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•   Millennial workers are the future of the fossil 
fuel industry, and they are extremely concerned 
with the moral meaning of their work.

• Unfortunately for the industry, these 
millennials have been exposed to hundreds 
of hours of claims that their work is immoral 
because it is destroying the planet.

•  While many companies are ignoring this 
challenge and others regard 
it as insurmountable, in my 
experience it is possible to 
overcome the “moral case 
against fossil fuels” and 
turn non-supporters into 
supporters.

•   The key to turning non-
supporters into supporters 
is to reframe moral 
conversations about the 
industry in pro-human, 
whole-picture terms.

•   Companies that give employees a thorough 
pro-human, whole-picture education about 
their impact on human flourishing will see 
tremendous increases in motivation and desire 
to become “ambassadors” who champion the 
industry and its freedom.

•  Companies that also give employees an 
education in reframing energy conversations 
will see a tremendous increase in the 
effectiveness of their ambassadors.

•   Given that these forms of education are 
now freely available, every company should 
seriously consider offering them to their 
employees—especially to the millennial leaders 
of the future.

It is common knowledge in the US fossil fuel 
industry (the vast majority of which is oil and 
gas) that attracting and retaining millennial 
workers is a challenge and a priority. “The 
Great Crew Change” brought on by the 
looming mass retirement of baby boomers 
and the shortage of workers in their 30s to 50s 

means that millennials will 
be a key source of industry 
talent in the years ahead, 
and that they will have to 
take on more responsibility 
more quickly than workers in 
the past.1  

Therefore, companies 
that care about attracting, 
retaining, and motivating 
talented workers, especially 

millennials, must be able to answer the 
following with an unequivocal “yes”: Do your 
employees believe their industry is making a 
positive impact in the world? 

In their book The Human Capital Edge, 
researchers Ira Kay and Bruce Pfau found that 
one of the four major questions employees ask 
when “deciding whether to join, give their best 
effort or stay at an organization” was “Is this a 
winning organization I can be proud of?”2 

The conviction that the company an employee 
works for is doing something good in the world, 
something one should be proud of, another 
study concludes, “is second only to pay and 
benefits in importance for employees, and 

1  https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-07-07/lost-
generation-of-oil-workers-leaves-few-options-for-next-boom, http://
www.ogfj.com/articles/print/volume-12/issue-4/features/the-great-crew-
change.html, http://haploos.com/home/industry-issues/retirement/

2 https://hbr.org/2016/04/what-do-millennials-really-want-at-work
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ranks ahead of promotion opportunities, job 
responsibilities, and work culture.”3 

This is true for all employees but it is particularly 
true for millennials, who have grown up in a 
culture that emphasizes passion and purpose 
in work. To attract, retain, and motivate 
millennials, the fossil fuel industry must make 
sure they have a positive moral evaluation of 
their impact.

Unfortunately for the industry, 
the message its employees 
get—from the media, educators, 
politicians, and the culture 
at large—is that their work is 
immoral.

Let’s estimate that at an absolute 
minimum, just about every 
millennial in the modern world 
gets 200 hours of exposure, 
through their education and 
media consumption, to the moral case against 
fossil fuels—the idea that what the fossil 
fuel industry does is immoral because it is 
producing an unsustainable form of energy that 
is destroying the planet.

This is true even of millennials who grow up in 
pro-fossil fuel areas like Houston. One industry 
executive wrote me that “My oldest son, who 
has an amazing passion for inquiry and loves 
engaging on these tough issues, came home 
shortly after starting first grade asking why 
I worked in a business that is so harming the 
planet. He was attending school in Houston, 
Texas.” 

3	 		https://hbr.org/2015/10/how-an-accounting-firm-convinced-
its-employees-they-could-change-the-world

Even the rare millennials whose schools don’t 
expose them to the idea that the fossil fuel 
industry is immoral are exposed to that case 
through the media. It is unsurprising that polls 
find that millennials are far more supportive 
of restrictions on fossil fuels and government 
encouragement of solar and wind. For example, 
when asked whether they were more likely to 
vote for a candidate who supports a carbon 
tax, whereas only 22 percent of Americans 
65 and older said yes, more than double that 
number—43 percent—of millennials said yes.4

Even if millennials don’t adopt the belief that 
fossil fuels are an immoral addiction, they 
almost always can’t refute it, which undercuts 
conviction and greatly undermines their ability 

to be effective, persuasive 
ambassadors who champion 
your industry and your industry’s 
freedom—an increasing priority 
in an era where companies are 
doing business in states with 
substantial opposition to fossil 
fuels, such as Colorado and 
Pennsylvania. 

