
Case Study: BHP Billiton
Establishing a comprehensive leadership 

talent map for the long term 
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“Success in any endeavor of life is always provisional.
Good leaders learn how to recognize the challenges
between success and failure and manage that paradox. In
business it is imperative that we understand that people
are the intellectual assets that make things happen and we
must be able to mobilize and develop our people to
unleash their competencies, creativity, and commitment to
get things moving forward. For the past decade we have
worked with Heidrick & Struggles and, in that time, it
has successfully expanded beyond simply being a provider
of executive search to become a trusted advisor on all issues
related to attracting and retaining top talent in our
organization.” 

Don Argus
Chairman, BHP Billiton 

background
Formed from a merger between BHP and Billiton in
2001, BHP Billiton is the world’s largest diversified
resources company with significant positions in
major commodity businesses, including aluminum,
energy coal and metallurgical coal, copper, man-
ganese, iron ore, uranium, nickel, silver and titanium
minerals, as well as substantial interests in oil, gas,
liquefied natural gas and diamonds. Headquartered
in Melbourne, Australia, the company has approxi-
mately 41,000 employees working in over 100
operations in 25 countries. 

challenge
BHP Billiton had grown rapidly, with plans to 
continue to build a larger and broader portfolio 
of global businesses across multiple sectors. To 
be successful, the company needed a superior
management team able to thrive in an increasingly
complex and challenging environment. In late
2005, it hired Heidrick & Struggles to assist the
board with a CEO transition that was planned for
sometime within 18 to 36 months. As the board
turned its focus to this succession, it became clear
the company needed highly professional, consis-
tent and fact-based assessment and benchmarking
processes for evaluating internal and external 
senior-level talent.

Heidrick & Struggles partnered with the BHP
Billiton board, Chairman Don Argus, and the then-
CEO, Chip Goodyear, to fully understand the current
situation and the strategic direction of the compa-
ny. We assessed the top management team to 
identify and develop potential internal CEO 

candidates. We also conducted a simultaneous con-
fidential review of the external marketplace, pro-
viding the board with additional CEO options and
context for use in making the CEO selection. As a
result of our initial assessment work, the board and 
management team also asked that we expand our
work to undertake comprehensive assessments of
the top 100 executives to establish a longer-term
talent map of the organization.

results so far
We provided the board and the CEO with a
detailed “organizational 360” outlining the
strengths and experience/leadership gaps among
the senior team, both individually and as a group.
We identified several bona fide internal succession
candidates and prepared detailed development
plans and on going one-on-one coaching pro-
grams for them. We also made recommendations
about organizational changes that could help fur-
ther develop these leaders within the relevant
timeframe. Concurrently, we continued to refresh
the external CEO options as additional executives
became potentially available.

In October 2007, Marius Kloppers, one of the internal
candidates, was appointed CEO. We provided
Kloppers on-boarding assistance during his transi-
tion that has been widely viewed as a great suc-
cess. Given our extensive knowledge of the team,
we were also able to help Kloppers and the compa-
ny to retain other key executives.

Heidrick & Struggles continues to work with BHP
Billiton on a talent framework, succession planning
and leadership development program for the top
150 executives. In addition to leadership advisory
services, we continue to undertake top-level search
work and have recently conducted assignments for
the CEO of one of BHP Billiton’s largest sectors and
several other top corporate roles.
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