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Abstract: This article explores how top executives from two electric utility multinationals visual-
ize systemic change and adaptation of their ethical cultures in the future. Allaire and Firsirotu’s
framework for organizational culture was incorporated with scenario planning which focused on the
influence that the contextual environment exerts on building an organizational ethical culture. The
study relied on a holistic and a systems thinking approach to cluster and evaluate six key themes
perceived to lead to disruptions in ethical culture. Consequently arriving at the aim to conceive
four possible scenarios for 2040 on the future of organizational dynamics and ethical culture in the
private electric utility sector. The attributions of relevance for organizational ethical culture and
the interrelationships among six key themes demonstrated the greater significance of two themes:
From profit to purpose and Environment and Sustainability. As the main driving forces, these two
themes guided the development of the scenarios and provided further insights into the flow of power
relations, agency, and leverage points for an organizational ethical system.

Keywords: organizational ethical culture; business ethics; scenario planning; systems thinking;
pragmatism; purpose over profit; sustainability; energy transition; electric utility multinationals; new
business models

1. Introduction

There are ongoing discussions concerning the transformation that companies may
need to undergo in order to meet the needs of its constituents by placing greater value
on purpose over profit [1–4]. Public distrust, loss of legitimacy and damaged reputations
are among the reasons given for this movement for change away from a profit only
oriented model to one that society calls for. On this specific issue, Piketty [5] has already
argued against the concentration of wealth by the owners of capital, which consequently
exacerbates inequality. Some multinationals concentrate wealth with the ultimate purpose,
being to maximize profit solely to gratify shareholders. These actions by corporations
contribute to corroborate Piketty’s thesis on the correlation of long-term and persistent
inequality creating social injustice and fomenting civil unrest. Eeckhout [3] argues, “we
tend to accept that when firms do well, the economy does well. Competing firms that make
profit create jobs and work benefits. Alas, currently dominant firms exert market power
and do the opposite” (p. 75). Excessive market power is in many cases in detriment of
social responsibility and contradicts the conceptions of what should constitute an ethical
culture in organizations. Recently there were attempts made by CEOs of major corporations
to change their profit-centered rhetoric to a purpose-centered rhetoric, as the letter from
Larry Fink of BlackRock struck a chord and generated some momentum in the corporate
environment and in the media. From a social and ethical perspective, companies are
expected to realize that profits and even the longer-term survival of their corporations
depend on cultural transformation and diagnosis of disruptions that impact and shape
their ethical cultures [6]. However, it remains to be seen if what they say and do is spin or

Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045. https://doi.org/10.3390/su132112045 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1138-7952
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6526-6884
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132112045
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132112045
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132112045
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su132112045?type=check_update&version=2


Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045 2 of 34

if they will make substantive changes to serve a social purpose. Here then, our concern
is electric sector multinationals and their commitment to a fair and just energy transition
guided by purpose. For this study, understanding the contextual environment is crucial for
companies to be able to map out and diagnose external disruptions in ethical culture and
the processes by which these disruptions will shape their responses to corporate purpose
and to both ethical and unethical behavior. The scenario planning approach encourages
companies to distinguish their immediate actors (transactional environment), with whom
they have direct contact, from macro driving forces (contextual environment), over which
the company has no control [7].

Tone at the top which is usually framed within a company’s stated purpose should be
recurrently revised. For this study, the dialogue that was established with top executives in
two multinationals emphasizes the future role of leadership with increasing responsibility
for moral agency and voices their concerns about rapid changes in the contextual environ-
ment. Past studies have demonstrated and discussed the challenges encountered when
attempting to apply qualitative multilevel analyses to organizational ethical culture [8–10].
Scenario planning, a strategic foresight tool, is proposed as a valid methodology to fill this
gap by virtue of its iterative and inquiry driven contextual and transactional analysis [11].
The IPCC [12] in this regard emphasizes the use of future scenarios “to explore conditions
enabling goal-oriented futures while recognizing the significance of ethical considerations,
the principle of equity, and societal transformation needed” (p. 52). Thus, this empirical
study builds on different phases of past research [6,13] with two electric utility multina-
tionals, hereinafter referred to as EUMa and EUMb. Based on six key themes, this article
explores how top executives from the electric utility sector visualize systemic change and
adaptation of their ethical cultures through scenarios for 2040. The first phase focused
on futures thinking dialogue interviews with sixteen executives from EUMa in Europe
and in its South American subsidiary. During this first phase executives reflected on the
future development of their company and industry and the impact that these developments
would trigger on their organizational culture and more specifically on the ethical dimension
of their culture i.e., ethical culture. From this analysis, six key themes were diagnosed as
potential disruptors to ethical culture in the electric sector: From profit to purpose, Cultural
consistency, The role of leadership, Regulation and relationship with public institutions, Digital
and technological advances, and Environment and Sustainability [6]. A subsequent phase was
conducted in South America with six interviews at EUMa and seven interviews at EUMb
where executives validated the themes, reflected on their positive and negative effects on
ethical culture, and also identified weak signals that over time could amplify and cause
disruption [13,14]. The final purpose of this phase was to elicit from the executives a
systemic reflection on the causal relationships found among the themes. With this research,
we confirmed the relevance of all six themes for organizational culture and identified a
strong interconnection among them. These themes were above all transversally dependent
upon From profit to purpose and Environment and Sustainability and shaped the narratives
of the four future scenarios. None of the six themes work alone and many factors for
an ethical business model transition may depend on issues external to the organization,
such as new and old public policies and regulations. Hence, the aim of this article is to
reassess the previous findings through an adapted framework and create four possible and
plausible scenarios for 2040 on the future of organizational dynamics and ethical culture in
the private electric utility sector. Thereby, we address the implications of the scenarios for
both companies and their strategies for sustainability, i.e., Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), and ethical positioning. The process through which we arrived at the scenarios
can transcend to other multinationals of the electric sector as well as to multinationals of
other industries.

