
58 Journal of Leadership, Accountability and Ethics Vol. 22(1) 2025 

Navigating Energy Transition and Leadership 

 
Ignazio Arces 

 

 

 
The energy transition represents one of the most profound challenges of our time, encompassing 

technological and economic shifts and significant ethical and human considerations. This paper explores 

the intersection of humanistic leadership and ethical frameworks, specifically the philosophies of Immanuel 

Kant and John Rawls, as essential tools for navigating this transition. Humanistic leadership, rooted in 

dignity, empathy, and relational trust, provides a framework for addressing the human-centric challenges 

of the energy sector. Con-currently, the ethical perspectives of Kant’s universality and Rawls’ difference 

principle offer robust lenses to ensure fairness and sustainability in decision-making processes.  

 

By integrating these approaches, alongside practical strategies such as sense-making and the archetypal 

insights from the 'Lesson of Enea,' this paper argues for a holistic leader-ship paradigm that fosters 

equitable and sustainable outcomes for present and future generations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The "energy revolution" to reach the "net zero goals" is not merely a technical endeavor but a 

multifaceted transformation with profound implications for economies, societies, and individuals. This 

energy transition necessitates leadership that transcends traditional paradigms, focusing on ethical 

responsibility, human dignity, and long-term equity. In this context, humanistic leadership, centered on the 

well-being of people and communities, emerges as a vital approach.  

Simultaneously, ethical frameworks such as those of Immanuel Kant and John Rawls provide essential 

guidance to ensure fairness and justice during this complex transition. 

Historical and archetypal frameworks also offer invaluable insights into leadership during times of 

upheaval. As elaborated later in this paper, the example of Enea serves as a powerful archetype of resilient 

and empathetic leadership, guiding communities through uncertainty toward a sustainable and just future. 

The paper aims to synthesize these perspectives, arguing that the integration of humanistic leadership 

principles with Kantian and Rawlsian ethics can address the challenges of the energy transition in a manner 

that is both equitable and sustainable. By examining the interplay between leadership and ethics, we outline 

a path forward for industry leaders, policymakers, and stakeholders. 
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LEADERSHIP AND ENERGY TRANSITION 

 

The energy transition represents a profound challenge that is as much about people as technology. At 

its heart lies the global commons problem of CO2 emissions, a concept highlighted by Robert Stavins from 

Harvard Kennedy University.  

The atmospheric accumulation of CO2 transcends national borders, creating externalities that impose 

costs on third parties who are neither producers nor direct consumers of fossil fuels. This global diffusion 

of costs, manifesting as climate change impacts, exemplifies a "tragedy of the commons," where individual 

actors, prioritizing short-term benefits, collectively undermine long-term sustainability. Addressing this 

issue necessitates coordinated global action underpinned by ethical imperatives and innovative leadership. 

Different legal systems of the States, ranging from common law in countries influenced by British 

colonial history, Sharia-compliant systems in Gulf states, and jurisdictions rooted in Justinian law, 

underscore the complexities of fostering international cooperation. The differences in legal traditions shape 

distinct ethical approaches to addressing climate change and managing "free-riding" behaviors.  

Common law systems, such as in the UK, emphasize precedent and contractual agreements, often 

leading to market-based solutions. Sharia-compliant frameworks integrate ethical stewardship with a focus 

on communal welfare, as seen in the use of Islamic finance instruments like Sukuk to fund renewable energy 

projects. Meanwhile, Justinian-based systems prioritize codified statutes, facilitating regulatory 

frameworks that impose top-down environmental mandates. This legal diversity presents challenges and 

opportunities for international agreements that leverage the strengths of each system. For example, global 

cooperation on climate issues could integrate market-driven incentives from common law jurisdictions, 

ethical imperatives from Sharia-compliant systems, and robust regulatory mechanisms from Justinian 

traditions. Such a collaborative approach is essential to address free-riding, where states benefit from the 

efforts of others without contributing proportionately, and ensure equitable contributions to global 

sustainability goals. 

Humanistic leadership emerges as a powerful paradigm in navigating these complexities by prioritizing 

all stakeholders' dignity, inclusion, and well-being.  

