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This project has provided a valuable opportunity to update a previous research 
study conducted in 2009 into oil and gas industry leaders’ views on the 
opportunities and challenges they face. The research has deliberately sought 
to take a global approach entirely consonant with an industry which operates 
across all frontiers and the boundaries of innovation. While the results paint 
a picture of a diverse set of opportunities and challenges, I have, as Dean of 
a Business School with a focus on the oil and gas industry, found the results 
relating to future workforce needs, skills gaps and the leadership succession 
challenge particularly interesting.

The results indicate that the challenges and opportunities facing the oil and gas 
industry are global, but that solutions will have to be tailored to a wide variety 
of cultural, environmental and local conditions. A looming skills shortage at all 
levels will also be one of a series of complex problems facing industry leaders as 
they enter new geographical areas or develop their international reach. Finding 
visionary, experienced new leaders will be problematical in all regions.

The results of our study show that current industry leaders share a willingness 
to reflect on the future of the industry and the kind of leadership needed to 
take the industry forward in a world of unparalleled technical and political 
change. While recognising the need for a new mix of technical expertise and 
a widening of the recruitment net to obtain new skills, current leaders show 
concern that the industry has not yet identified or recruited enough of the right 
kind of future leaders.

It’s given me great pleasure to be involved in this research, understanding how 
the oil and gas industry leadership voices have changed over the past four years. 
The research team greatly appreciates the willingness of those industry leaders 
we interviewed to engage in the research and to openly share their views with 
us, as we hope they will continue to do in the future. 

Professor Rita Marcella, Dean of Aberdeen Business School
Robert Gordon University

Foreword

Professor Rita Marcella
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The oil and gas sector has emerged swiftly from the recent global economic 
downturn and is back on an upward curve. The robustness of the industry has 
surprised even some industry leaders and brought regained confidence to the 
sector. According to Barclays’ 2012 Global E&P Capital Spending Update, global 
exploration and production spending is forecast to reach a record $678 billion 
in 2013, a 10% increase over 2012 at $614 billion, and up from $556 billion in 
2011, in what will be the fourth consecutive year of double-digit worldwide 
investment growth since the downturn.

However, if the storm of the recession forced the industry into seeking a clear 
trajectory, the current climate of opportunity, with its varying possible paths, 
appears to be much more difficult for industry leaders to navigate. 

Riding the rapids: a research study into surviving the recession, a survey of the 
views of industry leaders conducted by Robert Gordon University’s Aberdeen 
Business School in 2009, found an industry working its way with confidence 
through difficult times. The present study, built on the same model and 
methodology, sought to gain a global industry perspective as to how industry 
leaders are planning for future opportunities and challenges internationally. 

Forty in-depth, qualitative interviews were conducted with industry leaders 
between February and April 2013. Interviews were conducted with a wide 
range of companies in both size and function, including operators, contractors, 
integrated oil and gas companies, service companies, financial service 
providers, exploration and production companies, consultancy firms, IT and 
technology companies, industry representative bodies, training providers 
and recruitment specialists. Industry leaders interviewed are based in various 
locations across the world. 

Introduction

Page - two



Imagining the future of the global oil and gas industry

1. Technology and new discoveries have raised 
confidence in the industry’s future

2. The shape of the industry is fundamentally changing

3. Overcoming enormous challenges requires visionary 
leadership

4. The industry must improve its reputation and profile

5. Oil prices will fluctuate but gas will get cheaper

6. Governments should focus on tax and legislative 
stability 

7. Financial markets must adapt to meet industry’s 
diverse new demands 

8. Mergers and acquisitions will provide access to new 
skills, locations and technology

9. Attitudes to risk assessment are becoming more 
robust 

10. Shale could be the great game changer

What the leaders are saying
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1. 

