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Silicon Valley is viewed as a pioneering hub 
of positive change by science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics (STEM) 

talent. Comparatively, the hydrocarbons industry 
is typically perceived as a problem-maker rather 
than an innovative solution-provider. Of course, 
the latter is false. Without successful oil and 
gas markets, the global economy and the high-
quality lifestyles that billions of people enjoy 
today would not be possible. But it is true that 
the reputation of the industry is suffering, that it 
deters STEM talent and that it needs to sharpen 
its game to match the cutting-edge approach to 
business that is part of the daily routine in Silicon 
Valley-esque environments. 

The prominence of the hydrocarbon industry 
in the public consciousness – which includes 
budding STEM talent – has been superseded by 
the extraordinary growth of major technology 
companies in the last decade. An average 
member of the public can positively discuss how 
Google, Amazon and Apple influence daily life, 
yet there are largely blank looks when it comes 
to the nuts and bolts of the oil and gas industry. 
When discussed, the industry is often described 
as archaic, dirty and male-dominated with a slow 
response time to digital fluency. 

This is not a new problem, but it is now one 
that urgently needs solutions. Many senior 
professionals in the energy sector are set to 
retire. Half of the world’s petroleum engineers 
will leave the industry in the coming decade, for 
example. As the industry’s talent gap widens, 
potential STEM professionals are often tempted 
by IT and finance jobs in innovative sectors 
and environments that promise to quench 
millennials thirst for entrepreneurship and instant 
gratification.  

Financial rewards also tend to be higher and 
the timeline to empowerment is shorter. Newly-
graduated engineers may have up to five years of 
extensive on-the-job training before getting the 
energy job they desire, with this shortening to 
two years in the most proactive companies. Yet 
in a typical Silicon Valley start-up, employees are 

empowered from day one and often promoted 
on merit rather than age. Of course, the safety 
requirements of the two worlds are entirely 
different, but industry cannot ignore that this 
accelerated rate of progress is gold dust to 
attracting millennial talent. 

In the late 20th century, the space race between 
the US and Russia inspired a new generation of 
STEM students. The oil and gas industry needs 
to figure out a modern-day trigger, which in 
part comes from better advertisements of its 
major achievements. Getting millennials to 
recruit millennials is also far more credible than 
adverts for energy careers shared by industry 
and academia.  

The Arabian Gulf countries also need to deepen 
their pool of homegrown STEM talent, which 
will eventually reduce the volume of imported 
talent and support their bid to transform into 
knowledge-based economies. Industry needs to 
engage with STEM talent across the academic 
chain, from school, to college and university. A 
toddler playing with Lego blocks could one day 
use the same skills to help design drill bits for 
extraordinarily challenging oil wells, with such 
knowledge exported to explore challenging 
sites in other oil-producing nations, for example. 
Providing a fresh viewfinder of how STEM in oil 
and gas fits into the global ecosystem of energy 
and economics will whet millennials’ appetite to 
be part of a narrative that is constantly changing. 

Linear careers that focus on just one aspect 
of energy production need no longer be the 
norm. The energy outlook to 2020 and beyond 
encompasses energy efficiency, climate change, 
renewables, nuclear technologies, carbon capture 
and storage (CCS) and much more. Industry 
needs to shed its ‘cookie-cutter’ approach to 
hiring talent for specific jobs and instead broaden 
STEM professionals’ horizons by encouraging a 
range of specializations and the ability to move 
offices and explore new geographies. A more 
dynamic work environment will attract more 
recruits and will create a workforce full of fresh 
perspectives and ideas, which is the accelerant 

needed for knowledge-based economies. 

Industry and academia must jointly make oil 
and gas more attractive to STEM students, but 
such talent must also roll up their sleeves and 
work hard. Scientific careers are intellectual 
assault courses that demand hard work. Silicon 
Valley inspires such dedication – now we must 
too. 

Top 3 Recommendations 

Rebrand ‘Oil and Gas’ to ‘Energy’:
Create a holistic and inclusive environment that 

encompasses all energy types – hydrocarbons 
and renewables –  to retain and inspire top-level 
STEM talent in the millennial generation. Regular 
classes can be organized to dispel the negative 
stereotypes surrounding the energy industry 
and thus whet the appetite of STEM enthusiasts, 
including professionals already in government, 
industry, academia and media. Greater 
understanding will create a more attractive job 
market. 

Industry Apprenticeships for Graduates: 
Expanding graduates’ exposure to the exciting 

job opportunities will increase the chances that 
they will pursue long-term careers in energy, 
rather than the jobs typically associated with 
Silicon Valley. Industry can engage with academia 
to carve out industry-appropriate curricula to 
create and nurture STEM talent. This will also 
ensure that STEM graduates have the skills that 
local industry requires. 

Promote Multi-Disciplinary Energy Education:
STEM education and careers in the oil and 

gas industry cannot be siloed and must instead 
interconnect with the wider energy ecosystem, 
especially as renewable energy rapidly gains 
traction in the Gulf. Millennial talent is typically 
restless and a range of learning options will ensure 
their appetites for knowledge are satisfied, which 
extends to learning about policy-making and 
humanities. Developing a wider range of skills 
may also help industry shorten the timeline to 
empowerment.  n