Here, this research wishes to contribute to the studies of organizational ethical culture
by mapping possible disruptions highlighted by the executives and which, subsequently,
led to diverse narratives for the future. With the analysis of the themes and development
of the future scenarios, this research further wishes to contribute to understanding the
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processes of business model transitions that come to value purpose over profit within
organizational dynamics, and that encompass ethical organizational means by which to
tackle contextual and transactional challenges in order to pinpoint responsible approaches
to change.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 defines ethical culture as
a complex system and relies on the theoretical background of organizational culture
and ethical culture studies, systems theory, and pragmatism. Section 3 introduces the
framework used for the analysis and the scenario planning methodology. Section 4 presents
the results and discusses the process relating to all six components in the framework, the
implications for ethical culture, and four possible future scenarios. Finally, in Section 5,
we offer conclusions, indicate the implications of the scenarios and suggest directions for
future research.

2. Ethical Culture as a Complex System
2.1. Organizational Ethical Culture

Schein [15] explains that there are roots of complexity leading to a definition of organi-
zational culture as the “concept of organization itself is ambiguous”. In order to confront
this ambiguity, Schein [15] recommends an understanding of the history and the dynamics
that lead to the formation of a culture, where its strength should be “empirically deter-
mined”. That is, there are different levels of culture that help create evidence and determine
if a group or organization with cognitive abilities is prepared to learn, evolve and adjust
itself according to the “external environment and its problems of internal integration”.
Sasia [16] adds that the moral development of an organization depends upon untangling
the webs of significance to which culture belongs [17] such as attempting to make sense of
its fundamental elements (norms, symbols, conduct and structure), but most importantly
to ‘permanent elements’ such as the type of rationality that inspires an organization and
determines its ethical positioning. Schein [15], and Allaire and Firsirotu [18] had already
illustrated organizational culture as a system, which contains subsystems and includes ele-
ments that are in complex relationships. As with systems and subsystems, organizational
culture has subcultures. Within the subsystems of culture there is an ethical dimension
called organizational ethical culture, which determines the aptitude of an organization
to ensure moral reasoning and to build appropriate structures for the ethical develop-
ment of the organization and its employees vis-à-vis social legitimacy, fairness, justice,
responsibility and human rights. Treviño et al. [19] defined ethical culture “as a subset of
organizational culture, representing a multidimensional interplay among various formal
and informal systems of behavioral control that are capable of promoting either ethical
or unethical behavior” (p. 451). The authors explain that the formal or explicit systems
are constituted of policies, leadership authority, structures, rewards systems and training
programs, while the informal or implicit systems refer to behaviors of employees and peers
in relation to ethical norms. Therefore, ethical culture is a complex system which empha-
sizes “observable manifestations of culture such as structures, systems and organizational
practices” [19] (p. 451), which influences ethical behavior, “cognitive processes” [20], and
“provides guidance to employee ethical decision-making” [21]. This notion that ethical
culture influences behavior determines that there are causal relationships that constitute
an ethical culture. More so, if we consider that ethical culture is also a multidimensional
construct of virtues [22,23], which an organization is, required to evaluate in order to put
their subjective values into practice. Elements, factors, dimensions and characteristics
either external or internal to the organization are interconnected and highlight the vari-
ous types of relationships that may occur. These interconnections and relationships can
demonstrate whether an ethical culture or ethical system is in a reinforcing or balanced
feedback loop [24]: (1) Reinforcing feedback loop towards an ethical culture or reinforcing
towards an unethical culture. (2) Balanced feedback loop for a stable and strong ethical
culture or an ethical culture that can be resistant to change and is not current with evolving
social needs.
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Werhane [25] explains that a healthcare system and its subsystems are open, dynamic
and revisable. The same logic is attributable to any organizational culture and its subcul-
tures (viewed as systems) and to its ethical system, a subset of culture. An ethical system
in organizations is not a closed system, neither is it static. It evolves and adapts or at least
it should. As the contextual environment is in constant shift, organizations need to be
aligned to the values and the evolving ethos of society in order to focus on the well-being
and interests of those who are affected by their actions. This is especially true, if we are
to consider that culture matters and motivates expected actions of an organization when
confronted with ethical challenges [26].

2.2. Systems Thinking and Pragmatism

We invite the reader to embrace the theoretical conception that organizational ethical
culture is a socioecological complex adaptive system. A system with interactions of com-
plicated structures, patterns and composed of characteristics of aggregation, nonlinearity,
diversity and flows [27]. Hence, similar to biological interactions, “the ecological nature of
an organizational ethical system focuses on the interconnections and interdependencies
between the organization and the many components that influence its functioning, be
they external (environment, technology, government . . . ) or internal (employees, clients,
competitors)” [13] (p. 82). We remind the reader that ethical system and ethical culture are
used interchangeably throughout the article.

