project idea is relevant for your project team
Identify the environmental conditions the team will be facing, either within their
organization or general. And forecast future conditions.
Establish the objectives needed to be achieved and identify different courses of action
for achieving them.

WEAKNESSES
OPPORTUNITIES

PLANNING

THREATS

-

Finding a suitable time and location to ensure the full participation of all team members
in all skunk works team meetings.

-

The notion of skunk works is often unknown in the local environment

-

The lack of a central body responsible for the innovation in the VET sector at national
level.

-

Ambiguous action steps and definitions of your process.

-

Allocate sufficient resources to implement the skunk works model and develop the
project.

-

Use engaged management from the beginning to ensure buy-in and endorsement from
the managers for the work of the team.

-

Propose creative problem solving.

-

Use the already existing and well-functioning networks of the involved organizations.
Identify and use their key stakeholders from academia, government bodies, civil society
and business world. This will allow the identification and reach of appropriate members
for the skunk works.

-

Persuading the entrepreneurial VET professionals to accept this challenge.

-

Skunk works team members not fully understanding the key ideas and concepts of the
project.

-

Not securing buy-in from all team members in support of the project

-

The busy schedule (lack of time) of the members who were willing to participate

-

Unsure of interest and response beforehand to the suggestion of integrating new
concepts and changes in the team. Like integrating the skunk works to already existing
teams in an organization because of possible default of certain members.
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-

STRENGHTS

-

-

Skunk works team facilitated by an external expert ( e.g from the business community)
are proven to provide good perspective, from the world of work, in our case. They can
help guide the team through the activities, like the intrapreneurship curriculum.
The structure of the intrapreneurship curriculum, developed in INECVET project, is a
good support to the team members who reviewed modules at the beginning of each
session and used the content to steer the work of the team.
Good mix of varied experience and expertise in the room – you should have actors
from all fields of VET in the skunk works team.
We suggest that the team selection of participants to be made among VET teachers
and tutors from the public and private sectors, school managers, University professors,
technicians , professionals of entrepreneurial associations, business owners and professionals from employment offices.
Dissemination of knowledge and expertise of skunk works members during the organizational phase.
Democratic procedures and the ability to discuss openly
Allocate human resources to ensure the accomplishment of objectives.
Develop an organizational structure. This can be represented by an organization chart.
If the group is not working well allocate time to finding out why and makes adjustments.
Ensure you still have flexibility and the ability to pivot
Allocating responsibilities according to their skills, expertise and experiences.

WEAKNESSES

ORGANISING

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

-

Not all team members attend each meeting, some drop in and out of the skunk works
team. This inconsistency will affect the core group of members, and the flow of the team
can be interrupted at times. Contributions and ideas from new members means that
additional work will be undertaken by the core team at times and this can cause some
delays with the work of the team.

-

To maintain all these people committed with the skunk works team and attending all the
meetings.

-

The additional demand for time

-

You can organize all the meetings in a place that has more participants in the skunk
works. (e.ga school)

-

By involving sufficient numbers in the team, you ensure you have enough members to
share the workload evenly so that nobody felt over-burdened.

-

Assure you have the willingness of the main stakeholders (like Ministry of Education,
Human Resources Development Authority) to be part of the process and the skunk
works team

-

Use methods of reinforcing productive team efforts, by asking for feedback to determine
if the team members are active in the process.

-

Use all approaches that encourage the participation of the team members in making
decisions, like dealing with the feelings of team members, problem solving methods.

-

The intangible nature of the innovation output asked from the skunk works members to
elaborate and produce.

-

The possibility that the main stakeholders (necessary for guiding offering counseling)
are not willing to participate in the skunk works project.

-

A significant amount of time can be required to develop the innovation project and pilot it.
Lack of effective interest and open communication among team members.
Restricting the abilities of team members through too many norms.
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STRENGHTS
WEAKNESSES
IMPLEMENTING

-

Involving VET professionals from important organizations that have some autonomy in
implementing innovative policies.

-

The representatives of academia, business, civil society and government should be
actively engaged in providing a new solution to an existing problem.