Technology and new discoveries have raised 
confidence in the industry’s future

The current upsurge in industry optimism is fuelled by a growing realisation 
that the oil and gas sector is actually achieving the sort of technological 
breakthroughs once hoped for from renewables and other non-carbon 
alternatives. Far from being a declining, sunset industry, new expectations of 
abundance, especially of gas, from hydraulic fracturing, horizontal drilling, 
enhanced oil recovery and other technologies has bolstered confidence among 
leaders. 

As energy demand remains strong, against a background of relatively high 
and stable oil prices, the industry shows renewed confidence that it is, and will 
remain, the most efficient and economical source of energy for the foreseeable 
future. 

Leaders feel there is increasing acceptance that oil and gas will provide reliable 
sources of energy for another generation and, at the very least, bridge the time 
gap needed to develop a low-carbon future.

This renewed optimism coincides with growing recognition in the wider 
domain that alternative energy sources will not replace hydrocarbons as quickly 

or as thoroughly as previously suggested. 

“We can now see 
longevity in the 
market place. 
That gives us the 
opportunity to plan 
and invest taking a 
much longer view.”
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2. 

The shape of the industry is fundamentally changing

Leaders see dramatic changes in the structure of relationships within the 
industry, particularly in the balance of power between international oil 
companies (IOCs), national oil companies (NOCs) and service companies. 
Smaller players, more flexible, agile and entrepreneurial in approach, are seen as 
playing an ever increasing role. Collaboration and partnerships are increasingly 
attractive, while companies are also becoming more specialised in order to 
respond to more demanding needs for technical expertise. 

NOCs control 86 per cent of global oil and 53 per cent of gas reserves, and 
predictions suggest their control of future reserves will only increase. Leaders 
therefore recognise that super majors face challenging times as they struggle 
to replace their reserves, and therefore must redefine their roles as they seek 
inventive ways of working together with NOCs, which increasingly operate 
on an international scale themselves.  But the IOCs offer a combination 
of global reach, wide experience, technical competence and deep financial 
resources which continues to make them attractive partners, especially on more 
technically challenging and larger scale projects. Maintaining that edge will be a 
key task for them.

Interviewees revealed mixed views on the future of IOCs. Some expect a 
trend of disaggregation as IOCs re-focus on upstream or downstream. Others 
conversely contended that IOCs would opt for more mergers and acquisitions 
to compete on an equal footing with NOCs. The underlying belief is that IOCs 
are changing their business models as they work more closely with NOCs 
and some may reshape themselves as contractors. The rules of the game may 
still be in flux but the trend is clearly towards a more mixed and fluid set of 
collaborations and partnerships, with fewer fixed positions in the supply chain 

hierarchy.
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“National oil 
companies are 
becoming more 
competent and they 
now have options. 
They no longer need 
super-majors to 
deliver projects.”
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The rise of NOCs offers opportunities for new forms of collaboration between 
NOCs and IOCs, with joint ventures created to share expertise, knowledge and 
investment. Some respondents, however, forecast more direct collaboration 
between NOCs and service companies or contractors, rather than with 
IOCs. This could lead to increased competition between service companies, 
contractors and IOCs. 

A majority of leaders saw a growing, pivotal role for innovative and flexible 
service companies who drive the development of new technology and 
approaches to delivery across the whole spectrum of skills, and to all kinds of 
clients. Some expect service companies to move into operator roles, take equity 
interest in reserves and take on production-related contracts. 

The trend is towards closer co-operation between service companies and 
operators, especially to optimise supply chain capabilities. Stringent local 
content rules demanded by NOCs can however be a barrier to collaboration.
The rise of global service companies offering complex technology, and a 
growing willingness to share project risk, gives NOCs access to capabilities 
formerly the preserve of IOCs. Cash rich NOCs are also buying into small and 

medium-sized oil and gas companies for access to new skills and experience.

“Smaller service 
companies are 
creators of technical 
innovation and find 
solutions to difficult 
problems. They help 
the industry stay 
nimble.”
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3. 

