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Introduction
It is difficult for today’s talent development leaders to find the 
time to reimagine tomorrow. With competing demands as a 
business partner, change agent, guardian of organizational 
culture, and overseer of the learning function, even the best-
intentioned leader requires accountability and support to think 
beyond the responsibilities of now.

That is why CTDO Next exists.

CTDO Next is ATD’s premier membership for talent development executives who want to 
shape the future of the profession. This network of global learning leaders is passionate about 
transformations that affect the field. Through the work of CTDO Next, members explore a 
variety of forward-focused topics with the goal to take a position and lead the profession.

This series of case studies spotlights one of these topics—innovation. CTDO Next professionals 
believe that talent development should be a driver of innovation in organizations. The 
following stories from member organizations provide real-life examples of how TD leaders 
and their teams have filled the role of innovator, with practical insights for application:

 � Discover how Hilti Group builds emotional connections between the company and its 
employees to enable and enhance innovation.  

 � Walk through the APEX program with Choice Hotels to learn how to produce innovation.



Leading Innovation 
by Deepening 
EMOTIONAL 

CONNECTION 
at Hilti
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Hilti Group—
If you are seeking a 
company with a culture 
of innovation, look no 
further than Hilti Group. 
Based in Liechtenstein, Hilti develops, manu-
factures, and markets products, systems, 
software, and services for the construction 
and energy industries to customers all over 
the world, mainly to the professional end-
user. The 80-year-old family-owned company 
has about 30,000 employees. Innovation 
has always been a part of Hilti’s DNA. The 
company publishes Innovation magazine, 
built the Hilti Innovation Centre at its 
headquarters in Schaan, and has held an 
annual Innovation Day for years. 

But staying at the top of the innovation game 
is not automatic. It takes work. And the talent 
development team, led by Eivind Slaaen, head 
of people and culture development at Hilti, 
is at the heart of that work. Innovation is one 
of the many facets of his work, and Slaaen 
shared this leading-edge thinking: “People 
are more likely and better able to innovate 
when they have an emotional connection to 
the purpose and vision of the organization.” 

After all, says Slaaen, innovation is not simply 
an intellectual pursuit, it is emotional. It 

involves taking risks, making mistakes, and 
doing things that have not been done before. 
“Only if we feel safe, are we free to imagine 
and create,” he says. “And even then, we 
must believe that our extra efforts serve an 
organization we are committed to.”

Slaaen shares two major ways that the 
talent development (TD) function at Hilti 
has created and strengthened employees’ 
emotional connection with the organization.

Shift the Focus of 
Talent Development 

According to Slaaen, TD previously focused 
on finding and addressing talent gaps. Now 
the focus is on helping employees find their 
passion and helping them to pursue it. It is 
part of a larger process wherein discussions 
of “performance management” became 
“my contribution and my development” 
discussions. Slaaen shares a simple four-box 

People are more 
likely and better 
able to innovate 
when they have an 
emotional connection 
to the purpose 
and vision of the 
organization. 

—Eivind Slaaen 

Head of People and Culture 

Development at Hilti Group
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How to Design 
Development Programs 
as Human Experiences:
 � Understand the energy flow 
throughout the program.

 � Predict and even plan where 
people will encounter struggles.

 � Make every situation real and 
not theoretical.

 � Allow every participant to end 
with success.

grid that compares what employees are good 
at and what they most enjoy about their jobs. 

The goal is to find a career at Hilti in the top 
right box. That approach not only keeps the 
discussion and the process positive, but it 
also helps to focus on the significant few 
areas of development (contribution) that can 
make the greatest difference. And it opens 
the door to myriad nontraditional career 
tracks.

Shift the Focus of 
Development Programs

Many TD organizations are moving from 
learning programs to learning experiences. 
Slaaen challenges us to go beyond this shift 
and to design development programs as 
human experiences. To do so, he says, we 
must understand the energy flow throughout 
the experience (or series of experiences), 
predict and even plan where the struggles 
will likely be, make every situation real 
and not theoretical, and perhaps most 
importantly, let every participant end with 
success. In essence, design the emotional 
experience as carefully as any other aspect 
of the program.

Champion Mutual Support 

In these and other ways, TD at Hilti builds 
the emotional connections that enable and 
enhance innovation. And every development 

experience reinforces the culture of 
a company that values an emotional 
connection. 

Development programs are reminders and 
examples of a place where associates are 
concerned about the company’s needs 
because the company is concerned about the 
associates’ needs. The company celebrates 
its workers, and the workers are genuinely 
happy when the company succeeds. 
Development is designed for people to 
support and champion each other. Open 
and honest communication is modeled, and 
leaders and team members actively listen to 
each other. The company doesn’t just accept 
but participates in and even celebrates 
employees’ full lives. Sympathy and empathy 
are part of the fabric of the experience.



