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A reAl pipeline
chAllenge:
The accounting talent shortage in the oil & gas industry
By Douglas Arms 



The talent crisis that descended upon technology, manufacturing, healthcare, and 

other industries more than a decade ago has gradually made its way into the finance 

and accounting workforce. There is a steadily growing need for skilled financial 

analysts, accountants of all specialties, internal auditors, controllers, and compliance 

specialists—and for many organizations, accounting talent is in short supply.  

A recent report by Staffing Industry AnalystsTM (SIA) compared the 2013 demand 

for talent to pre-recession highs in 2007 and 2008 and found that the demand for 

financial and accounting professionals has slowly recovered to 87 percent of the 

historical peak demand in 2007. The unemployment rate for accounting and finance 

workers is below the national average for all professions—as a result, certain 

specialty areas are experiencing significant talent shortages. 

Financial workers with specialized skills are needed to manage basic accounting 

processes, set up companies for expansion, and ensure regulatory compliance. 

Accounting for the oil & gas industry is one of those specialty areas, and the 

need is growing by leaps and bounds as the demand for energy continues to rise 

throughout the world. 

Recently, the U.S. Energy Information Administration released an International 

Energy Outlook predicting that world energy consumption will increase by 56 

percent by 2040. Largely developing nations, where energy use is expected to 

soar by 90 percent, will drive this growth. To satisfy these demands, the oil & gas 

industry is developing new technologies for innovative ways to tap into natural 

resources and drive exploration further than ever before, and finding skilled talent 

is critical. Companies must locate people with the right skills not only on the front 

lines of exploration and development, but also in key support areas that include 

accounting and finance. 
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Specialized talent has moved on. 

Many skilled financial professionals 

working in the petroleum industry 

who had trouble finding jobs 

when the recession hit either 

stopped looking or went into 

other industries and decided to 

stay there.

Financial accounting for natural resources companies requires unique industry-
specific knowledge, primarily due to significant shifts in business operations. In the 
early years of the U.S. oil & gas industry, exploration and production of petroleum 
took place in low-cost onshore sites or offshore in the Gulf of Mexico. In recent 
decades, however, major reserves have been found and developed in more 
inhospitable areas such as Alaska and the U.K. Continental Shelf. Activities in these 
environments are different and more specialized:

•	 	Exploration	costs	and	risks	are	higher	and	increase	substantially	as	processes	move	
into locations where weather conditions are more extreme.

•	 	The	cost	of	exploration	and	development	doesn’t	always	correlate	to	the	value	of	
the oil and gas reserves discovered.

•	 	The	amount	of	time	between	initial	exploration	and	assessment	may	be	several	years,	
and it may take another 20 years or more after that to produce recoverable reserves.

•	 	The	major	value	of	undertaking	exploration	and	development	is	often	found	in	
unextracted reserves, which are not recorded in balance sheets because they 
cannot be measured exactly. Estimates of their value are based on arbitrary 
determinations, so disclosures of these reserves are not audited.

These examples show just a few unique considerations that make accounting for the oil 
& gas industry a specialist area where financial staff must understand how the business 
operates, not just how to manage the books. Complex and accurate accounting is vital 
in order for these support activities to properly match costs with revenues.

The difficulty in attracting and retaining accounting talent revolves around several 
key points. One challenge is the skills gap that results when workers seeking 
accounting jobs do not have the specialized skills employers are seeking. The skills 
mismatch in the oil & gas industry is an especially pressing problem because the U.S. 
is	poised	to	become	the	world’s	largest	producer	of	natural	gas	and	oil.		

The SIA report indicates that as the U.S. economy has been recovering, the demand 
for oil & gas industry professionals has been growing, but the pool of viable 
candidates is not as large as it was before the recession. There are several reasons 
postulated for this shortage of talent:

•		Hiring	managers	have	higher	expectations	– The general sentiment is that 
because so many people are unemployed, it should be easy to find the right 
person for a particular job. As a result, hiring managers have drastically streamlined 
their requirements for candidates, favoring applicants with consistent career 
progression and measurable accomplishments. But these higher standards rule out 
a significant proportion of available job seekers, so the actual pool of candidates is 
smaller than it may seem. 

•	 	Skills	can’t	stay	sharp	if	they	aren’t	utilized – With candidates who have been out 
of work for six months or longer, the specialized skill sets required for oil and gas 
accounting can atrophy. Many hiring managers have concerns about hiring a job 
seeker who has not been able to regularly use specialized skills and keep abreast of 
changes in the industry. This reluctance is supported by 2012 Harper Polling recruiter 
survey results, which showed that job applicants with at least two years out of the 
workforce have more trouble finding jobs than applicants with criminal records. 