Overcoming enormous challenges requires visionary 
leadership

Responding to the structural changes within the industry and seizing the 
opportunities poses enormous leadership, recruitment and supply chain 
challenges. Some expressed scepticism that a male-dominated, engineering-
focused and often conservative industry could summon up the drive and 
imagination to inspire the next generation of oil and gas professionals. It must 
do this to attract the dynamic new leaders and skilled workers required to 
transform both the substance and the image of the industry.

There is a widespread conviction amongst those questioned that the industry 
needs a new generation of visionary leaders in order to regain focus and carry 
out planned and future projects. With operations becoming increasingly 
remote and technically challenging the need for qualified, experienced, 
culturally diverse people is arguably greater than ever before. In addition, 
an industry in flux needs leaders who can bring a clear vision and help their 
companies navigate in promising but uncertain waters.

A large majority identified recruitment as a main challenge for the sector. 
Particularly problematic will be recruiting the next wave of professionals for the 
industry, to fill the gap left by baby boomers retiring and to ensure companies 
can draw on people with the right mix of technical skills, experience and 
proven capability.  Wage inflation is raising the costs of tapping into a limited 
pool of flexible skills which are needed for increasingly demanding projects and 
resourcing remote operations. 

Gaps in the supply chain include physical resources, technical expertise and 
infrastructure. Leaders are concerned about the industry’s unpreparedness to 
cope with ever more demanding exploration and production. Respondents 
voiced concern over the state of ageing infrastructure and the need for 
infrastructure and supply chain modernisation. At the same time the industry 
requires massive investment to open up ever deeper, more remote and high-
risk fields in new geographic locations. 
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“We need 
visionaries at the 
top. Inspirational 
leadership, that’s 
what’s missing.”

“There’s a lot of we do 
what we’ve done before 
in the industry, and 
therefore we always 
get what we already 
have.”
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4. 

The industry must improve its reputation and profile 

To attract the right kind of people and fulfil its potential the industry must do 
more to change its negative reputation. Until now it has failed to communicate 
effectively its dynamism and fundamental economic importance, either to 
governments or the public at large, although there are indicators of changing 
political views. 

Leaders still crave a more positive public image of a caring, dynamic, and 
essential industry. They want the industry to be more visible publicly about its 
achievements and ambitious future goals. Achieving such a reputational change 
is seen as removing one of the main barriers to the recruitment of an inspiring 
new generation of industry leaders, and the best way of attracting and retaining 
the talent needed to turn the industry’s great potential into reality. 

The reasons for the lack of understanding and appreciation from the broader 
public are seen as manifold, but most agree the responsibility lies primarily 
with the industry itself, in particular with oil majors. A culture of secrecy 
and the fallout from recent high-profile environmental disasters, such as the 
Macondo well blowout and oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, are partly to blame.

The need for improved communications is all the more pressing at a time 
when the sector faces enormous challenges in attracting and retaining talent. 
The industry has to persuade its own workforce of the value it creates and 
attract young people to join it. Forging closer links with the education system 
is seen as key in achieving this, not only at university but at every level from 
primary schools upwards. This engagement should no longer be the traditional 
responsibility of mature, experienced personnel, but be given to young and 
enthusiastic members of the oil and gas community presenting a more vibrant 
picture for future generations. 

“The industry is 
tarnished because of 
Macondo. It needs to 
do a lot to restore its 
image.”

“The industry needs 
a complete paradigm 
shift in the way it 
thinks about what an 
exemplary manager 
is. What you have at 
the moment is ‘big 
boots, big buckle, big 
voice, big belly’. That, 
I’m afraid, is still the 
perception.”
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5. 

Oil prices will fluctuate but gas will get cheaper

The way the industry survived the 2009 price roller coaster has created 
confidence in handling future price shocks. Looking forward, leaders 
interviewed identified a wide band ranging from $70-$130 per barrel of 
crude as the optimum price to sustain capital expenditure, with the majority 
indicating a price between $80-$100 per barrel as a price range at which the 
whole industry could operate effectively. 

