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7 EPIC Skills for Independent Contractors 
by Ryan Fairbanks | May 3, 2024 
 
There are 7 Essential Skills for Effective Principled Independent Contractors. We call them The 7 E.P.I.C. Skills and they’ll 
give you staying power or the power to pivot from where you are to where you want to be, whether you’re a land 
professional, a field/lease operator or a service company serving the oil and gas industry: 
 

1. Negotiation 
2. Technical/Title/Trade 
3. Leadership 
4. Networking 
5. Communication 
6. Project Management 
7. Mastermind/Peer-Advisory Groups 

 
These skills were learned and refined over 18 years as an independent contractor and petroleum landman – and they 
can be learned. 
 
Negotiation 
 
I start with negotiating because that’s where I started in the industry, and especially for a new independent land 
professional or contractor, when learning to negotiate contracts, it’s a critical skill to learn. 
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The art of the deal comes very naturally to some people, while to others it is an acquired skill and taste. Although many 
would not call me an artist, or think that what I do as work is very creative, it is. As a landman, we create contract rights 
where they didn’t exist before and going from no contract rights to a signed deal is very much a work of art and passion. 
It involves listening to understand, capturing the message and relaying it effectively, and working with both sides of the 
deal to find that thin line where an agreement can be reached and a brand-new baby deal is born. When the contract is 
signed and the asset owner is paid, you can look upon it with humble pride and say, “Something new was created here.” 
And then you can hold your head up with dignity and agree that it was a privilege to participate. 
 
As with leasing, the skills of negotiating, mediating or brokering a deal can be applied to many different areas and 
aspects of the land professional or other independent contractor’s career: surface rights for location sites, right-of-way 
agreements, settling crop or property damage payments, and even the contracts used to get work with other general 
contractors and subcontractors, just to name a few. 
 
Learning to negotiate professionally can help you in your personal life, too, to listen for understanding, express what you 
have to offer, develop relationships, and find ways to agree and to accomplish objectives without using strong-arm 
tactics, manipulation, coercion or fraud. The skill of a negotiator can be learned, developed, honed and refined until you 
become a Master Negotiator. 
 

 
An oil and gas well site in Uintah County, Utah, part of the territory covered by landman Ryan Fairbanks. 
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Technical/Title/Trade 
 
Then, there are technical skills, title examination and analysis, and trade skills. In the U.S., 48 of the 50 states allow for 
the separation of mineral rights from surface rights. What most real estate owners and renters don’t realize is that there 
are also mineral rights with the land; real property mineral rights that very rarely, unless through a long family line of 
ownership or careful investing and preservation, will still be together with the surface rights. 
 
A sometimes uncomfortable but true fact is that most states also give these mineral rights priority over the surface 
rights because of the existing history of when those mineral rights were retained during the sale of the surface real 
estate. To get to the mineral rights, though, somewhere, somehow you have to go through the surface. So, we need to 
learn to work together. 
 
The process of looking at the property records and determining who owns which rights to the property is what we call 
“title.” Title denotes title research and title examination. Sometimes we distinguish the different kinds of title research 
as follows: 
 

• Cursory, meaning a quick look. 
• Mineral, focusing on the mineral rights, leases, production, and associated other rights that can be given, 

bought, sold, traded, etc. 
• Surface rights, where real estate is concerned for land development, production facilities or right-of-

way/easement access. 
• Lease take-off, to determine most recent leasing activity and if there are likely any available interests that could 

be acquired. 
• Abstract, just collecting copies (whether physical or digital) that can be read and interpreted by a skilled land 

professional, company staff or title attorney. 
 
As with the land professional, the skill of a technician/title analyst/trade professional can be learned, developed, honed 
and refined until you become a Master Technician in your field of choice. Are you a technician in this sense, doing the 
technical work, the hands-on, boots-on-the-ground work that gets the job done? Or are you more of a leader of those 
who do? 
 
Leadership 
 
There are many different styles of leadership. One that I have easily identified with and connected with is the available 
and accessible leader, who asks questions and makes space for you to figure things out as you take action and move 
forward. My hands-on style of learning is likely due to the teaching I received from my dad, church and scout leaders, as 
they nurtured a very action-based education process. 
 
That was certainly the case for the first crew chief in land work, John Whiteside. He wasn’t very formal in training or 
coaching processes, systems or checklists. He would explain the goal of a project or assignment, and usually, it was 
something like, “Try to lease these mineral owners.” Or, “Research title in this specific area and create an ownership 
report.” Then he’d ask if we had questions, and let us know that he was available when we did. In response to questions, 
he’d teach and explain, guide and enable us to take the next steps in getting to the goal of the assignment. He was very 
kind and patient about teaching based on action-oriented questions. 
 
In that way, he showed me by his example of how to lead others and be available to help them. He also gave me the 
opportunities to practice my own leadership skills by teaching others how to negotiate and run title. Under his guidance, 
I learned how to ask questions, and be available to answer questions, and to brainstorm with team members on their 
projects. 
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Whiteside also gave me an introduction to leadership and relationship development through the Dale 
Carnegie classic, How to Win Friends and Influence People. The principles there have paved the way and been 
foundational to my development as a landman and a leader. I revisit them periodically and often learn something new. 
 
Another guiding principle of leadership that I learned from Whiteside was his openness to learning something new each 
day. When he did, he shared it with us and said, “Ya learn something new every day.” 
 
As a new team leader, Whiteside gave me the opportunity to lead others in negotiating surface use and right-of-way 
agreements, as well as leading others to conduct title research. With my wise wife’s insight, I was able to learn that 
leading a team and managing their projects was work too, even if I wasn’t actively taking on the individual tasks of 
negotiating or researching. 
 
Ryan Fairbanks, RPL and Assistant Project Manager ©2023 Land Runner, Inc. 
E.P.I.C. Skills Mastermind 
www.LandmanMastermind.com 
 
Part II – Networking and Communication – in the next issue. 
 
Featured photo: Ryan Fairbanks (background) at the Audubon annual bird count on the Green River/Dinosaur National 
Monument in Utah on New Year’s Day 2024, with Jared Bigler (foreground), owner of Frontier Resources, an environmental 
consulting firm for biological, natural and cultural resources. 
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