Is it any wonder, then, that 
despite well-paying jobs the 
fossil fuel industry lags behind 
other industries in hiring and 
retention?5  Or that many 

employees report feeling uncomfortable 
discussing what they do—let alone proudly 
advocating for their industry’s freedom?

The fossil fuel industry’s millennial problem 
should not be seen as a back-burner problem 
to consider and tackle only in times of high oil 
prices and profits, but an urgent problem that 
affects productivity and profitability now—and 
will do so even more in the future.

4 http://www.utenergypoll.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/UT-
Energy-Poll1.pdf

5 http://www.haygroup.com/downloads/ca/Filling%20the%20
pipeline%20-%20oil%20and%20gas%20engagement%20viewpoint.pdf
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I became acutely interested in this problem 
10 years ago when I, a millennial who had 
been steeped in the moral case against fossil 
fuels, began research and thinking that led 
me to challenge the popular evaluation of 
the fossil fuel industry—a path that ultimately 
led me to formulate “the moral case for fossil 
fuels.” Believing that the industry needed to 
play an integral part in challenging its popular 
(and I believe wrong) evaluation, I observed 
with disappointment that the industry and its 
employees were largely mute in defending their 
industry.

This is understandable because it is difficult to 
counter hundreds of hours of exposure to the 
moral case against fossil fuels—and the fossil 
fuel industry’s expertise is energy production, 
not energy education and persuasion. It’s 
easy to conclude that the challenge is 
insurmountable and hope to mitigate it through 
higher salaries or focusing on 
the morality of charitable efforts 
funded by sales of their allegedly 
evil core product.

I am routinely told that it’s 
impossible to impact most 
millennials, that they are “too far 
gone” or “too emotional.”
 
But in my experience this is 
simply false. It is possible to 
overcome the moral case against fossil fuels 
and turn non-supporters into supporters. But 
it requires a very different method of framing 
energy conversations than is conventionally 
used—a method I call “pro-human, whole-
picture reframing.” Before I explain how it 
works, I want to indicate why I believe that it 
works.

For years I have gotten email after email, tweet 

after tweet, from millennials who had been 
exposed to the moral case for fossil fuels in one 
form or another (book, podcast, YouTube) and 
told me that their minds had been changed—
just as my own mind was changed. Some of 
them involved committed fossil fuel opponents 
becoming full-blown fossil fuel champions:

I saw you speak (Alex Epstein) in University 
of Minnesota in 2009, and I HECKLED YOU! 
That’s right, I used to be an eco-activist 
Occupy protester anti-industrialist. Now 
after	5	years	of	studying	 to	find	 the	 truth,	 I	
am a supporter! I have a Youtube channel, 
I self-publish books, and I arrange small 
group discussions over movies or topics in 
the “environmentalist” movement and with 
entrepreneurs. It’s important people are 
aware of their actions as they vote & lobby 
to kill the one industry that has given us a 
better quality of life.

Since these kinds of changes are rarely 
received by most organizations and are often 
considered impossible, I recently published 
an ebook containing 1000 messages I have 
received about changing opinions about fossil 
fuels.

 
To see how consistent—and 
significant—the impact of 
my approach was, I recently 
undertook a more formal study 
on how much I had been able to 
change minds. My company, the 
Center for Industrial Progress, 
surveyed 735 members of 
the public who have been 
exposed to my work, but who 

are not part of the fossil fuel industry, and 
asked them: “On a scale of 0 (not at all) to 
10 (extremely) how would you rate yourself 
before and after encountering Alex Epstein’s 
work on fossil fuels?” Here are the results: 

•	40% increase in interest in fossil fuels—
from a 6 to an 8.5
•	42% increase in how positively they view 
the fossil fuel industry—from a 6 to a 9
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•	125%	increase	in	how	confident	they	feel	
turning non-supporters into supporters—
from a 3 to a 6.5
•	68% increase in eagerness to champion 
the fossil fuel industry—from a 5 to an 8
•	48% increase in willingness to 
recommend a career in the fossil fuel 
industry—from a 5.5 to an 8
•	52% increase in understanding of the 
positive impacts of the fossil fuel industry 
on human life—from a 6 to a 9
•	95% increase in understanding of the 
positive impacts of the fossil fuel industry 
on our environment—from a 4.5 to an 8.5
•	61% increase in understanding of the 
major concerns about fossil fuels—from a 
5.5 to an 8.5 

It is possible to win people over. But how?