•		Specialized	talent	has	moved	on – Many skilled financial professionals working 
in the petroleum industry who had trouble finding jobs when the recession hit 
either stopped looking or went into other industries and decided to stay there. An 
accountant who worked for an auto parts manufacturer after being laid off from an 
oil field service company in 2007 may not be interested in working for another oil 
field service company as the economy recovers from the recession. 

•		Growing	competition – Oil companies were originally established to explore 
and control the reserves of one country. Today, companies have mature 
exploration organizations that compete for global opportunities, and international 
oil companies are transitioning to using local workforces. As a result, hiring 
opportunities for accountants are increasing faster than the number of suitable 
workers with needed skills.  
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Location plays a big role, with 

an increased demand in cluster 

markets and in remote sites 

where talent is scarce.

Recruiters need to keep in mind 

that Gen Y candidates may be 

reluctant to become part of an 

industry that is often portrayed 

in a negative light.

The talent shortage is further compounded by issues such as an aging workforce, 
problems with retaining workers due to globalization and competition, and 
the hesitancy of job candidates to work in the oil & gas industry because of 
negative	public	perception	resulting	from	the	media’s	focus	on	oil	spills	and	other	
environmental impact issues. Companies that have always relied on experienced 
accountants are becoming increasingly dependent on inexperienced ones as the 
availability of experienced workers slowly declines.  

With the recent recession, hiring managers in many industries believe they have 
the advantage in terms of attracting and hiring skilled professionals—but in the 
financial services industry, nothing could be further from the truth. There are more 
jobs available than there are skilled workers to fill them. Formal accounting rules for 
the oil & gas industry require accountants to be well versed in complex technical 
issues, such as: 

•	Exploration	and	development	costs	

•	 Leases	and	asset	retirement	obligations	

•	Derivative	accounting	

•	Supply	chain	management	

•	Cost	containment	

•	Deregulation	

•	 Impairments

•	 Inventories	

These	aren’t	just	garden-variety	financial	services	skills	that	can	be	adapted	to	fit	
the industry. Also, location plays a big role, with an increased demand in cluster 
markets and in remote sites where talent is scarce. The shortage of accountants is 
pervasive throughout the entire American workforce, but in the oil & gas industry 
the challenge is greater and the competition is fierce. 

The 2013 report Trends in the Supply of Accounting Graduates and the Demand 
for Public Accounting Recruits released by the American Institute of CPAs® showed 
that the number of accounting students graduating with advanced degrees has 
more than doubled in the last 10 years. This finding is encouraging for employers 
in the oil & gas industry who need to recruit top talent with the education and skills 
required for working in an increasingly complex business environment. But as the 
number of accounting graduates increases, so does the demand for top talent. The 
war for talent is intense, so companies need to take steps to ensure that their work 
environment and job offerings are attractive to graduates.  

Petroleum companies have special considerations to keep in mind. In the past, 
financial professionals were more focused on immediate business challenges than 
on	political	or	social	issues	surrounding	the	industry	they	served.	Today’s	oil & gas 
industry is remarkably different—often at the center of volatile political debates 
about global warming, renewable energy, fracking, and the environmental impact 
of extractive operations. Also, because the majority of jobs in the U.S. oil & gas 
industry are tied to geographic regions, attracting talent can be more challenging 
than recruiting for other industries. 

On the positive side, college graduates fresh out of school and ready to begin their 
professional careers are often flexible and willing to relocate for the right job. But 
younger workers may be harder to attract because of the negative media attention 
sometimes focused on the oil & gas industry. Recruiters need to keep in mind that 
Gen Y candidates may be reluctant to become part of an industry that is often 
portrayed in a negative light. Referring to an organization as an energy company, 
rather than an oil and gas company, may be a more successful recruitment angle. 

Some companies have robust college recruiting programs and prefer a “grad 
to retirement” mindset. But bringing in varying perspectives on business and 
operations can benefit an organization. Companies in every industry are looking 
for more than just technical proficiency; they need candidates who can create new 
ways of analyzing data to help them make business decisions. The most sought-
after candidates have strong business acumen and are comfortable working with 
diverse technologies. Students with a 3.4 grade point average or higher are getting 
recruited before their senior year in college, and graduates are receiving multiple 
offers	and	counteroffers.	It’s	an	excellent	time	to	be	an	accountant!
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Kelly Services® has conducted exhaustive research to help companies develop effective 
strategies for recruiting and retaining top talent. The annual Kelly Global Workforce 
IndexTM (KGWI) examines attitudes and trends on the topic of company loyalty and 
employee engagement, and the 2014 survey revealed valuable insights for employers.

•	 	Candidates	value	communication	and	transparency	during	the	job	application	
process. Regular updates about the status of their applications are among the 
most influential factors in creating a positive job application experience.

•	 	The	use	of	technology	and	the	ease	of	applying	for	a	position	online	are	essential	
to recruiting efforts. A vast majority of survey respondents who had applied for 
a job in the prior year did so with a digital/electronic résumé. Three out of four 
said that being able to easily apply electronically contributed to a satisfying 
application experience. 