-

Directly involving the stakeholders, as team members, into a knowledge-transfer skunk
works will assure your team has the required know-how

-

Informality and discussion under Chatham house rules of the skunk works can lead to
an honest exchange of opinions that are not always possible in formal settings.

-

The creation of a common voice of stakeholders, under the umbrella of the organizer/
coordinating organization, will allows for the creation of collective memory that monitors
the innovation progress.

-

A varied team will offer insights from all levels of VET staff – from front-line staff up to
management.

-

Try to identify the core messages of the communication strategy early on, this will
allow you to work efficiently to develop the strategy and plan activities to implement the
strategy.

-

Have access to an external expert from the business community – a facilitator.

-

The intrapreneurship curriculum is a good reference point for the skunk works team
to have. It can act as a reference point for teasing out any issues experienced with
developing our product.

-

You can find limitations related with the jurisdiction of using and implementing the
products at public level (like policy-governmental limitations).
Agreeing with the core messages of your communication strategy can be a challenge
at times with so many perspectives in the room.
The notion of skunk works is mostly unknown in the local environment.
The extent to which the informal body created by the skunk works will be accepted by
government authorities as a useful tool for future innovation in VET.

-

OPPORTUNITIES
THREATS

-

The development of the communication strategy for VET in your region can led to
opportunities for transferability to other VET providers around the country.

-

Developing the product as part of the skunk works team can offer the opportunity to use
the projects work as the basis to attain accreditation.

-

You can use in your skunk works key staff from schools, municipality, entrepreneurial
associations and business owners. This way the world of education and the world of
work are working together.

-

You can create an informal body to keep engaging with the stakeholders for the reduction
of the information gap and the skill mismatch in the VET sector.

-

The possibility that the active participation in the informal body created by the skunk
works will fade over time.

-

Not all team members always do what they undertook to do – this causes time pressure
for some team members and leads to delays.

-

The possibility of career change of stakeholders reducing the sustainability of the created
body
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5. Allocating responsibilities within you skunk work team
Allocating roles to team members is very important in the organization process. These should be allocated appropriately
in order to ensure that the team is effectively meeting its goals. This can also lead to the increased morale and motivation.
The team members need to understand their role and the expectations in order to be effective. Unclear expectations may
jeopardize the successful achievement of the team goals. Also understanding how the team works increases the sense of
belonging and a belief that the team is moving in the same direction.
Giving each team member a responsible task will contribute to accomplishing the overall purposes of the team.
So at the first meeting of the skunk works team, all team members should complete a person SWOT. This will allow you to
identify the skills, expertise and experiences in the team.
Based on these skills and experiences of the team members identified as part of this exercise and also taking their preferences into account, the facilitator can allocate the responsibility among the skunk works team, to ensure that members with
the right skills sets were completing the work and that the work was evenly distributed among all skunk works members. It is
also possible that in the development stage of the innovation project, a smaller sub-team of the skunk works to be created.
Those team members will have the relevant skills and expertise to develop this part of the project; rather than involving all
team members in work activities that were not relevant to them. This approach will ensure the sub-team will work efficiently,
and the larger Skunk works team would not have to attend meetings that were not relevant to them.
Because the process is new we recommend that the leading role should be taken by the leading organization within the
process. We want the stakeholders and team members to focus on the creation of a product that would bring innovation in
the VET environment. Thus, the focus of all the other team members would be to identify problems and possible solutions
and not to be concerned with logistical issues that might arise from the process. It is noteworthy, that the team took up all
other tasks equally and through the form of open discussion and decisions made by democratic processes.
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6. Competence framework profile of a skunk works team
member
This competence framework provides clarification about the competences a skunk works team member would need. It tries
to provide a roadmap towards selecting your skunk works team members and define practice-based and action-oriented
skills focused on building up a successful work team. This advisory framework helps partners and organizers know and
understand what they should look for when putting together their team.

COMPETENCE
1

2

Teamwork

Negotiation

DESCRIPTION
-

Collaborate and work harmoniously with
others;

-

See if they have previous experience in working in a team?