I have been able to persuade many people 
about fossil fuels by using the essential method 
by which I was persuaded—reframing how I 
thought about the issue.

I come from a background in philosophy, the 
subject that deals with the core frameworks 
we use to think about 
important issues.

When I began studying 
energy, I realized that the 
frameworks being used 
by both opponents and 
supporters of the fossil 
fuel industry were wrong 
in two ways: they were, 
sometimes intentionally 
sometimes not, biased 
and anti-human.

Let’s begin with bias: 

Whenever we have to make a decision in life, 
we need to look carefully at the whole picture—
we need to look carefully at both the positives 
and negatives of the different alternatives. And 
yet opponents of fossil fuels routinely looked 
only at the “negative picture.” They only looked 
at alleged negatives of fossil fuels (such as 
CO2 emissions) but not positives (such as the 
unique transportation properties of petroleum). 
One particularly blatant example of bias is the 
widespread condemnation of coal mining’s 
impacts on workers coupled with silence on far 
more dangerous rare earth mining for the raw 
materials for wind turbines.

At the same time, proponents of fossil fuels 
often only looked at the positive picture. 
Instead of explaining why, for example, they 
thought the warming impact of CO2 emissions 
was mild and manageable, while the impact of 
restricting affordable fossil fuel energy would 
be ruinous, they would only tell positive stories 
while not addressing CO2 or other issues—
reinforcing the idea that they must be really big 
problems. (The exception is companies that 
would preemptively join the opponents, as BP 
did with “Beyond Petroleum.”)

The second, more subtle popular framing of our 
energy thinking is that it is largely anti-human.

It is important with any decision in life to be 
clear about the goal we are trying to achieve. 
I believe that the goal of all energy decisions 

should be to maximize 
human flourishing. But 
the goal guiding most 
energy conversations 
is to minimize human 
impact. In arguments 
about solar and wind, for 
example, people often 
focus, not on whether 
wind and solar enhance 
human flourishing, but 
whether they reduce our 

impact on nature, with supporters arguing they 
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are more “natural” and critics responding that 
they kill birds. But if solar and wind deprive 
people of energy by making it expensive and 
unreliable, does it matter whether they are 
“natural”? And if they are really necessary to 
save human beings from a climate catastrophe, 
shouldn’t we use them even if they kill birds? 
You cannot make good decisions if you’re 
not clear on your goal—and you can’t make 
consistently pro-human decisions unless your 
explicit goal is pro-human. 

It turns out that if we are clear on the goal 
of maximizing human flourishing instead of 
minimizing human impact, and if we look at the 
whole picture of our energy choices instead of 
being biased, then there is an overwhelming 
moral case for fossil fuels. The problem with 
our energy conversation is not primarily that 
it consists of the wrong facts but that it is 
conducted using a wrong framework—one that 
destructively biases the debates against fossil 
fuels. By contrast, when one accepts the anti-
human, negative picture framework, the best 
one can do is persuade someone that fossil 
fuels are not as bad as they thought.

Fortunately, the vast majority of people, when 
exposed to the pro-human, whole-picture 
framework will recognize its superiority and 
agree to discuss issues in those terms. That is 
why this framework works for me—and, even 
more importantly, why those who are exposed 
to it report a dramatic increase in their own 
persuasiveness.

Therefore, it is a great framework for re-
educating employees about the impact of their 
industry—and about how to converse with 
others about that impact.

A proper energy education needs to seriously 
and systematically address both the benefits 
and concerns about fossil fuels.

Here is an outline of how to do this, taken 
directly from an “Ambassador in a Box” 
curriculum I have developed for industry 
employees.

