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Of the foundational sectors that power the world’s economy, 
energy may be the most critical to transforming industrial-age 
business practices to those that enable a more equitable and 
sustainable future. The emerging sustainable energy sector will 
power the next economic revolution and help us win the race to 
net zero—along with the potential for fabulous prizes including a 
cleaner, healthier, more equitable planet. 

It may seem questionable to prioritize the economic impact 
and opportunities of sustainable business transformation, 
especially as mounting evidence shows that the dangers of the 
climate crisis could endanger our lives and our planet. But these 
existential threats and opportunities apply to economics and 
our survival as a society. Clean energy enables the low-carbon 
economy and ensures our journey to net zero isn’t also a farewell 
tour for humanity.

Humanity can reduce emissions 90% by 2035 through the 
disruption of energy, transportation, and food sectors, using 
existing technologies, according to the Rethinking Climate 
Change report. This decade, every sector of the world’s economy 
will be permanently disrupted, and energy and transportation 
have already tipped. Here are ten reasons energy plays a unique, 
strategic role: 

https://www.rethinkx.com/climate-implications
https://www.rethinkx.com/climate-implications


Rethinking energy is a big deal
Energy is a key sector we must reimagine to transform the global economy, along with 
food and transportation. CO2 emissions have risen significantly over the last century, 
and most of that increase is from fossil fuel use and industrial emissions. Our energy, 
transportation, and agriculture practices together account for 91.6% of global carbon 
emissions, according to RethinkX. 
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Sectors in disruption 2022

Industrial & Digital Era
Sustainable Business  

Transformation Resource Independence

Sectors in disruption by 2030

Energy FoodTransportation Information Materials

The energy grid keeps evolving
As global energy production ramps to meet our growing needs, today’s centralized power 
grids will be supplemented with localized, multidirectional networks powered by wind, 
solar, and batteries. The energy economy will evolve toward a marketplace approach as 
technology enables locally generated electric power. The distinction between energy 
producers and consumers will fade as more businesses and individuals become energy 
independent, with the ability to buy and sell extra capacity. 

“We live in a construct today. Our fossil fuel-based economy is incentivized in a way 
that creates winners and losers that wouldn’t exist without those incentives. Today’s 
discussions about the real value chain aren’t comprehensive enough to address 
the mindsets we have developed in our fossil fuel-driven world. We need more 
comprehensive, open discussions to move forward.”—Adam Muellerweiss, CSO, Clarios

Understanding energy disruption helps us understand future systems disruptions that will 
impact all sectors as they emerge and converge. 
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The status quo costs more than changing

Replacing the extraction economy infrastructure with sustainable alternatives will be costly.
Bloomberg estimates a price tag in the ballpark of $100 trillion, mostly from private sectors. 
Although sustainable transformation is costly, it is less expensive than continuing to pay to 
burn more and more fossil fuels whose wildly swinging prices can put businesses at risk. Why 
do this, when a company can “own” its power generating capacity or negotiate long-term, 
reasonable rates through power-purchasing agreements? And even though the costs of wind, 
solar, and batteries are falling rapidly, we’ll need strong investment in clean energy tech to 
start the flywheel. As the flywheel accelerates, so will returns for early investors.

Clean energy can be lucrative

By leveraging market forces, the mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions can be transformed 
from an expense to a lucrative investment with global benefits. Investment into sustainable 
energies topped $755 billion in 2021, a 27% increase from 2020, according to Bloomberg. As 
with most emerging industries and technologies, early investors who understand the risks, 
cost curves, and non-linear growth potential stand to reap massive financial rewards. The 
financial media has begun to warn investors away from fossil fuel assets, as investments may 
vanish along with the traditional energy technologies.

The climate crisis requires individual  
and collective action

While global climate conferences focus on developed nations and corporate giants, none 
of these powerful entities can do it alone. Every individual can play a role in addressing the 
climate challenge by increasing energy efficiency and conservation in homes, schools, and 
workplaces. Consumers can play a huge part with simple moves like using Energy Star-
labeled appliances, which have saved US families and businesses five trillion kilowatt-hours 
of electricity, $450 billion in energy costs, and achieved a reduction of four billion metric tons 
of greenhouse gas since 1992, according to the EPA. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-11-03/mike-bloomberg-and-mark-carney-on-climate-finance
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-01-27/energy-transition-drew-record-755-billion-of-investment-in-2021
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/theres-now-a-500-tax-credit-for-heat-pumps-ev-chargers-and-these-home-improvements-epa-extends-energy-star-program-11643743694
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Smart regulation is essential

Although sustainable business transformation will be market-driven, the energy sector 
has been heavily regulated and relies upon an aging energy infrastructure. While climate 
advocates press for regulations that encourage sustainability, traditional energy organizations 
tap the brakes. For example, PJM Interconnection, the largest US power grid operator, 
says it receives so many requests to connect to its network, it is seeking a two-year pause 
on applications for more than 1,200 energy initiatives—primarily solar power projects. 
Sustainability-oriented regulation is needed to balance the needs of the planet with existing 
energy players and infrastructure.