•	 	Recruiters	can	reach	the	broadest	pool	of	active	and	passive	job	seekers	by	
optimizing the use of social media, using online job boards, and targeting 
prospects with regular, personalized communications. Companies that remain 
open to placing temporary or contract workers in roles typically held by full-time 
employees can supplement their workforce with skilled professionals without 
incurring large fixed costs. 

•	 	Offering	candidates	more	money	and	better	benefits	than	competitors	will	
influence their decision, but employees also value positions with work-life balance 
and opportunities for development. Employers who offer an array of non-traditional 
work styles such as job sharing, telecommuting, and temporary contracts will have 
better success in attracting and retaining the best candidates.

Employers who offer an array of 

non-traditional work styles such 

as job sharing, telecommuting, 

and temporary contracts 

will have better success in 

attracting and retaining the 

best candidates.

successful 
recruiting 

Some companies have turned to inflating salaries in hopes of luring experienced 
finance and accounting professionals. But many CFOs drop the ball afterward 
because	they	aren’t	invested	in	talent	management	and	advancement.	Acquired	
institutional knowledge about the company is valuable, but employees also want 
more rounded, general knowledge about their functional roles in the company. Most 
employees prefer training and career development opportunities that will develop 
their skill sets and give them greater personal fulfillment in their jobs. Finding and 
hiring the right people with the skills that are in high demand is important, but 
keeping them is critical.

•	 	Employers	who	on-board	new	hires	effectively	can	positively	impact	their	
company’s	image	and	improve	worker	engagement.	Nearly	half	of	all	survey	
respondents who applied for a job in the past year formed strongly positive 
opinions of their company based on their first 90 days of employment.  

•	 	Employers	who	focus	on	career	training	and	development	initiatives	will	keep	
their employees engaged and up-to-date, thereby increasing retention. 

•	 	Being	aware	of	employees’	career	goals;	strengthening	the	employee/employer	
relationship with employer-driven career discussions motivates and inspires 
workers toward greater productivity and engagement.

•		Even	happily	employed	workers	are	actively	keeping	watch	for	new	
opportunities on a regular basis by networking on social media websites. 
Employers should constantly anticipate and prepare for potential changes in 
their workforce, in order to keep their companies strong and profitable. 

•	 	Employers	should	leverage	tools	in	addition	to	salary	and	benefits	in	order	to	
draw in top talent. Promoting the company culture—regularly assessing and 
making improvements to the culture—will help ensure that employees feel 
satisfied and empowered.  

•	 	Raises	and	promotions	may	improve	retention,	but	employees	value	a	sense	of	
fulfillment in their work. More than half of the survey respondents said they would 
give up higher pay and/or advancement for a greater work-life balance and an 
opportunity to learn new skills.

successful 
retention
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External talent can help 

circumvent the talent gap and 

bring varying perspectives and 

experiences to the table.  

Innovative succession plans can be developed to define long-term goals, 
identify the best talent to achieve those goals, and then invest in developing and 
retaining workers to meet current and future needs. By taking proactive steps to 
determine how to attract and keep top talent, employers in the oil & gas industry 
can optimize their human capital investment and successfully overcome the 
accounting talent shortage. 
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Accounting for the extractive industries is a specialist area that requires an 
understanding of the business. But the basic strategies for recruiting and retaining 
top	talent	are	essentially	the	same	as	with	any	industry.	In	today’s	economy,	
intellectual	property	assets	are	a	significant	part	of	a	company’s	value.	Knowledge	
held by tenured workers is valuable for maintaining consistency and quality, but 
many	companies	don’t	protect	their	IP	assets.	A	substantial	amount	of	IP	walks	out	
the door when key employees leave. But companies have the opportunity from 
the very beginning of the recruiting process to protect their intellectual property 
by communicating well with candidates, ensuring that their work is fulfilling and 
supports	their	career	development	so	they’re	happy	and	satisfied	with	their	jobs.

As the economy continues to recover and opportunities increase in the rapidly 
growing oil & gas industry, securing the best talent is key to success and 
profitability. Changes in the workforce, the skills gap between experienced and 
inexperienced workers, and the competition for talent has created a sense of 
urgency for securing skilled financial professionals. Companies need to maintain 
all available pipelines for talent to keep skill sets fresh. Many companies try 
to promote internally for accounting and finance roles in order to retain direct 
institutional knowledge of the organization. But external talent can help circumvent 
the talent gap and bring varying perspectives and experiences to the table.  

The shortage of accounting talent is daunting, but partnering with a knowledgeable 
staffing expert can save companies money, time, and energy when struggling to 
overcome talent acquisition challenges. A strategic partner that understands the 
nuances of the extractives industry as they relate to accounting and finance will 
also understand how to provide resources and offer flexible solutions to match 
workforce needs. 
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