Bertalanffy [28] introduced the scientific concept of “wholeness” with general system
theory (p. 37). The author suggests that a ‘unitary conception of the world’ and science is
founded on the possibility of amplifying perspectives through the complex relationships
and interactions among various organizational levels, disciplinary fields and relationships.
The progress in engineering, most specifically power engineering, and the outbreak of
World War II, with the use of cybernetic feedback, were the main driving forces for the
development of a systems approach, due to the evolving complexity of interactions that the
rise of technology stimulated in the field [28,29]. Additionally, systems theory and thinking
built its reputation in organization and management studies [30–33], which led to its philo-
sophical, social, environmental, political and ethical evolutionary importance [24,34,35].
Thus, systems thinking has been acknowledged as a relevant theoretical, practical and
operational science of business ethics [25,36–41].

Werhane [39] argues, for example, that with a multiple perspective approach, ethical
issues can be examined, first, from a sociological point of view and, second, by establishing
boundaries. With the latter, a systemic overview can be beneficial for organizations seeking
to assess and to strengthen their ethical cultures by identifying boundaries to their moral
development i.e., as they are either influenced externally by regulatory barriers, political
instability or evolving societal values, or internally by moral agency and the future role of
leadership. From a sociological point of view, we can review the effect of an organization’s
purpose and goals for the functioning of its ethical structure, interrelationships and ethical
rationality.

Organizations are purposeful systems [36,37]. However, the purposes of these systems
first need to be articulated if they are to guide an organization for the common good of
society and to optimize ‘collective value’ [2]. On the tenets of pragmatism, Ackoff [37]
reminds us that American pragmatism considers meaning, as a near equivalent to purpose,
to be valuable when we attempt to understand where it leads us in practice. Organiza-
tions should ask themselves where their purpose will lead them, whom they will benefit
and to whom they might engender harm. The ultimate meaning of an organization’s
purpose and the ethical challenges that an organization might face are posed through
iterative inquiry, which can generate the necessary knowledge for responsible practices
and actions. Dewey [42] argues that “inquiry is a continuing process”. The settlement of
beliefs is a progressive matter where further inquiry will only help to define knowledge.
Moreover, American pragmatism is “a philosophy in which diagrammatic representations



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045 5 of 34

of relationships per se are seen to constitute an important part of scientific inquiry” [43]
(p. 479).

3. Framework and Method
3.1. Framework: Adapted from Allaire and Firsirotu (1984)

Allaire and Firsirotu [18] in 1984 proposed an integrated conceptualization of organiza-
tional culture in which the authors address the issues of social legitimacy and determinants
of change and adaptation in organizations. In order to arrive at their framework, the
authors aligned the analysis and classification of studies in cultural anthropology with lit-
erature in the fields of management and organization studies. Their conceptual framework
has provided the foundation and inspiration for this article due to its holistic conceptual-
ization of organizational culture and due to the relevance it gives to the influence culture
receives from the contextual environment, and most specifically, to the understanding of
corporate cultural legitimacy. For the purposes of this study, which applies the scenario
planning methodology with a systems thinking approach, Figure 1 is an adapted version
of Allaire and Firsirotu’s framework. Descriptions in each component of the framework
lead us towards the creation of possible emerging future systems of ethical culture and
their dynamics according to a systemic analysis of the different driving forces, trends,
assumptions and characteristics. The steps and components of the framework are:

(1) History: an overview of interviewees’ historical perspective of the sector and of
the organizations is introduced. This overview also reveals historical corporate and sector
transformations.

(2) PESTLE: introduces the—political, environmental, social, technological, legal
and economic—analysis of the sector. This analysis considers the driving forces that
were perceived by interviewees to influence corporate culture and transitions to new
business models.

(3) Business Idea: according to van der Heijden [44] “the Business Idea is the orga-
nization’s mental model of the forces behind its current and future success” (p. 63). It
is illustrated as a reinforcing feedback loop, which can amplify a healthy culture or re-
inforce tendencies of a toxic culture. While van der Heijden conflates the articulation
of the Business Idea with an organization’s success and profitable growth, this article
articulates the Business Idea in terms of managing success and development of an ethical
culture. The articulated business idea was reassessed in this study with the scenarios in
order to identify leverage points and improve its ethical coherency e.g., reviewing which
Sustainable Development Goals are addressed in each of the scenarios and which ones
need to be reconsidered.

(4) Cultural System: refers to interviewees’ underlying assumptions and beliefs of
the organization’s culture, beyond codes of ethics and explicit corporate values. This
component also considers corporate reports and ethnographic research conducted during
two residencies at EUMa.

(5) Socio-structural System: refers to structures, strategies, policies and processes that
are developed by the organizations to build or maintain an ethical culture at EUMa and
EUMb. Here there is an emphasis on evidence from EUMa where the author of this article
had two corporate residencies, and from a seminar presentation by an executive of EUMa
at an ethics forum.

