
Despite growing public 
scrutiny, the business case 
behind corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) initiatives 
isn’t obvious to everyone in 
the oilpatch. Historically, the 
world of CSR—with its intricate 
regulatory obligations and 
social license expectations—
has belonged to producers. 
But as producers look to their 
supply chains to support and 
strengthen their CSR efforts, 
more service companies are 
finding their own opportunities 
to create economic and social 
value in the communities in 
which they operate. 

blaCk diamond grouP 
One of those companies is Calgary’s 

Black Diamond Group, a supplier of 

remote housing accommodations and 

services. About five years ago, Black 

Diamond began creating partner-

ships with First Nation communities 

in the traditional territories in which 

it operates. In partnership with Black 

Diamond, bands are able to partici-

pate in the ownership of workforce 

housing assets and their rental to pro-

ducers, generating a steady stream of 

revenue for the bands, plus training 

and employment opportunities that let 

members work close to home.

Relationships
Two CEOs find dramatically 

different—but equally successful—

paths to robust CSR programs

By JONI AvRAM101

It’s a model that works brilliantly for 

First Nations, and gives Black Diamond a 

distinct advantage over its competitors.

“Customers see value in our ability 

to bring First Nations communities to 

the table, and First Nations have come 

to trust and respect our willingness 

to support their communities over the 

long term,” says Trevor Haynes, Black 

Diamond’s president and chief execu-

tive officer. “Everybody wins.”

Black Diamond’s approach to 

relationship building is focused on long-

term needs, and includes the larger 

community. “In order to be successful, 

we have to be engaged with the whole 

community and not just with the busi-

ness development office,” says Haynes. 

“We’ve chosen to work alongside our 

partner communities—for example in 

their schools and elders centres—to 

help address issues that aren’t directly 

related to the partnership.” 

Several years ago, the company 

began working with Calgary’s Impact 

Society to deliver its youth develop-

ment program to students in junior 

high. Focused on building self-esteem, 

confidence, and a desire to succeed, 

the program curriculum was custom-

ized to meet the specific needs of First 

Nations’ youth and their parents. The 

program helps young people develop 

a sense of personal pride and achieve-

ment, and is part of an education plan 

that helps band members take full 

STEP Energy 
Services has built 

its corporate culture 
around a safety 

first model, which 
ensures engaged 

employees are  
safe employees.

30 | Oilweek December 2014



advantage of the job opportunities pre-

sented by the partnerships.

Haynes admits that his company’s 

approach to building sustainable com-

munities takes more time and resources, 

but is worth the effort. 

“Most of our conversations have 

nothing to do with business, but with 

building relationships,” he says, adding 

that his company is engaged with First 

Nations throughout British Columbia, 

Alberta, and Saskatchewan. 

To measure its impact, Black 

Diamond tracks the number of con-

tracts, employment, and revenue 

generated by the partnerships. They 

also measure the softer benefits of the 

partnerships, such as being recognized 

by both the Aboriginal and business 

communities for their work. Their 

CSR efforts also have a big impact on 

employee engagement. 

Despite the multiple benefits, Haynes 

admits that the business case behind 

the program wasn’t always clear. 

“In the early days, there was some 

doubt about the value of creating com-

munity relationships of our own. Today, 

there is no doubt.  It’s a key part of how 

Black Diamond conducts its business.”

Haynes’ advice to other service pro-

viders? “If you believe that there’s a 

way to connect your values, princi-

ples and business needs with those of 

a specific community, a CSR program 

will come out of those priorities. But if 

you just go through the motions, it will 

come off as insincere.” 

SteP energy ServiCeS
On the other hand, STEP Energy 

Services’ CEO Regan Davis remains 

skeptical about the value of a trad-

itional CSR program to his business. 

“Unless they’re well conceived from 

vision to execution, many of these 

programs become like warm hugs,”  

he says.P
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Davis’ CSR effort is focused on cre-

ating a competitive advantage for 

his business in a different sort of 

way. Years ago he set about creating 

a high performance culture focused 

on empowering people while creat-

ing profit. For its efforts, STEP has been 

named 2014’s Emerging Entrepreneur of 

the Year (Prairies) by Ernst & Young.