Trust, as a cornerstone of humanistic leadership, plays a pivotal role in building collaborative 

ecosystems and fostering innovation. Recent advancements in neuroscience provide deeper insights into 

how trust operates within leadership dynamics. Studies show that trust activates neural pathways associated 

with social bonding and cooperation, releasing oxytocin, a neurochemical that enhances connection and 

empathy. This understanding suggests that trust is not merely an abstract value but a neurobiological 

mechanism leaders can actively cultivate. Effective trust-building begins with the creation of 

psychologically safe environments. Leaders who demonstrate consistent integrity and empathetic listening 

foster neural responses that reinforce a sense of team security and belonging. This foundation is particularly 

vital in the energy transition context, where uncertainty and disruption are pervasive. Neuroscience also 

highlights how transparency in communication can significantly influence trust dynamics. Clear 

articulation of goals and strategies, coupled with genuine openness to feedback, enhances oxytocin release 

and strengthens interpersonal bonds, creating resilient organizational cultures. Trust's role extends beyond 

organizational boundaries, shaping societal perceptions of leadership during the energy transition. Public 

consultations on renewable energy projects provide a compelling example of how transparent engagement 

fosters societal trust. These consultations validate community voices and harness collective intelligence to 

address complex challenges. Neuroscientific insights reveal that trust-based interactions activate regions of 

the brain associated with creative problem-solving, suggesting that inclusive processes are ethical and 

strategically advantageous. 

 

PRACTICAL LEADERSHIP: ADDRESSING WORKFORCE CONCERNS THROUGH SENSE-

MAKING AND THE LESSON OF ENEA 

 

One of the most pressing challenges of the energy transition is the disorientation faced by workers in 

traditional energy sectors. Questions such as, "After oil times, what will happen to my job?" encapsulate the 
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uncertainty and fear prevalent among these communities. Leadership models from institutions such as MIT 

highlight the importance of "sense-making" capabilities to address these concerns effectively. 

The archetypal journey of Enea from the "Aeneid" offers a profound lesson in this context. Enea, faced 

with the destruction of Troy, embraced the dual responsibility of guiding his people through immediate 

adversity while envisioning a prosperous and secure future for them. His leadership was rooted in resilience, 

empathy, and an unwavering commitment to a long-term goal. Similarly, modern leaders in the energy 

transition must embody these traits to navigate the uncertainties and anxieties of their teams. 

Sense-making involves interpreting complex changes and providing clarity to individuals and 

organizations. Leaders equipped with this capability, much like Enea, can articulate a compelling vision for 

the future while addressing the immediate concerns of their teams. This includes transparent 

communication about transition timelines, investment in reskilling programs, and creating pathways for 

workers to transition into roles within renewable energy sectors. 

Moreover, sense-making, reinforced by the leadership lessons of Enea, is critical for aligning diverse 

stakeholders within the energy ecosystem. Just as Enea inspired trust and resilience by fostering a shared 

sense of purpose among his followers, modern leaders must employ structured dialogues, inclusive planning 

processes, and adaptive strategies to create a collective understanding of the transition's objectives. By 

combining these strategies with the timeless lessons of leadership demonstrated by Enea, leaders can ensure 

that the energy transition becomes a shared journey of growth and innovation for all stakeholders. And the 

Lesson of Enea 

For example, organizations can implement structured reskilling initiatives that align workers’ existing 

skills with the demands of emerging industries. A petroleum engineer, for instance, can be retrained to 

manage nuclear energy projects, leveraging their technical expertise in a new context. By connecting the 

dots between past roles and future opportunities, leaders practicing sense-making foster trust and reduce 

resistance to change. This shared sense of purpose mitigates fragmentation and enhances collaboration, 

ensuring that the energy transition is equitable and efficient. 

From an ethical perspective, sense-making aligns with principles of transparency and equity. By 

addressing individual and collective anxieties with empathy and clarity, leaders uphold the dignity of 

workers and communities, ensuring that no one is left behind in the transition to a sustainable future. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The energy transition presents an unprecedented opportunity to reimagine leadership and ethics in 

pursuing a sustainable future. By integrating humanistic leadership principles with the ethical frameworks 

of Kant and Rawls, and by adopting practical tools such as sense-making, leaders can navigate this complex 

landscape with empathy, equity, and foresight. 

Key recommendations include: 

• Invest in Leadership Development: Equip leaders with the skills to balance ethical and 

operational priorities. 

• Foster Ethical Governance: Implement policies prioritizing fairness and sustainability, guided 

by Kantian and Rawlsian principles. 

• Engage Stakeholders: Create platforms for dialogue and collaboration to ensure inclusive 

decision-making. 

• Prioritize Sense-Making: Develop leaders’ ability to interpret and communicate complex 

changes, addressing workforce anxieties with clarity and compassion. 

As the energy transition continues to reshape the global landscape, these approaches will be essential 

for building a future that is not only sustainable but also just and humane. 
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