Innovation Through 
ACTION LEARNING: 
The APEX Program 
at Choice Hotels
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Innovation Through 
ACTION LEARNING: 
The APEX Program 
at Choice Hotels

Choice Hotels 
International—
one of the largest hotel 
chains in the world with more 
than 7,000 properties in 41 
countries—has always been 
innovative. 
Though it may be hard to remember 
when these were not industry standards, 
the Rockville, Maryland-based hospitality 
franchiser was first to introduce nonsmoking 
rooms and 24-hour toll-free reservations. 
They developed the industry’s first iPhone 
app, and their global reservation system 
can integrate with voice search and artificial 
intelligence (AI).

Even so, Choice has never had a specific 
research and development (R&D) function or 
a company-wide initiative for innovation. But, 
with the launch of the Achieving Performance 
Excellence (APEX) program led by Tim Tobin, 
vice president of franchisee onboarding and 
learning at Choice, that all changed.

Opportunity: Produce, 
Don’t Teach Innovation

About five years ago, Tobin and his senior 
leader peers visited another company and 
were inspired by their innovation lab. It 
prompted him and the CEO to think about 
how they might make innovation a bigger 
part of how Choice works.

“I was already thinking a lot about how to 
better connect learning and performance,” 
says Tobin. The original idea of APEX—an 
action learning development program aimed 
at attacking the biggest and toughest issues 
in the company—was to use the more than 
7,000 hotels that make up Choice as learning 
labs. APEX would spread best practices 
across the entire organization and create 
new best practices, all against very specific 
business targets.

Though bold in its own right, the approach 
fit into the traditional talent development 
(TD) groove. The TD team would go to hotels, 
find master performers and best practices, 
incorporate those into a course, and make 
that program available across the company.
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Early on, they made two important 
discoveries. The first was to use business 
language and not training terms. “We went 
out there to ask about best practices,” 
Tobin says, “but for the people running our 
franchises, they were just practices. It was 
just the way they did things.” They ditched 
the language of best practices and master 
performers. And the APEX team decided that, 
although the programs would be based on 
an action learning model, that was not a term 
they would ever use. 

The second insight was even more 
effective. They realized that the traditional 
development approach would be too slow. 
Tobin shares, “Our top-performing franchisees 
are constantly improving. By the time we 
shared their best practices, they would be on 
to new and better ones.”

This led to a fundamental innovation in 
the APEX program itself. Rather than 
development programs aimed at teaching 
innovation skills, they would be programs 
aimed at producing innovation.

To do that, innovation had to be defined 
operationally. For Choice, innovation was 
defined as “ideas that, when implemented, 
deliver an order of magnitude improvement 
by doing things in new ways or by doing 
entirely new things.” And innovation, which 
had historically been mostly department 

focused was now focused on the entire 
operation and the entire brand.

Solution: The APEX Charter

The three permanent members of the APEX 
team came out of the TD function. The rest of 
the team were virtual experts called in as the 
project demanded. The goal was to remain 
small and nimble. The team’s assignment 
was to:

 � Create a venue where innovation would 
occur. This began as a set of three meetings 
and later was revised to four.

 � Design a process that would promote 
innovation.

 � Identify master performers. The team hand 
selected people they knew were the best or 
experts. This often meant just asking their 
stakeholders, “Who do you know?”

 � Create and manage a process for idea 
generation. The initial sessions generated 
125 ideas. Some ideas had been around 
and just hadn’t received any traction, but 
between 40 and 50 of them had never 
been discussed before.

 � Provide a best practice sharing methodology.

Success was defined going in. The first goal 
of APEX was to reduce the total cost of 
ownership. (This was the first iteration of the 

1
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ideas that, when 
implemented, deliver 
an order of magnitude 
improvement by doing 
things in new ways or 
by doing entirely new 
things.

“

 

“

For Choice, innovation 
was defined as

experiment, so a second, underlying purpose 
was to determine if they had designed a 
viable approach to encourage innovation.) 

Process: The APEX Program

APEX consisted of four highly formalized 
90-minute meetings that were no more than 
a week apart. The team employed a very 
visual and tactile approach that engaged the 
whole brain and sparked creative thinking 
beyond typical brainstorming activities. 
Before the first session started, they used 
online whiteboarding software and data from 
an internal profit and loss (P&L) tool to create 
a data-rich environment for the participants.

Session One
The first session’s focus was to describe the 
opportunity in the greatest possible detail. 
Participants used cards to jointly create a 

spreadsheet of the cost centers and expenses 
that could affect their goals. Then they 
sorted those costs according to whether they 
were in or out of their control. And for each 
expense that was controllable, they added all 
the strategies used to impact each cost.