(6) Organizational Output: combines findings from other components of the framework
(PESTLE, History, Business Idea, Cultural System, Socio-structural System) to introduce six
key themes as possible disruptors of ethical culture. A preliminary causal loop diagram
(CLD), which demonstrates interconnections of two key themes—From profit to purpose
and Environment and Sustainability—and their top terms, are presented. Subsequently, four
future scenarios to the year 2040 were built based on the reflections of interviewees on the
relevance and influence of the key themes for organizational ethical culture.
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3.2. Methodology: Scenario Planning

Scenario planning is a methodology to envision various possible and plausible futures
in the format of scenarios or narratives. Organizations have applied scenario planning
to deal with turbulent and uncertain contextual environments and to be better prepared
strategically for futures that might unfold. It has been a useful tool to reframe strategy [45],
support decision-makers [46], maximize innovation capacity [47] and support policy mak-
ing [48]. Furthermore, this foresight methodology also advocates for an eminently human
and social perspective [49], which has the potential to transcend to the corporate setting as
a diagnostic tool for ethical culture [6] and to assess an organization’s ethical culture [13].

Inspired by an inductive method of intuitive logics [50] and with an adaptive scenario-
based planning approach [44], by which our reality should see ethical culture as a complex
adaptive system, the scenarios are informed by causality and interconnections through
the framework (Figure 1). Here is where systems thinking has played an important role in
making sense of the complexity of ethical culture and building future possibilities. The art
and science of scenario planning is realized by its usefulness in making sense of a system
as a whole, as opposed to separate isolated parts thereof [44,51–53]. The importance here is
to perceive those parts as interconnected and interdependent in order to visualize possible
future scenarios and to ensure that they are plausible. Therefore, this study embraces the
contributions that complexity science has for futures studies [54] and the importance of
socio-ecology to scenario building [55].

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

The following section and subsections are depictions of each of the components
encountered in the framework (see Figure 1) which are first retrieved from the interviews
conducted at EUMa and EUMb, second, by ethnographic research conducted at EUMa
during two residencies in the organization and third, with the support of literature and
reports, either corporate reports or from international organizations. There were two



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045 7 of 34

phases of the research which included a total of 29 interviews with top executives from
two private electric utilities. The first phase interviewed 16 executives of EUMa in the
European headquarters and in a South American subsidiary (see Table 1) by which six
key themes were identified by the executives to potentially disrupt and influence ethical
culture (see [6]). A subsequent phase of the research was conducted in South American
subsidiaries of two European multinationals (EUMa and EUMb). In three South American
cities, 13 more interviews were conducted with executives (see Table 2). This phase aimed
to validate the relevance of the previously identified six key themes for ethical culture, their
interdependencies and their interrelationships. For this final phase, each executive was
interviewed with reference to a specific theme related to their expertise and knowledge with
the theme e.g., the theme Environment and Sustainability was conducted with the heads of
sustainability in the organizations or with executives who had dedicated work to this field.
All interviews were carefully regulated, transcribed and coded using a qualitative analysis
software (Table 3). The following section goes over each component of the framework,
which leads us to the organizational output with the six key themes, two systems maps and
four future scenarios.

Table 1. First Phase Interviewees at EUMa.

European Headquarters South American Subsidiary

Head of Energy Planning
Head of Sustainability and Risk Management

Head of Innovation
Head of Organizational Development

Head of Human Resources
Head of Stakeholder Management

Executive Board
General Director

Head of Tax and Accounting
General Counsel

Head of Regulation and Energy Planning
Head of Planning and Control

Head of Internal Audit and Compliance
Director/President of Partner Company
Head of Construction and Operations

Head of Distribution

Table 2. Second Phase Interviewees in South America (EUMa and EUMb) and Associated Themes.

EUMa Interviewees Theme EUMb Interviewees Theme

Regulatory Executive
Manager

Regulation and
relationship with

public institutions

Head of Strategy and
Regulation Officer

Regulation and
relationship with

public institutions

Sustainability
Executive Manager

Environment and
Sustainability

Head Administrative
Officer, with

emphasis in CSR and
Sustainability

Environment and
Sustainability

Head of Mergers and
Acquisitions

From profit to
purpose

Deputy Ethics and
Compliance Officer

From profit to
purpose

Vice President of
Generation The role of leadership General Counsel The role of leadership

Vice President:
Strategy and Business

Development

Digitalization and
technological

advances

Head of Commercial
and Innovation

Digital and
technological

advances

Head of
Transformation Cultural consistency Head of People and

Culture Cultural consistency

Head of Strategy,
Communications

and CSR

From profit to
purpose
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Table 3. Description of Electric Utilities and Regulation of Interviews.

Electric Utility Multinationals

Sector Electric Power/Gas
Market European/Global

Number of Interviews 29
Average Interview Length 71 min
Average Transcript Length 6568 words

4. Results and Discussion

This section covers the framework introduced in Section 3 and leads us to the devel-
opment of future scenarios. The interviews for the study took place over the course of a
European Commission doctoral fellowship (2016–2020) to research the topic—promoting
ethical culture in multinational companies. The research was accomplished before the
COVID-19 pandemic and the exacerbated climate events that have accompanied it. Many
of the concerns expressed by the executives during the time of the interviews are largely
the same as the concerns and disruptions which we are experiencing in the present e.g.,
water crises (droughts), climate change, high energy prices for consumers, CO2 pricing,
transition to tech business models, focus on renewable energy, upskilling workers etc. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed these concerns to media attention and thus the attention of a
wider audience.