•			The	Unique	Benefits	of	Fossil	Fuels 
 °   Energy as a life-and-death need
•			Energy	as	only	valuable	to	the	extent		 	
    that it is cheap, plentiful, and reliable 
 °   The fossil fuel industry as the only   
            industry that can produce cheap,       
      plentiful, reliable energy on a scale of   
      billions 
 °   Oil as the best source of portable   
      power 
 °   How the fossil fuel industry produces    
     a caliber of synthetic materials that    
           cannot be matched by any industry
•			Concerns	About	the	Fossil	Fuel					 	
    Industry 
 °   The catastrophic climate change   
            concern
•   The	Greenhouse	Effect
•			Climate	models	and	their	track	record
•			The	fertilizer	effect
•			The	protection	effect:	how	fossil	fuels					
    make us safer from climate 
 °   The catastrophic pollution concern
•	 How	technology	and	proper	laws	can						
 protect us from pollution
•			The	positive	environmental	impacts	of		 	
    fossil fuels 
 °   The catastrophic depletion concern
•			The	abundance	of	fossil	fuels
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•			How	the	fossil	fuel	industry	creates		 				
    energy resources
•			Energy	Policy 
 °   Freedom from endangerment 
 °   Freedom to develop 
 °   Freedom to compete

Notice that pro-human and whole-picture are 
present here: the focus is impact on human 
flourishing, the whole picture—not just positive, 
not just negative—is covered, and it is covered 
without sloppiness or vagueness.

Also notice that this is a substantial curriculum. 
One of the preconceptions people have is 
that millennials lack the attention span for a 
substantial education. But this is more myth 
than reality. For example, researchers have 
found that millennials actually read more 
books than older generations.6  This matches 
my experience: I have had no problem getting 
millennials to read my book, listen to my 
speeches, or listen to my hour-long podcast. 
And that’s important because millennials need 
a substantial education in order to counteract 
the moral case against fossil fuels—not just 
some sound bites. Sound bites are good if 
they reflect a substantive understanding. But 
without a substantive understanding millennials 
will struggle to grasp the value of their industry.

One early experience that showed me the value 
of substantive understanding with the right 
framework was, in 2012, meeting a student 
named Erin Connors, who was studying  
Mechanical Engineering at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, had interned at an oil 
refinery, and was being recruited by several oil 
and gas firms.

Ideally, these companies would have provided 
interns and recruits with some serious material 
on the impact of their work. But they hadn’t. 
And, like virtually every other millennial, Erin 
had been taught since elementary school that 
fossil fuels were, in her words, “a dangerous 
addiction that, while convenient in the short 

6 http://www.pewinternet.org/2014/09/10/younger-americans-
and-public-libraries/

run, are destroying our planet in the long-run.” 
As she goes on to explain:

I	was	conflicted,	because	even	though	I	knew	
that the oil industry was important, I couldn’t 
refute the view that it was a dangerous 
addiction destroying the planet and that it 
should be replaced by “sustainable” sources 
of energy (such as solar, wind, and biofuels). 
Neither could most of my co-workers nor 
even my company. Like just about every 
oil company, it conceded that we were 
environmentally bad (What other companies 
besides oil companies devote their home 
page to “Corporate Citizenship?”) but 
promised to be a little less bad: attempting 
to lower CO2 emissions a little, attempting 
to make ourselves less “unsustainable,” etc. 
Something seemed wrong about all this, but 
I	didn’t	know	what	or	why	or	how	to	find	out.	

I met Erin when she attended a debate on her 
campus between me and a local professor, 
Dr. Dino Ress, on the morality of using oil. 
According to Erin:

The debate taught me that the question that 
had been bothering me for some time—
How could an industry so fundamental to 
improving our environment be “bad”? —
was not the right question to ask. The right 
question to ask, about any industry, is—
Does it improve the human environment? 
And for the oil industry, the answer to that is 
a resounding “YES.”

Suddenly I saw everything I knew about the 
industry in a new, clarifying framework—a 
moral framework that relates everything to 
the big-picture of human life. This was the 
day I became an advocate for the industry 
that	I	worked	in,	believed	in,	and	finally,	fully	
appreciated.

Notice the emphasis on “clarifying 
framework—a moral framework that relates 
everything to the big-picture of human life.” 

Erin continued studying the moral case for 
fossil fuels and by the time she returned to 



her refinery she was not just a supporter or an 
ambassador but a champion of the industry. 

When I returned to work this past summer, 
I	 felt	 completely	 different.	 The	 noise	 at	 the	
refinery	 wasn’t	 just	 oil	 traveling	 through	
the pipes, it was the blood of civilization 
pumping triumphantly. . . . 

Now, when someone asks me about my 
future, I proudly state that I am going to be 
working in the oil industry. When someone 
makes a comment about how I’ve “sold my 
soul,” I know how to explain to them that 
I have, in fact, not “sold my soul” but I am 
actually very excited to be working in one of 
the most productive industries “improving 
my soul” and the planet.