The virtual whiteboard stayed open between 
sessions so additional strategies could 
be added. 

Session Two
This session was aimed at refining ideas 
and making them actionable. Once again, 
the process was hands-on and kinetic. 
Participants reviewed strategies, added 
emojis to favorites, and pulled cards aside 
for clarification, discussion, and debate. A 
critical focus was, wherever possible, to take 
strategies to a higher level—changing or 
adding to them to make them better.
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The group voted to identify what they 
thought were the best, most promising 
ideas. Those were then plotted on an 
impact-effort matrix. 

Session Three
Session three wrapped up with a draft of 
a go-forward plan that included analyzing 
the outputs of the group, quantifying the 
potential impact of the innovations, sharing 
the results more broadly, and action-planning 
both to implement key innovations and 
incorporate them into education programs.

Session Four
The last session of the program was a 
surprise outcome. The innovation sessions on 
managing costs produced a surplus of ideas 
about how to impact the top line. Several 
members of the group returned to 

this fourth session to work on ideas for 
revenue generation.

Results: Reduced Costs, Better 
Practices, Enhanced Collaboration

Throughout the process, the APEX team 
was there to facilitate the discussion, but the 
business leaders drove the idea generation. 
The APEX facilitators used the process to 
carefully capture innovative ideas, fill in 
the gaps, and build out the details that can 
make innovative ideas implementable. The 
work done in the sessions has brought huge 
gains in reducing the total cost of ownership.
And though they correctly assumed that the 
ideas and the best practices would spread 
spontaneously, leaders also shared some of 
the best and most relevant ideas company-
wide through targeted communications and 
other training programs. 

As an ancillary benefit, the development 
function has learned how to better prepare 
franchisees for success. And the project has 
also enhanced the way people work across 
departments and functions.

APEX is now a tool that is available to the 
organization as it attacks other big and 
complex problems. In 2022, Choice Hotels 
will focus on improving guest satisfaction. 
Those meetings are underway, and it is likely 
that the master performers for this one will 

Low-Hanging Fruit Big Bets

Not Worth TimeIncremental Gains
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feasibility of ideas in real time. 

Finally, the APEX team benefitted greatly 
from using a virtual team, pulling in people 
when they needed them, and not making 
everybody a permanent member. “It made 
the process much more efficient, and it saved 
those experts a ton of time that might have 
been spent sitting through meetings,” 
says Tobin.

Tobin offers this advice to others who might 
try the APEX approach: “Look around at 
your team. Who is good at something or has 
the potential to be? That’s who you want to 
assign to a project like this. Then look outside 
your team. Who can you draw from? Where 
are the pockets of excellence? Go there first.” 

be different from those in the first cohort. 
The number and cadence of meetings are 
open to change, too.

Lessons Learned: Innovation 
Through Action, Experimentation, 
and Co-creation

Tobin points to several lessons learned from 
this first iteration. 

The biggest and most important may be 
that sometimes the best approach is not to 
focus on teaching the skills needed to do 
something, but to help people to do that 
thing (and develop better skills along the 
way). “To help our organization be more 
innovative,” Tobin says, “we had to be the 
first to change our thinking and to innovate.”

Another key was to think of the programs 
as an experiment. “Instead of the typical 
approach where you go for buy-in early on 
at the conceptual level, we held things pretty 
close to the vest. That gave us more control 
over how the program evolved.” 

The team also learned the importance 
of collaboration and co-creation in their 
innovation process. They didn’t sit in an ivory 
tower and talk about innovation; they went 
right to the source. Not only did this allow 
for greater idea generation, Tim reports, but 
it also allowed the team to pressure test the 

Look around at your 
team. Who is good 
at something or has 
the potential to be? 
That’s who you want 
to assign to a project 
like this. Then look 
outside your team. 
Who can you draw 
from? Where are the 
pockets of excellence? 
Go there first.

“

“
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What Future-Forward 
Leadership Looks Like
CTDO Next is an exclusive organizational membership. 
Members make up the world’s top talent development 
executives who are shaping the future of the profession.

“Next is a unique opportunity for me to get exposure to 
important topics of the future. Together with a diverse 
group of outstanding professionals, I can contribute to 
shape the future of talent development and prepare 
for the discussion we need to have in our company. 
The  openness and trust are special and build the solid 
foundation we need to address the challenges ahead.”

—  CTDO Next Member Eivind Slaaen, 
Head of People and Culture Development, 
Hilti Corporation 

Learn more about joining 
CTDO Next by visiting 
our website: ctdonext.td.org.