“High performing companies have 

great people that are engaged. Our 

success is the outcome of our culture,” 

Davis says, adding that bigger com-

panies are often too weighed down 

by the heavy demands of their jobs 

to create a people-oriented culture. 

“That is our competitive advantage. 

We believe you can be human and 

compassionate and vulnerable, and 

still succeed in business.”

STEP’s approach to culture starts 

with developing real relationships, 

Davis explains. 

“Our leadership makes time to be 

visible to staff in the office and in the 

field. Our field teams are taught how 

to coach and mentor. The human ele-

ment is allowed to flourish. There is 

often a reluctance to do that in the 

workplace. People are guarded. Some 

people see relationship-building as 

beneath them, or have trouble admit-

ting that they aren’t good at it. But we 

teach our people how to inspire great 

work through relationships, not force 

it through fear and intimidation. This 

silly soft stuff is part of our core values. 

And if you stick to it long enough, it 

becomes real.”  

Davis says he works hard at not being 

overburdened so he can focus on culture, 

an approach that was heavily influenced 

by his time at Renaissance Energy. 

“Relationships were central. We 

spent so much time together in and out 

of work. We really liked each other. The 

workplace has the potential to create a 

sense of community that doesn’t exist 

in the outside world.” 

He also credits his relationship with 

Calgary’s Impact Society—an organiza-

tion focused on building social capacity 

within people and organizations—as 

foundational to his firm’s success. 

“Impact Society’s philosophy is about 

getting people to understand and use 

their strengths and gifts and talents, 

and to understand the value of rela-

tionships. That methodology has had a 

major impact on STEP’s culture.” 

“Our clients say, ‘It’s so interesting to 

encounter your people on the lease. Your 

guys will pick up a piece of garbage. 

They meet us face to face rather than 

avoiding us. They help other service pro-

viders so the collective job gets executed 

better.’ That’s because it’s personal.”

engagement
Davis believes STEP’s high performance 

culture has a direct benefit on two crit-

ical CSR issues: safety, and environment.

“Our number one core value is safety. 

But you can’t make rules to drive safe 

behavior. You have to create a desire to 

be safe. Engaged workers buy into safety 

protocols. We’re not perfect, but our 

safety record is industry leading.” 

Davis says the same holds true for 

environmental issues.

“We don’t have a large environ-

mental impact, but we do transport 

For STEP Energy 
Services, building 

relationships is 
the key to building 
a productive work 

organization.

The workplace 
has the potential 
to create a sense 

of community that 
doesn’t exist in the 

outside world.
 — Regan Davis, president & ceo,  

steP energy services
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massive loads of equipment. We have 

the ability to cause serious public and 

personal harm if we don’t do that prop-

erly. Our driver profile is second to 

none. Our equipment is safe and main-

tained properly. All the audits and 

statistics used to monitor our business 

place us best in class. You can’t buy 

that kind of engagement and perform-

ance with money.” 

“We call our field people pro-

fessionals. It embodies the level of 

performance we expect. You can’t 

expect people to behave profession-

ally if you call them rig pigs. We want 

to hire people who want a career in the 

oilpatch. And there are plenty of times 

in the year when it would be easy to 

lower those standards.” 

Davis believes STEP’s high perform-

ance culture also creates a healthy 

work environment. 

“There’s a lot of pressure in the 

workforce. Driven people run over 

workers to manage their businesses. 

They have an ‘if you don’t like it here 

go somewhere else’ attitude. But a lot 

of workers are handcuffed. A tug of 

war ensues and people become disen-

gaged—focused more on money than a 

personal sense of mission.” 

Instead, he believes businesses 

should focus on creating environments 

that workers want to be part of. 

“I tell our staff, ‘I am going to 

wreck you. When you leave here you 

will appreciate how damn special it is 

here and you will not compromise on 

that element of your career and you 

will search for it again.’ Then they go 

off and impart those traits in their 

own businesses. We’re just an oil ser-

vices company, but I really believe 

that we’re going to dramatically 

change the work environment.” 

“It’s an invisible human tragedy 

that so many people drag their sorry 

asses into work wishing they weren’t 

there. I just know that creating a posi-

tive work environment is not only 

good business, it’s an ethical respon-

sibility of leadership. That’s our 

approach to CSR.” 
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