4.1. History—Historical Perspective Overview

The culture of an organization, considering the reach and size of multinationals such
as EUMa and EUMb, is perceived to develop from a collective reasoning and this collective
reasoning is influenced by foundational elements from their past. Therefore, this analysis of
the historical perspective identified that the shared internal knowledge and organizational
culture of these specific organizations of the electric sector were dependent upon how
well the organizations read their contextual environments and were capable of adapting
and changing accordingly, and thus contribute to the well-being of society. In Europe, for
example, there was a clear belief that providing energy to society is a service of public
interest, by which a number of obligations and attitudes define a utility’s actions. The idea
of being a public service raised awareness of the need for values such as transparency and
honesty, reflected in how much energy is consumed and the true measurement of this in
homes, such that consumers have greater control over their own consumption and cost.
These values are ever more relevant because electricity is a service upon which the welfare,
and the livelihoods of populations depend. Looking back, from Thomas Edison’s light
bulb, which shaped modern society, to Charles Proteus Steinmetz contributions to the field
of electrical engineering, the growing dependency on the electric sector proliferated as
there were further technological advances accompanied by exponential socioeconomic
growth. Society’s dependency is conditioned by utilities that act throughout the entire
value chain of generation, distribution and transmission, which confronts the concept
of public service and the balance between fair corporate profit and its crucial corporate
purpose as a social service.

Ultimately, some of the main drivers of cultural change are connected to the way
organizations and their employees position themselves in respect of their setting and
how these organizations insert themselves into given societies. Therefore, according to
the executives in the two electric utilities, which are globally present and over time have
acquired several other companies, there is a need to recognize the complexity of building
a ‘sane’ organizational culture and the challenges faced in doing so. Increasingly, every
geography and business unit has its own particularities and identities.

In South America, the executives expressed the belief that their European counter-
parts (headquarters) respected the organizational cultures of the acquired local companies
because the existing management teams and core employees were retained. For strate-
gic transitions in South America, they had sought to maintain cultural traditions and
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dynamics whilst recognizing the need to adapt to a new business environment. Addition-
ally, both multinationals had undergone similar transformations i.e., from government
entity in Europe to privatization, and to expanding their worldwide market and becoming
international players with South American subsidiaries. External challenges were also
encountered with respect to past government decisions and provisionary measures, which
in the interviewees’ perceptions delayed progress in the South American sector and in in-
novation and development to this day. Government regulations oblige companies to adapt
to new sets of rules, which in some cases may result in losses to income. To an even greater
extent, the executives considered that the implementation of new regulations disregarded
the fact that the electric sector is a value chain. Thus, the capacity of financial resilience to
changes in the regulatory system also depends on exogenous environmental factors such
as water crises. In this South American example, the companies and other actors of the
electric sector, resorted to legal action in order to be exempted from bearing the burden of
the costs resulting from what they understood to be a poor regulatory framework, further
aggravated by a drought, which resulted in a water crisis. Over the years, this has trans-
formed the companies’ strategic positioning in the sector to refocus management attention
and efforts to devote more resources to building strong in-house legal departments, which
in turn instigated a culture of litigation. Nevertheless, EUMa, in South America, took this
opportunity to diagnose the issues affecting the sector imposed by the barriers and im-
pediments in the regulatory framework. EUMa dedicated internal resources to participate
in public hearings and propose options and socially relevant initiatives to government,
which should spur government to enable and simplify mechanisms for the development of
renewable energy. This demonstrates that the relationship of the structuring of “corporate
governance practices on performance” and “country rules” [56] is a case in point on how
regulatory bodies may influence the tone at the top of an organization and its cultural
characteristics and ethical positioning.

4.2. PESTLE Analysis—Setting the Contextual Scene

This section covers the PESTLE analysis component of the framework. The objective
of identifying and depicting a picture of macro and micro driving forces is supported by
the logic of distinguishing the current situation of the electric sector and the externalities
that will influence its evolution and may impose change in the organization’s ethical
culture. The driving forces are categorized by a PESTLE—political, environmental, social,
technological, legal, and economic—analysis with a description of each PESTLE setting.

4.2.1. Political Setting

Political division and instability pose a risk for the electric sector. However, according
to interviewees from EUMa and EUMb, aspired values guide them to implement an
infrastructure and vision in which renewable energy such as solar and wind prevail whilst
substituting coal. The political risk itself is actually related to extreme events that may occur
with a coup d’état, a World War or government takeover of private electric companies. Yet,
the actions of individual climate change skeptics have little to no effect on an environmental
agenda set by the businesses [57]. The greater purpose of decarbonization and other climate
actions may actually demonstrate the commitment and cohesion of businesses to assume
corporate political responsibility [58].

Furthermore, one of the greatest challenges will be to adopt a model, which will
guarantee more stability to the electric sector in relation to lower costs (for the sector and
for consumers), transparency, and economic and socio-environmental sustainability. This
is a long-term path to achievement, which needs imminent action and political support to
avoid wasted time [59]. With political and economic stability, the electric sector will benefit
from investments in order to continue with a renewable energy transition. The purpose
for which the electric sector pursues the decarbonization of its markets also depends
on government participation. However, the executives argued that the technological
development for renewable energy has become more competitive than fossil fuel technology
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and has facilitated climate action even when there is a lack of political support. Arguably,
two driving forces for the electric sector are technological advances and a coherent political
framework for the development of energy policies. Therefore, educating politicians is seen
by the executives as an option by which to reach a more stable and transparent regulatory
system, since climate change may be perceived by some political actors as a long-term issue.

