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OFS COMPLETION TRENDS
Be a Partner, Not Just a Vendor: How OFS 
Companies Become Indispensable to Operators
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OFS COMPLETION TRENDS
The last few years, shale investors have moved from an emphasis on growth to returns-based 
models. For operators, the emphasis in 2020 is free cash flow and returns on capital. In order to 
maintain production levels while freeing up cash flow in 2020, North American E&P operators 
must do more with less.

What does this mean for oilfield services?

According to a recent report, investors are expected to be closely watching how shale operators 
improve their capital efficiency, which through optimal completion designs, can be enhanced 
by about 20%-25% in key shale basins.1 They will also likely pay attention to how the associated 
subsectors, primarily oilfield services and infrastructure providers, can help operators bring in 
new efficiencies and save costs without compromising their margins and sustainability.

In other words, OFS companies must move from vendor to ‘indispensable’ partner status, using 
their intimate knowledge of operators’ businesses and the latest in data analytics to identify 
efficiencies and make recommendations that drive costs savings and long-term profitability for 
their customers.

This report provides an analysis of the latest completion trends in the Williston Basin, and the 
top three operators by active rig count. Not only will you gain valuable insights on completion 
activity, you’ll see how your company can use Enverus OFS completions data to determine 
future business opportunities and achieve that preferred partner status by understanding your 
customers’ businesses to the highest levels of detail.

Getting in Front of the Operators—Understanding Why They Are There

The number one priority for operators is to identify where the best rock is to drill that will 
generate free cash flow. Today, cash flow is the rule, unlike reserves of the past years. In order 
to understand why operators choose where to drill and how they drill those wells, we must first 
understand the underlying productions, and thus the rock. Figure 1, for example, shows the 
Enverus Dynamic Basin Studies type curve areas for the Williston basin that were developed 
based on the similar geological attributes, hydrocarbon properties, and production distributions 
for each area. The shading is based on IRR for each type curve area where the darker blue 
represents a higher IRR. 

1 2020 Oil & Gas Industry Outlook https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/energy-and-resources/articles/oil-and-gas-industry-outlook.html
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Figure 1: Type Curve Areas for the Williston basin colored by IRR of each Type Curve 

Figure 2 shows the acreage position for Hess, Continental, and Exxon in the Williston as it 
relates to the outline of those same type curve areas in the Williston basin. Looking at the two 
figures together, we see a high concentration of the top three operators’ acreage in the higher 
IRR Type Curve Areas (Figure 1).

Figure 2: Williston basin company acreage for Hess, Continental, and Exxon
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Since operator activity is now much more economics and returns driven, it is imperative for 
OFS companies and vendors to understand where this activity will take place. The ability to 
understand where the most economic acreage is under different economic assumptions will 
not only give OFS companies the leverage to understand where the activity will be in the future 
but can also help with business development and strategy moving forward. Enverus Dynamic 
Basin Studies assists OFS companies in understanding which basin or what part of a given 
basin could have more upside, or risk, associated with it under different economic assumptions. 
The understanding of how rate of returns and breakevens change with varying economic inputs 
could be crucial for mid-term plans to long-term plans.

Following the Activity—Tracking Rigs and Permitting

A top priority for OFS companies today is to identify where the action is—or perhaps more 
importantly the future action—and sell their products and services accordingly. Figures 3 
and 4, for example, show the top ten most active operators in terms of current rig and permit 
counts across the Williston basin. For this report, we focused on Continental, Hess, and 
Exxon (including XTO) as the top three operators based on current rig counts. Focusing on 
the permits out there for the top three and based on the number of active permits, it looks 
like Q1 and Q2 2020 will possibly be a busy period for Continental and Hess, while Exxon may 
potentially be slowing down.

Figure 3: Active rig counts by the top 10 operators
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Figure 4: Active permits by the top 10 operators

Enverus users can also dig deeper and discover exactly where operators are targeting activity. 
Figure 5 shows the Williston basin with the type curve areas overlaid, where Continental, 
Hess, and Exxon have activity compared to their peers. Again, these operators have chosen 
the potentially better locations based on geology and rock properties as outlined in the Type 
Curve Areas.

Figure 5: Indicates color-coded rigs by the top three operators in the Williston basin compared 
to their peers
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Know Who’s Doing What and Where

Armed with operator information, it’s a time-saver for OFS companies to understand who is 
doing what and where. Enverus groups OFS companies together in terms of where they are 
operating and for whom (see figure 6 and 7) and then generates more granular information on 
the operator themselves and the type of fluids and frac materials being utilized in particular 
basins. Figure 6 shows the relationship between the top three operators in the Williston and 
the frac providers they used over 2019. For these three operators, Keane was the frac provider 
for more than half of the completions in 2019; however, that was also because they were the 
number one provider for Hess who had more than twice the number of completions than 
Exxon and Continental combined. 