-

To assume roles and take on board the responsibilities assigned to them.

-

-

Makes constructive suggestions;

-

They pay attention to one another;

Ask them to give examples of difficult experience when working in
a team and had to finish a group
project under a tight deadline.

-

They can give examples of a successful project that they were
part of.

-

Find out what is their idea of a
team.

-

Ask them to please describe a
situation where they demonstrated negotiation skills.

-

Find out what successful negotiation they are proud of.

-

Ask them to give an example of a
conflict resolved through negotiation.

-

Find out what is their idea of rapport & trust? And how to they
establish it.

-

Ask them if they consider they
are a creative person.

-

Find out what is their idea of
‘think outside the box’, ask them
to tell you about a project they
worked on where a conventional
approach was not suitable.

-

See if you can find out what the
most creative or innovative project they have worked on.

-

-

3

Creativity

EXPERIENCES NEEDED

To make sure that they allow others to be
heard and don’t discredit their suggestions
just because they may not agree with their
views/perspective;
To be able to listen to them and still get the
point across;

-

Thinking ‘outside the box’

-

To be able to explain their vision,

-

To identify the real problems affecting VET
and ability to engage in creative problemsolving to come up with suitable solutions
that will address the identified needs.

14 Skunk works framework

4

Flexibility

-

-

5

6

7

Patience

Leadership

Communication

As skunk works involves staff members from
different departments and with different
working practices who would not usually
work together.
Adapt to different people and circumstances,
and handle unforeseen events with grace

-

When working in a newly formed team,
progress can be slow at the beginning.

-

It is important not to become frustrated with
what might be perceived as a lack of progress.

-

Lead others when needed and build consensus, but not to take over the work of the
team or stifle the creativity of others.

-

Make the team feel invested in the accomplishments of the skunk works project.

-

Highlighting any bonus system your company
operates.

-

Enjoy autonomy in their organizations.

-

See if your potential member can
describe a situation where you
demonstrated flexibility.

-

See if they like routine work or
non-routine tasks.

-

Ask about situations in which
they had to work on a variety of
projects simultaneously.

-

Ask them to tell you about a time
in the past year when their patience was tested (with coworkers
or project activities) and how did
they handle the situation? What
was the result?

-

Find out if they have experience
as a team leader.

-

If yes ask them to talk a bit about
that project and their team and
ask them to describe a situation
where this leadership was able to
motivate the team and improve
their performance. What actions
were the most effective?

-

Ask if there was a time when they
were leading a project team that
did not work out as well as they
had wished. Ask them what happened and what did they learn.

Being able to convey information to others
in a simple and unambiguous way. It involves
the distribution of messages clearly and
concisely, in a way that connects with the
audience

-

Ask them if they you work well
with other people

-

Try to find out if they are willing
to work through conflicts opposed to avoidance of conflict.

-

Direct, succinct communication provides
clear direction and avoids misunderstanding
and confusion in terms of the work process.

-

Do they think everyone has a
chance to state his or her views?

-

Frequent feedback is given to help members
stay focused on team goals.

-

Ask them about an experience
were when their communication
skills were powerful enough to
enable them to influence the way
others thought or acted, even in a
very difficult situation.

-
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8

9

Problem solving

Results orientation and
experience

-

The issues can vary in complexity, with some
situations requiring a simple solution and
others demanding more thought and skill to
overcome.

-

Members know and use problemsolving steps.

-

Ask them about a situation where
they had to solve a difficult problem. What did they do? What was
the outcome? Do they wish they
would have done things differently?

-

This allows the team member to define the
problem, generate solutions, select and
implement the identified solution.

-

Being confident their approach is important
so confidence will grow.

-

See if they are passionate with
the identified areas.

-

Knowing what results are important, and
focusing resources to achieve them.

-

-

Stays focused on results.

-

Effectively engages team members’ participation in achieving goals

Ask them to describe something
they have done to maximize or
improve the use of resources
beyond their work unit to achieve
improved results.

-

Work in relevant organization.

-

Ask them for an accomplishment
they are proud of
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