Whilst noting the historic fallibility in predicting oil prices, interviewees 
pointed to price stability rather than an optimal price per barrel as critical to 
future operations. However oil is a finite resource and as extraction becomes 
increasingly challenging and demand continues to rise, it is inevitable that oil 
prices will also continue to rise.

Interviewees noted a growing disparity between oil and gas prices as shale 
transforms the availability of gas. Lower gas prices will accelerate a shift away 
from coal in power generation and from oil to LNG and CNG in many forms of 
transport, from cars to ships.
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“The curvature is up 
and it’s going to stay 
in the $100 bracket.”

“We’ve seen a period 
of relatively stable 
price and that gives 
companies confidence 
to invest. That has 
benefits throughout 
the value chain.”
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6. 

Governments should focus on tax and legislative 
stability

Leaders expressed few concerns about future oil and gas prices. As projects 
get larger, more complex and expensive, however, the industry is far more 
concerned about host governments’ ability or willingness to provide long term, 
stable and predictable taxation and legislative frameworks. 

Convincing governments of the crucial importance of tax and legislative 
stability is one of the priority tasks of industry leaders. The prospect of stability 
encourages the long term investment decisions needed to satisfy rising 
demand from Asia, and the energy needs of a fast growing and wealthier global 
population.

North America, Australia and Asia – specifically Malaysia and Singapore – 
were singled out for their stable tax environments, with greater uncertainty in 
Africa, although Angola was seen as “stable” while Mozambique was described 
as “promising”.

While stability is important for all investors some respondents argued that 
fiscal policy should also discriminate in favour of smaller, often financially 
strapped  but entrepreneurial companies, to encourage them to open up new 
areas. Pioneers often bear extra infrastructure burdens to open up new fields 
which can then bring benefit to later arrivals who did not incur the up-front 
costs involved. Tax regimes which recognised both the extra costs incurred by 
first-comers and entrepreneurs, and the wider benefits they bestow, could do 
much to stimulate exploration.

“An environment of 
no surprises is what 
investors are looking 
for now.”
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7. 

Financial markets must adapt to meet industry’s 
diverse  new demands 

Many respondents cited the relative stability of the oil price through the 
recent downturn as one of the main factors behind increasing confidence in 
the industry and its future, underpinning higher capital spending and more 
emphasis on long-term investments.

While some noted that banks were lending again, others thought that little had 
changed and acknowledge an industry acceptance that new ways must be found 
of accessing capital.

Capital markets are still not sufficiently stable and are less willing to lend to 
small-cap companies. The hardest task for smaller companies is securing access 
to funding for front-end activities, before reserves are proven.

In the UK, the biggest change identified was the positive response of the 
industry to changes in the tax structure made since the highly criticised 2011 
budget which imposed higher taxes. New tax allowances since then reflected 
what many described as “a change in attitude” towards the industry from the 
UK Treasury and government.

With both the North Sea and fields around the globe gearing up for big new 
projects and related infrastructure investment, many respondents reported 
“hyperinflation of service materials” and rising wage inflation as companies bid 
for scarce skilled labour. Such cost inflation increases the difficulty of financing 
projects.

There was also recognition that mature basins such as the North Sea need 
a change in model as production curves decline, challenges in maintaining 
infrastructure arise and the dynamics of the global industry change. More 
attractive fiscal regimes were called for in mature basins in order to increase 
the quality and rate of exploration needed to bring reserves on stream, and to 
improve efficiency of production in mature assets. 
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“The process that 
we use to prioritise 
our spending and 
to determine which 
investments are 
going to give us 
the best return is 
more rigorous than 
ever. And that’s a 
consequence of 
there being more 
opportunities out 
there.”

“The front-end 
investment is 
something that’s 
difficult to get 
the funding for. 
And sometimes 
opportunities may be 
left in the ground for a 
lot longer.”
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8. 

