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The U.S. oil and gas industry, rejuvenated by the shale gas boom, is making a deep economic impact not only in the country but around the world. The rapid expansion of activity and business has required oil and gas companies to seek qualified talent to fill a wide range of positions, particularly in engineering roles. However, even as more jobs are created, employers say they face a shortage of talent, an industry expert explained to IMT Career Journal.

“Since the start of 2010, the oil and gas industry in the U.S. has created more than 150,000 new jobs. That’s an unprecedented run, at least in this century,” said Paul Caplan, president of Rigzone, a global online community serving the oil and gas industry. “The result: Experienced energy professionals benefited from a plethora of job opportunities coming their way, along with rising compensation.”

The oil and gas industry continues to create jobs – 10,000 jobs in the first part of this year alone – although the pace has slipped, according to Caplan.

“Calls from recruiters to energy professionals have slowed down a bit,” Caplan told IMT Career Journal. “That creates a little different recruiting environment than oil and gas professionals are used to in the last few years.

“But to put that into some perspective, [the hiring of] engineers slowing down means only seven or eight out of 10 are getting called,” Caplan continued.

Caplan cites the results of Rigzone’s first hiring survey, released in June, in which almost half of hiring managers at U.S.-focused energy companies said they plan to boost hiring during the second half of 2013. Based on responses from 183 hiring managers and recruiters who primarily recruit U.S. energy professionals, engineering jobs dominate.

The engineering positions that are most in demand are mechanical engineers (MEs), design engineers, petroleum engineers, electrical engineers, reservoir engineers, and pipeline engineers.

“If you are a mechanical engineer, and you aren’t working in the energy industry, you may want to reconsider,” Caplan advised. “From a compensation perspective, MEs earn about $17,000 more a year working in oil and gas compared to the national average. That really adds up over a long career, and I would really encourage individuals not currently working in the oil and gas industry to take another look. It’s challenging, it’s well paid, and, I think, relatively stable in terms of opportunities.”

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment of mechanical engineers is expected to grow 9 percent between 2010 and 2020, with the best job prospects for mechanical engineers who stay abreast of the most recent advances in technology and have training in the latest software tools. In the past year, North American-based mechanical engineers working in the oil and gas industry earned an average of $102,095, Rigzone found.

Rounding out the top 10 jobs energy-focused hiring managers are looking to fill: health, safety, and environment managers; finance and accounting talent; production engineers; and process engineers.

Caplan noted that every position is getting more technical. Whereas the amount of physical labor in many of these positions greatly outweighed the amount of intellectual labor a decade ago, that gap is fast diminishing today.

“Given the nature of the industry, surges of interest in particular skill sets and experience are an inevitable as projects move from exploration to planning to production and performance management,” Caplan noted. “The one consistent theme over decades is both the need to recruit and hire engineers and the engineers’ desire to work on complex projects.”

In general, professionals who are interested in new positions in the oil and gas industry are also upping their demands.

According to Rigzone’s findings, more than half (54 percent) of hiring managers and recruiters said candidates are asking for more money than they were just six months ago. Hiring managers were split between those who said they are seeing or making more counteroffers than six months ago (39 percent) and those who said that wasn’t the case (40 percent).

When it comes to companies’ challenges in attracting and retaining talent, compensation is only one piece of the puzzle.

“When oil and gas professionals are ready to leave their positions, it’s typically because they see better career opportunities (elsewhere),” Caplan said. “While compensation plays a big role, many times, factors such as the prospect of working on more complex, interesting problems or finding better work-life balance can influence their decisions.”

In 2011, the oil and natural gas industry supported 9.8 million American full-time and part-time jobs, an increase of more than 600,000 jobs versus 2009, according to a new PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) study commissioned by the American Petroleum Institute (API). The study found that the industry accounted for 5.6 percent of total U.S. employment. Each direct oil and gas job supported 2.8 other jobs in the U.S. economy in 2011.

The oil and gas industry supports jobs in all 50 states. Texas is the nation’s oil and natural gas leader, with the industry supporting nearly 2 million jobs and making up 23 percent of the state’s economy, the PwC/API study found. California is second, with nearly 800,000 oil and gas jobs and the industry accounting for 7 percent of the state’s economy, followed by Louisiana (400,000 jobs and 35 percent of the state’s economy).

In 2012, the unconventional (read: shale) oil and natural gas boom in the U.S. supported 1.7 million jobs, at average wage levels “dramatically higher” than the general economy, according to IHS estimates. IHS forecasts the number of U.S. jobs in the oil and gas industry to reach 2.5 million by 2015 and nearly 3.5 million in 2035.

But, according to Rigzone’s analysis, while job growth is slowing, nearly half of hiring managers are not seeing an increase in the number of candidates applying for positions, suggesting that companies are already facing a talent mismatch between open jobs and available skilled workers. On top of an expected steady stream of retirements in the coming years, an erosion of engineers, who are opting for careers in other industries, could leave the oil and gas industry in dire straits, Caplan points out.

“There is a [skills] gap, as energy is fighting every other industry out there for skilled technical talent,” he said. “We talked about mechanical engineers, but electrical engineers are high on our list of hiring managers’ priorities, too. Are they going to Silicon Valley or Houston? We have to continue to pursue talent from a young age and let them understand the value, broadly speaking, of tackling the energy challenge.”

To that end, Caplan praises companies that are expanding their internship and co-op programs for engineers, as well as companies with extensive recruiting programs that reach out  to talented prospects early.

“From a workforce development perspective, we are seeing companies create programs with local community colleges to fill their most pressing concerns,” Caplan noted. “This is an incredibly valuable way for professionals to get into the energy industry.”

He points to the Energy Day event held in Houston as an example of how the industry is being more proactive.

“With a focus on families, Energy Day has the goal of educating the public on the vital role that energy plays and the many different technologies and companies that play a role in delivering that energy,” Caplan said. “I think it is through these kinds of programs that the industry can better connect with the workforce of the next generation.”

Caplan concluded that although the market for experienced talent is still extremely tight, today’s environment requires oil and gas professionals to be more proactive in making the most of their careers.

“Start working, but keep learning and developing your skill set and knowledge,” Rigzone’s president advised. “Take advantage of all the programs that companies offer, as this will only make you more flexible when needs change, and more valuable in the long run. There is no place for complacency in career management.”

 