Finally, this takes us back to a growing demand from society on the influence that
private companies should exert in the political realm to ensure responsible actions, or as
interviewees expressed, to ensure a coherent political framework for the development of
energy policies. This is a change in an organization’s ethical culture towards an agenda
for multinational activism that would demonstrate commitment to a continued effort to
promote equality, justice and fairness despite a political ideology differing from that of gov-
ernment leadership. Noticeably, a code of conduct and corporate training on the meaning
of multinational activism, expressing its reach and limitations, should be developed and
disseminated throughout any influential organization.

4.2.2. Environmental Setting

For the executives of EUMa and EUMb on both continents, Europe and South America,
there was a deep concern about droughts and water shortages as underlying contextual
factors for future crises in the sector. With extreme climate conditions, they viewed this
to be an unpredictable alteration, which places countries that are overly dependent on
hydropower to the test as to whether they would be able to transition among different
renewable models during shortages. The electric sector, therefore, would need to adapt
itself to these climatic circumstances, particularly when the country has a strong hydraulic
dependency.

The most controversial subject is the production of thermal energy based on oil
and coal. One of the urgent strategic sustainability objectives of EUMa and EUMb is to
decarbonize. However, there is a shared understanding by the executives that achieving
100% clean energy will be financially and politically challenging. Wind and solar energy
have been evolving more rapidly over the years. Nevertheless, they are still intermittent
energy sources, which at some point will need the support of low cost thermal energy
power. Decentralization is based on the principle of divestment of the thermoelectric plants,
especially coal-fired plants. Divestments allow the sector to shift its focus to renewable
energy generation (solar, wind or hydroelectric). These are perceived to be the strategic
foci of electric utility companies.

Undoubtedly, the electric sector is going through a transformation and the main cata-
lyst for this transformation is climate change. One interviewee observed that the sector was
responsible for 1/3 of CO2 global emissions. If we were to specify only coal-fired electricity
generation, the sector would have accounted for 30% of global CO2 emissions [60]. In 2020,
two primary factors contributed to a 2% decrease in global CO2 emissions, the result of
lower electricity demand due to the COVID-19 pandemic and an increase in wind and solar
generation. Yet, the electric sector is far from an ideal transformation, as it has not fully un-
dertaken the necessary actions to confront climate change, and with coal energy generation
expected to pick up in 2021 [61]. This entails necessary measures of adaptation to climate
change such as the European Union Adaptation Strategy and the European Green Deal. We
may consider, on the other hand, that these adaptive measures need systemic commitment
to actions. In practice, this has shown to be elusive and unattainable. IPCC [62] reports that
“very few countries, regions, communities or businesses” are capable of adapting to the
Paris Accord’s ambitions without, for example, achieving SDGs in developing countries
(p. 319).

Although there is still excessive dependency on fossil fuels, renewable energy will
gain more terrain and thermal energy, such as coal and gas, will have their role diminished
in supplying energy and producing electricity. This has been shown during the last ten
years [63] with global electricity generation from coal decreasing and renewables on the rise.
In addition, the lower cost of technologies has supported this trend. Finally, the executives
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understood that a robust global financial intermediation system would be necessary to
confront the colossal investments to support the energy transition, which was seen to be
beyond the structural, operational and financial capacities of some organizations.

Global warming has dire consequences for our environment. For this reason, the
IPCC [64] states in its 5th Assessment report that there is a need for mitigation and adapta-
tion efforts to confront climate change. Climate change will affect livelihoods in society
as a whole, with greatest impact on the most vulnerable populations. Corporations and
specifically, for the purposes of this article, electric utilities, need to adapt, change and
build their ethical cultures around principles that will guarantee an equitable, fair and
just energy transition. Already for decades, international organizations, such as UNESCO,
have been working under consultative and collaborative frameworks to establish ethical
principles for climate change adaptation and mitigation. UNESCO’s World Commission
on the Ethics of Scientific Knowledge and Technology (COMEST) has produced several
reports for this awareness [65–68]. These are principles that electric utilities can incorporate
into their decision-making processes, codes of conduct, values and corporate training for
ethical awareness in processes that seek to accelerate a just and fair energy transition.

4.2.3. Social Setting

There is a question about the social role that energy plays and if companies in the
sector are meeting the needs of society. In 2019, 770 million people had no access to
electricity, which is a considerable decrease from 2018 when 860 million had no access
and 940 million in 2016. Without access to modern energy, populations are affected by
poor sanitation, the absence of clean water and precarious healthcare [69–71]. Not only
does the electric sector have this vital social role to continue improving energy access
to the world population, it also has to consider the means by which it is attempting to
achieve this goal. The executives conveyed their convictions that companies will need to
consider challenges regarding the increase in energy consumption without at the same
time increasing greenhouse gas emissions, as well as the effects of climate change and the
impact of displacing native populations to build hydroelectric dams and power plants.
Energy transitions towards a low carbon economy require alternatives for workers who
may lose their jobs and livelihoods due to overall deficient planning of job replacement
and upskilling, e.g., coal miners. For this, an ethical culture in the electric sector should
address social needs within sustainability standards from a climate action vantage point,
but also from an economic point of view for affected populations. In order to enable a just
energy transition and avoid a high occurrence of unethical behavior in the energy sector
towards society [23] action plans are needed for energy workers and communities [72].