Mergers and acquisitions will provide access to new 
skills, locations and technology

In a world of skill shortages, rapid technological change and the opening up of 
vast new shale or deep offshore fields, M&A activity is seen as an increasingly 
attractive way of gaining access to both. 

According to PwC’s Oil and Gas Global Deals (April 2013), 2012 saw the 
highest number of global oil and gas deals since 2008, and the highest in value 
terms since 2010. Looking forward into 2013 it is anticipated that the recent 
trend of top-tier upstream deals will continue, with signs that conditions are 
ripe for a further round of tie ups between the oil majors. 

Another driver for M&A activity in the service sector is the growing demand 
from both IOCs and NOCs for the provision of services on a global scale. 
Supply chains in particular are increasingly global. M&A activity may form 
a way for the ‘monolithic super service company’ to evolve, bringing the 
capacity to provide services in diverse regions, with diverse skills, in physically 
challenging territories.

“As people find it 
harder to acquire 
reserves, a lot will 
come through 
acquisition, especially 
as they go into new 
territories.”  
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9. 

Attitudes to risk assessment are becoming more 
robust 

Compliance with legislative and regulatory requirements must be set against 
the business need to be prepared to seize opportunities and indeed take risks 
to embrace these opportunities. The industry is constantly reminded of the 
repercussions of high-risk, catastrophic events.

A majority of leaders feel that risk assessment has become more important 
organisationally. More attention is being paid to human factors, with greater 
awareness of the risks surrounding equipment and service delivery. There is 
also growing recognition of the need for a clearer definition of responsibilities 
and accountabilities. 

The Macondo incident is, in this respect, considered a watershed moment. 
Interviewees see it as the reason behind the increased scrutiny of strategic and 
operational risk. It means closer investigation of the financial stability and 
emergency response capabilities of partnering companies before embarking on 
a project. 

The trend towards increasing collaboration may be discouraged by this 
greater focus on the ability of companies to manage risk. We may also see a 
reformulation of contracts, responsibilities and accountabilities across the 
globe. 
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“Macondo brought 
very clearly home to 
people the economic 
consequences 
of not paying 
sufficient attention 
to operational risk 
management. As 
a result, planning 
processes are more 
rigorous and the 
challenge processes are 
better.”
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10. 

Shale could be the great game changer

The greatest change to oil and gas supply and demand is the rapidity of shale 
developments in North America, impacting on global gas markets. This rise in 
unconventional hydrocarbon sources has triggered an LNG boom, with major 
capital commitments being made to LNG projects. 

President Obama’s recent decision to allow the export of gas is expected to 
accelerate the conversion of originally conceived LNG import facilities into 
export outlets, underlining the dramatic decline in US energy imports and the 
prospect of rising exports made possible by the shale revolution.

Until now the main impact of hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling 
has been seen in the US where the rapid rise in gas production has created a 
big gap between oil and gas prices. The disparity is stimulating a large-scale 
substitution of gas for oil in transport and power generation. 

For the US, cheap, abundant gas increases energy security and international 
competitiveness. Globally it offers at least a stop-gap solution to slow the 
increase in greenhouse gases and the process of climate change.

Doubts remain about the ability to replicate the US experience in its entirety 
elsewhere. But the huge shale gas deposits recently discovered in the UK and 
the practically boundless shale deposits identified in Russia, China, Australia 
and indeed around the globe, point to a future of hitherto undreamed of 
hydrocarbon abundance and unprecedented opportunities and challenges for 
the global oil and gas industry. 

The PwC report Shale Oil: the next energy revolution (February 2013), indicates 
that global shale oil production has the potential to reach up to 14 million 
barrels of oil per day by 2035 (almost 12% of the world’s total oil supply). 