Figure 6: Shows the relationship between the top three operators and frac vendors for completions 
in 2019 by well count
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Figure 7 shows the 2019 completions by the three operators and we again see how they are 
mostly around the type curve areas where we saw the higher IRRs (Figure 1).

Figure 7: Top three operators by completions in 2019 by well count

Understanding Operator Completion Designs

When it comes to completion designs, it is the OFS companies with a greater understanding of 
evolving completion trends that are likely to come out on top. Enervus OFS completions data 
allows you to understand operator behavior, so you sell products and services that fit their 
needs so they operate more effectively.

Enverus sources data on the types of fluid and proppant being pumped into different formations. 
Figure 8 demonstrates a shift in completion treatment types in the Williston by the top three 
operators from various treatment types used in 2018, to mainly slickwater fracs in 2019. 
The driver behind the shift was partly rock properties but mainly cost. Slickwater was the 
cheaper option but that would inevitably mean a need for change to the proppant.
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Figure 8: Treatment type by the top three Williston operators in 2019 (Left) vs. 2018 (Right)

Figure 9 shows how the less dense slickwater treatments meant the operators needed to shift 
to smaller mesh size in sand for their fracs. The increased carrying capacity of slickwater fracs 
led to different proppant mesh sizes—with 30/50 controlling the share of sizes in 2018 and 
then the abrupt switch to 40/70 in 2019 to adjust to the change in treatment type.

With the switch, the operators were able to save on the cost of chemicals and larger sand size 
with each frac. The shift is a sign that operators are looking to get the highest returns from 
wells by cutting cost without sacrificing productivity as they focus on living within cash flow.

Figure 9: Proppant mesh size by top three operators in Williston in 2019 (Left) vs. 2018 (Right)
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Determining an Optimal Spacing Strategy

As the industry moves in to the “free cash flow era,” in addition to perfecting the drilling and 
completion of new wells, operators are also facing the challenge of understanding well spacing. 
What is the optimal spacing at which they should drill in an area to get the most production while 
being cognizant of optimal returns is the question everyone is trying to answer. The spacing 
challenge also brings up the question of effects on well productivity due to parent and child 
well interactions. This is a very important relationship to understand as it will change an 
operator’s development strategy for undeveloped acreage as well as infill drilling or other 
enhanced recovery projects.

The Enverus Well Spacing solution allows OFS companies to understand the spacing, 
completion, and productivity trends for any basin, operator, county, etc., and give insights into 
how these relations have changed over time and what the optimal spacing and completion 
design mixture would be for a particular basin or operator.

Figure 10 shows the number of wells per section in the Williston by the top three operators in 
2019 compared to 2018. In 2019 there was a slight decrease in the total number of wells in the 
12 to 16 wells per section compared to 2018. However, in 2019 there was an increase of 47% in 
the total in the 8 to 12 wells per section bin.

Figure 10: Number of wells per section for 2019 (Left) vs. 2018 (Right) for the top three operators 
in the Williston basin

When it comes to spacing metrics, simple adjustments by the operator can have a ripple effect 
across the industry. Again, looking at Figure 10, an operator may have planned for 12 wells per 
section and then realized the optimal spacing requires 16% less wells and ends up drilling 10 wells 
in the section. Assuming a $9.4MM D&C cost, an OFS company who had planned to service the 
operator's 12 wells instead of 10 this year could overestimate their revenues by $19MM.
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This information is priceless for OFS and service companies as they can see and understand 
the decisions operators have made both good and bad, and tailor their services to 
accommodate what works best for operators. 

Understanding an operator’s potential and staying ahead of the game ensures OFS companies 
better plan and make more optimized and efficient decisions for personnel and resource 
utilization. This, of course, leads to more contracts, more jobs for the OFS companies, but more 
importantly it also helps establish a strategic partnership with the OFS company and operator.

Thriving in a Competitive Environment

Financing, drilling, and completion trends can change from quarter to quarter as can 
valuations, permitting, leasing activity, and much more.

It’s only through access to the latest real-time data analytics on reservoir dynamics, 
completion designs, and well spacing that your company can better target and understand 
your customers and thrive in this competitive environment. 

To learn more about Enverus completions data for OFS companies or request a free tour, 
email us at businessdevelopment@enverus.com or call us at 1 (888) 290-7697.
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