Aside from the importance of policymakers in providing a just transition, there
are organizational opportunities to build a culture that upskills employees and future
employees in order to qualify professionals for new organizational dynamics. This future
preparedness for upcoming professionals requires focused efforts of new leadership to
continue to guide the organizations towards sustainable goals and develop further the
fulfillment of pressing social needs. Another aspect of upskilling takes into consideration
automation and job loss. The new industrial revolution has placed challenges and targets
to be reached by companies in order to avoid doomsday scenarios, in which robots are the
cause of massive unemployment. A risk which is real if governments and companies do
not target factors of structural change such as new skills, rapid ageing population, adapting
social protections and unemployment caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [73–75]. On the
other hand, with innovation, a recent study has shown an increase in employment in the
renewable energy sector [76].

4.2.4. Technological Setting

Today the sector is shifting towards the needs of consumers as being autonomous
energy producers (prosumers); therefore, this shift is trailed by decentralized solutions
where we find new roles in the management of information, data processing and digitaliza-
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tion. According to the interviewees, this will cause a corporate cultural revolution on the
relationship between electric companies and their clients. Consequently, the production of
electricity in large centralized electric power plants and thermal power stations may soon
be used strategically as backups for growing distributed generation systems. For this to
happen, disruptive technologies such as solar energy, battery storage, hydrogen energy
storage, robots and automation will need to continue to evolve and become increasingly
competitive [77,78]. Furthermore, a great challenge for the sector is that these disruptive
technologies are expected to make traditional assets obsolete in economic terms. There
is a concern expressed by the executives about the level of investment and the high risks
private companies may encounter, knowing that there are no clearly identifiable actors to
bear these risks.

New technologies are also shifting organizations to new business models. Traditional
cultures in electric utility companies are facing this change, especially due to the increase
in the use of renewable energies and distributed generation. An industry that for over
a century has made only minor changes in its business model now is aware that it will
need to draw nearer to models similar to those found in technology companies, which may
become new players in the sector (Amazon, Google, Apple, etc.). These tech companies
have a competitive advantage on the use of data and their intimate knowledge of their
clients, an asset that the electric sector companies do not have. Therefore, digitalization
and innovation in the sector is a necessity for an approach to attract and retain customers,
which will guarantee a closer relationship. Here are where technological advances with
big data, blockchain, artificial intelligence and deep learning are becoming more widely
studied and applied in the electric utility sector.

The IEEE Global Initiative on Ethics of Autonomous and Intelligent Systems [79] de-
tails how the involvement of “several hundred participants”, from the scientific community,
worked on the development of autonomous and intelligent systems, reflected on ethical
principles, gave recommendations and identified issues that may impact society with new
technologies. Among the various issues considered in the report, three are relevant for this
discussion of the concern about the technological transition in the work environment and
the inevitable replacement of humans by autonomous intelligent systems: 1. the protection
of worker rights and their psychological and mental well-being; 2. the altered workplace
relationships and the nature of work; 3. government policy adaptation and societal change
that holds out future prospects with expectations for education and training. Solid ethical
cultures in the sector should be well equipped to address these issues and be already
aware of toxic cultures that have been encountered in tech companies and other sectors
e.g., abuse of a dominant position (anti-competitive), data privacy issues and harassment
in the workplace.

4.2.5. Legal Setting

The terms “high level of judicialization” and “judicial (in)security” appeared often in
the interviews in reference to an uncertain and unstable regulatory system. Interviewees
emphasized that the electric sector like any other sector needs a stable and safe regulatory
system for consumers and investors. With this, consumers will receive energy at a fairer
and lower cost and investors need this stability to be willing to invest. Development in
the sector may also be stalled with high tax rates on energy, making products and new
technologies more expensive for the end user. The electric sector in South America, for
example, has promoted public hearings to discuss reforms of the sector, with regards to
transmission, generation, and distribution. The purpose of hearings is to steer towards
a more open and modern legislation that will facilitate the development of distributed
generation and lower the cost of renewable energy technologies. A stable legal framework
would confront future challenges to obtain the right investments needed for a clean energy
transition. Technology is understood to be the actual driving force for this transition.

The barriers encountered to an energy transition have a complex relationship with
the development of regulatory frameworks. Laws and regulations are perceived by the
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executives to be outdated and have not kept a pace of technological advances. The regula-
tory framework influences the ways in which the sector evolves and counterintuitively can
advantage options that are neither cost effective nor in the interest of companies, consumers
or society. Executives are troubled in relation to the financial and economic sustainability of
the electric sector because it depends on meaningful changes in the regulatory framework.
These needed regulatory changes are difficult to achieve and then to implement as they
depend first on political will and then on regulators’ activities. The World Energy Outlook
2018 report [80] introduces three possible future scenarios for the energy sector: Current
Policies Scenario, New Policies Scenario and Sustainable Development Scenario. There
is considerable emphasis on the development and choices among policies that will affect
the energy system in the future. In the New Policies Scenario, for example, policies “play
a critical role, notably those relating to energy efficiency, renewable resources, measures
to curb air pollution and the phasing-out of fossil fuel subsidies” [80] (p. 38). Regulatory
barriers, that are consistent with existing policies, are discussed in the Current Policies
scenario. The scenario depicts the rise of fossil fuels and “leaves only a small amount of
headroom for renewables” [80] (p. 38). There is uncertainty with respect to the demand
for electricity that is predicted to increase in the future as “governments are pushing to
achieve full electrification by 2030” [80] (p. 386).