Removing carbon will become cost-effective

Through a range of options, from offsets to natural and technology-based carbon capture and 
storage, advocates hope that CO2 removal prices will fall to under $10 per ton by 2040, which 
will make the journey to zero emissions much more affordable.

Energy transition can promote equity

This disruption of energy, transportation, and food has the potential to close the economic 
gap between poor and wealthy nations. An exciting aspect of the clean energy revolution 
is that it will help pull underserved regions around the globe out of poverty and help them 
begin to ascend the economic ladder. Clean and Affordable Energy is Goal #7 in the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and advocates believe it can help end poverty. 

“There isn’t a requirement to be digitally advanced in order to be sustainably advanced. 
Digital transformation is obviously an indicator of how progressive or forward-thinking 
a company is, and it can be a huge enabler for sustainability. But I don’t think it’s a 
requirement by any means.”—Deanna Zhang, Tudor, Pickering, Holt / Independent
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Traditional Energy Sector vs Clean Energy Future

“A number of portfolio companies are having a hard time finding talent with adequate 
skills and experience. In the energy industry, there’s so much growing interest in getting 
teams built out in anticipation that the workforce gap is going to be a real issue.” 
—Aashna Mehra, New Energy Capital Partners 

We must bridge the talent gap

Though sustainability benefits every individual and nation around the globe, there will 
be asymmetrical short-term shocks and jobs impacted. The energy industry faces a skills 
shortage that’s likely to get worse as traditional extraction-fueled energy infrastructure is 
replaced by sustainable practices. New opportunities include 12 million renewable energy jobs 
in 2020, up from 11.5 million jobs in 2019, according to the International Renewable Energy 
Agency. But in the short term, energy producers are struggling to fill open positions to carry 
out current day-to-day tasks and initiatives. It’s difficult for energy companies to re-imagine 
the future if no one shows up for work today. As traditional energy sector jobs transform to 
support renewables, employers must implement new recruitment and reskilling programs to 
ensure full staffing.

Traditional Energy Sector Clean Energy Future

Energy produced primarily from fossil fuels 
including coal, oil, and natural gas.

Exacts a heavy economic and 
environmental toll.

Limits incumbents to self-preservation, 
narrow economic goals, and a path to far 
more than 1.5C of global temperature rise.

Offers a centralized, one-way power grid 
that is fragile, inefficient, and outdated.

Produced primarily from wind, solar, and 
battery (WSB) combinations, which drive 
exponentially decreasing costs.

Produces millions of jobs and has 
unprecedented economic impact.

Allows us to limit global temperature 
rise to 1.5C by 2030 and achieve zero 
emissions by 2050.

Can provide a more distributed 
exchange in which energy producers 
and consumers trade freely.

https://www.irena.org/statistics
https://www.irena.org/statistics
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Though the traditional energy sector is not known as an innovation leader, things may 
be different this time around. As the energy, IT, and transportation sectors converge, 
transformation may be accelerated by a growing group of innovators. This infusion of talent 
and technology may enable the energy sector to leap over the digital transformation phase, 
just as many regions skipped the wired network / PC era and moved directly to smartphones 
and wireless devices. 

“One impact the energy industry is facing is a workforce 
crunch that companies are dealing with on a day-to-
day basis. The talent and workforce issues are critical, 
and something we need to address going forward.”

Mushtaq Gaffar
Managing Director at Accenture

“The stakes are high and costs are high. For companies 
that aren’t moving quickly through digital transformation, 
there’s a financial cost to falling behind. There are 
considerable financial costs even for companies that are 
keeping up. In this case, organizations have a chance to 
own their futures and control their own destinies.”

Kelly James 
GM for Energy & Utilities at Salesforce Industries 

As the curtain falls on the age of fossil fuels, we must ensure our new business models, 
systems, and solutions truly help us reach net-zero goals. As we move from offsetting CO2 to 
removing, mitigating, and compensating for it, we’ll need agreed-upon global standards and 
clear measures of success so we’ll know when we reach our goals, because the price of not 
reaching them is unthinkable.



The energy sector is a key enabler to sustainable transformation, the successor to digital 
transformation. It’s about applying lessons learned from managing disruption, data, and agile 
practices and applying them to sustainability. Using proven digital tools and processes creates 
a clearer path to net-zero.  
 
Three main goals of sustainable transformation are:

PATHWAY EXAMPLE

To read more about sustainable transformation and how it can shift your organization’s 
mindset on the business goals of sustainability, read our full report.

Decarbonization 
through clean energy 
independence.

Supply chain reliability and 
waste reduction through 
resource independence. 

Resilience that future-proofs 
businesses and adapts to 
climate impacts.

Renewable energy producers have moved from niche players to center stage, 
including Orsted (Denmark), Iberdrola (Spain), and JinkoSolar (China).

Hawaiian Electric announced that more than 38% of customer energy use in 
2021 came from renewable sources, helping reduce the state’s dependence on 
imported fossil fuels.

NV Energy, Nevada’s largest utility, announced a large-scale solar project 
to double renewable energy output and reduce fossil fuel usage on its 
way to 50% renewables by 2030.

Sustainable Business Transformation:  
The Energy Sector
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https://sustainabletransformation.forbesignite.com