Without the moral case for the oil industry, I 
would not have been able to do that. . . . 

I wish all my coworkers—from operators to 
other engineers to my supervisors—had this 
information. I hope that someday, it’s taught 
to every employee at every company.7 

I hope so, too.

Although learning the whole picture of fossil 
fuels’ impact on human flourishing by itself is 
incredibly motivating and empowering, there is 
one more step that makes a huge difference, 
especially for millennials—learning how to 
apply their knowledge persuasively in one-on-
one conversations.

Based on practicing one-on-one conversations 
with thousands of people—and teaching 
thousands of others to do the same—I have 
concluded that they key to constructive 

7 https://www.masterresource.org/center-for-industrial-progress/
new-oil-champion-me/

conversations is to frame the conversation in 
pro-human, whole-picture terms.

While I’m sure there are many ways to do 
this, here are the essentials of what I have 
found most effective in teaching constructive 
conversation. I use these in the “Ambassador 
in a Box” curriculum.

•			Clearly	identify	why	we	often	end	up	in			
					frustrating	fights	instead	of		 	 	
     constructive conversations
•		Adhere	to	the	rules	for	constructive		 	
   conversations 
 °   Agreement on the question 
       °   Agreement on the goal 
 °   Agreement on the decision-making            
     process
•			Apply	the	Constructive	Conversation		 	
    framework
 °   Express eagerness 
 °   Focus on the decision question 
 °   Agree on the goal 
 °   Agree on the process 
 °   Summarize your evaluation 
 °   Explain the opposition 
 °   Reinforce using responses 
 °   Recommend a great resource
•			Follow	these	additional	rules	and		 			
    strategies
 °   Enforce the rules 
 °   Be honest about what you know and   
      what you don’t know 
 °   Increase your empathy 
 °   Share opinion stories rather than   
     make opinion statements

People who learn and use the “constructive 
conversation” framework are surprised and 
delighted by how persuasive it is possible to 
be:

The program [on the moral case for 
fossil fuels and how to communicate it] 
significantly	 changed	 my	 perspectives	
and understanding of the issues related to 
fossil fuel use, and I’m a 40 year oil industry 
veteran who has worked most of that time in 
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a	field	 located	in	an	unfriendly	country.	This	
new perspective has enabled me to better 
argue for a balanced and inclusive vision of 
the future of fossil fuel use and the welfare of 
mankind.	.	.	.	Suffice	it	to	say…I’m	hooked.	
-Patric Young

Energy employees need—and deserve—a solid 
education in the moral case for fossil fuels and 
the art of constructive conversation. 

Since the publication of my book The Moral 
Case for Fossil Fuels I have made the creation 
of a universal and comprehensive employee 
training program—an “Ambassador in a Box” 
program—a major priority.

Finally, that program exists and is available 
in a free version, a premium version, and a 
customized version.

Anyone interested in using my curriculum 
(including the freely available version of it) can 
contact me at alex@alexepstein.com or go 
to the website energyambassador.net for 
more information on how to empower their 
employees—especially their millennials.

Will “the great crew change” bring in a 
generation of uniquely conflicted people who 
are not capable of leading or fighting for an 
industry that is essential to humanity? Or will it 
bring in a generation of uniquely educated and 
morally confident leaders and advocates?

This is a choice that will affect hundreds of 
companies’ profitability—and their legacy.

Alex Epstein is a philosopher who argues that 
“human flourishing” should be the guiding 
principle of industrial and environmental 
progress.
 
Epstein is the author of The Moral Case for 
Fossil Fuels (Penguin, 2014), a New York 
Times bestseller arguing that if we look at the 
whole picture, human flourishing requires that 
humanity use more fossil fuels not less. (WSJ 
review here.) The book has been widely praised 
as the most persuasive argument ever made 
for our continuing use of fossil fuels, winning 
Epstein the “Most Original Thinker of 2014” 
award from The McLaughlin Group.
 
Epstein, known for his willingness to debate 
anyone, anytime, has publicly debated 
leading environmentalist organizations such 
Greenpeace, the Sierra Club, and 350.org over 
the morality of fossil fuel use.
 
In his speeches and consulting work he helps 
companies take his pro-human messaging 
and use it to neutralize attackers, turn non-
supporters and supporters, and turn supporters 
into champions. One of his major goals is to 
teach millions of employees in the fossil fuel 
industry to understand the value of what they 
do and how to communicate it.
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