The move towards unconventional hydrocarbon reserves was identified as the 
most significant opportunity for the industry. Both deep water and shale were 
cited as opportunities, and the increase in the development of unconventional 
reserves both onshore and offshore requires a greater transfer of knowledge and 
understanding from one region to another. This is especially important as new 
technologies are developed to meet the challenges of working in deep water, 
under high pressure and in remote locations such as Alaska. 

“Shale technology is 
making future supply 
bigger than anyone 
thought possible some 
years ago.”
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The discovery of large, new reserves to meet global energy demands was 
cited as both an opportunity and a challenge for the industry. A change in the 
industry was recognised with the discovery of significant reserves in previously 
underexplored areas (for example, East Africa), as well as the stability and 
continuing growth of emerging economies. This results in new markets 
opening up to a global industry, bringing opportunities to those who are brave 
and intelligent enough to tap into such markets, testing new technology and 
exporting knowledge and expertise to new regions.    
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“Gas is the answer, or 
at least the short term 
answer, to the global 
warming challenge. ”
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Conclusion 

For the global oil and gas industry, 2009 to 2013 has been a period of 
recovery and one of steadily increasing optimism. The industry is now in a 
positive, opportunity rich place with confidence about its future role in global 
energy supply. Technological developments and new discoveries have raised 
confidence, along with the growing realisation that renewable and low-carbon 
alternatives will not replace hydrocarbon use as quickly or as thoroughly as 
previously suggested. This research has reaffirmed that the global oil and gas 
industry is far from being a sunset industry. 

The report reveals an industry whose leaders feel it is in a good place, but are 
far from complacent faced with a myriad of opportunities yet some significant 
barriers. The urgent need to update the infrastructure of mature fields and at 
the same time invest heavily in technically challenging deep offshore fields 
and developing tight oil and gas deposits around the globe underlines the 
unprecedented scale of the challenges, as well as the opportunities facing the oil 
and gas industry.

Although it is undeniable that oil and gas will continue to contribute to 
energy security for the foreseeable future, there is little consensus amongst 
leaders as to how the industry might best be configured to achieve this goal. 
The shape of the global oil and gas industry is changing: in particular the 
interrelationships between NOCs, IOCs and service companies are becoming 
more complex and roles less distinct. Collaboration and partnerships are 
most certainly on the agenda, to enable delivery in a rapidly changing and 
unpredictable environment. New forms of collaboration will emerge as global 
service companies are entering the space once dominated by IOCs. Investments 
are being made with greater caution as corporate entities adopt new ways of 
growing. 

Industry leaders did however identify undercurrents of uncertainty around 
the future direction of the industry largely as a result of the diversity of 
opportunities they face, political instability and structural change. Lower risk 
appetite may also halt productive new ways of working. 
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Interviewees are concerned about the industry’s failure to nurture the visionary, 
dynamic leaders of the future.  There was recognition that these future leaders 
will need a different mix of skills which focus not just on technical ability, 
but also on effective communication, emotional intelligence and commercial 
acumen – together with experience and proven capability. These future leaders 
will have to operate with an understanding of geopolitics, respect for all 
cultures and be open to collaboration and creativity. There was a call for a more 
diverse future leadership to challenge the current image.

There are challenging gaps in resource, not solely in people and skills but 
also around assets, materials and supply chain capabilities. In-depth analysis 
of the optimal supply chain matrix would help governments and regions 
build capacity, whether as a resource basin or as a global source of expertise, 
technology and services.  

The industry’s poor public image continues to be a real barrier. Leaders 
recognise that the oil and gas industry needs to be seen as part of the 
energy solution and not only as a contributor to the problem. This research 
demonstrates that many of the features of that public image are invalid or 
likely to change fundamentally in the future. The industry’s historic focus 
on containment rather than openness has cloaked its true value proposition. 
Industry leaders recognise this failure to communicate and engage in a way that 
is accessible and understood by society. 

This is, therefore, a critical moment for the global oil and gas industry, 
particularly its leaders, to imagine its future and overcome these challenges.  
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