According to interviewees at EUMb, legal and the regulatory systems influence the
way companies in the electric sector relate to and communicate with the market i.e.,
positioning of the brand and the necessary competencies, skills and ethical awareness of
employees. Changes in regulation may result in a more restricted or more open market,
however, the latter is a current trend engendering a shift in business models and culture. A
more open market and the ability to sell energy to end users that are more diverse offers the
possibility of diversifying the brand and the workforce. Executives appeared to intuitively
perceive that these changes might transform the way companies deal with new time frames
i.e., short term contracts for end consumers versus long term contracts for large industries.
They fear, however, that short termism may disseminate or exacerbate a culture of instant
achievement and profit tallying within the company.

4.2.6. Economic Setting

Although, since the pre-industrial era, growth in economic activity is one of the
underlying factors for the increase in greenhouse gas emissions it is also the key factor
which drives and ensures the development of clean energy technologies and climate
change adaptation [64]. Economic diversification and more equitable distribution of wealth
would encourage the stability needed by the electric sector, which works primarily with
mid to long-term planning horizons. This planning depends on financial stability and
sustainability. Without this stability, the sector faces an uncertain environment for short-
term demand.

The market needs incentives for the sector to respond to adaptation and mitigation
options such as “innovation and investment in environmentally sound technologies” [64]
(p. 26). Interviewees commented on the inertia of the energy sector to reduce carbon
emissions, which the IPCC considers to be constraints to adaptation and mitigation options
for the reduction of climate-related risks. Markets cannot be designed for an outdated
logic still based on the production of energy with coal and gas. There is a need for other
types of markets designed and regulated by government, which would provide better
economic incentives for decarbonization. For example, subsidies have been granted to
increase renewable energy technologies and to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. However,
some interviewees discussed the possibility of society rejecting the logic of subsidizing
renewables, primarily due to the prevalence of low-cost renewable energy technology
already in the grid. In Brazil, lawmakers have debated new regulations on subsidies for
distributed generation, which ultimately tax the ‘poor’ for the introduction of photovoltaic
panels. This is a technology not used by low-income populations [81]. Companies in
the electric sector, which value an equitable and fair transition for all levels of society,
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should continue to engage and disseminate knowledge to stakeholders on the role that
subsidies played in the process of promoting renewable energy and the consequences of
continuing with them today i.e., a debate on who benefits and who is negatively affected
by the subsidies.

4.3. Business Idea—Corporate Survival and Development

From the collected evidence at EUMa and EUMb, this section attempts to articulate
a unified ‘Business Idea’ for both electric utilities. Here we propose a unified business
idea for EUMa and EUMb due to the fact that both organizations have various common
grounds when it comes to van der Heijden’s definition regarding the organization’s mental
model. These private utilities are similar companies operating in similar value chains;
with similar historical backgrounds, as discussed in the History subsection; and similar
future ambitions for their businesses i.e., relationship with consumers, renewable energy
generation, relationship with society, organizational structure, new market/players etc.
From the interviews and field research we were able to intersect these similarities and
articulate the business idea in Figure 2. Van der Heijden [44] explains that the “Business
Idea is the organization’s mental model of the forces behind its current and future success”
(p. 63). Additionally, the author introduces this concept for scenario planning in order to
make “explicit those aspects of the organization that are crucially tied up with the question
of survival and development” (p. xxiii). Through the lens of organizational ethical culture
and aligning future scenarios with the articulated Business Idea, organizations are able to
conduct an ethical reinterpretation of corporate strategies and policies i.e., reviewing and
wind-tunneling their strategies for sustainability in future scenarios.
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Figure 2. Articulated Business Idea from two private electric utility multinationals (EUMa and EUMb).

The introduction of the business idea to the framework of this article has the objective
to articulate, with a positive feedback loop, a combined mental model of EUMa and EUMb
in terms of current positioning, social needs and business opportunities, which would lead
to new business models, entry into new markets and distinctive competencies. With the
articulated business idea in Figure 2, it is possible to visualize the interviewees’ strategic
priorities and their conception of business model transitions towards climate action by
developing clean energy sources, improving technologies for distributed generation and
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empowering consumers to become prosumers. This transition to prosumers provided
insights into the capacity of the organizations to prioritize their roles as guarantors of energy
over their roles as producers. A closer interaction with the customers and stakeholders
had already begun to revolutionize the commercial divisions of electric sector companies.
Not only in the electric sector but also in other sectors e.g., finance with fintechs, the
tech business model was seen as the most coherent form for transition to secure future
success and what is believed to contemplate the needs of consumers. As explained in
the technological setting of the PESTLE analysis, major tech companies (Amazon, Google,
Apple, Facebook) are expected to be new players in the electric sector and already have
the competitive advantage of data storage capabilities and intimate knowledge of their
clients. This would give tech companies the advantage in guaranteeing energy for clients.
The tech business model consequently would entail a cultural transformation in electric
sector companies and the need for them to support advanced data protection regulations
and invest in improved cybersecurity mechanisms.

The positive feedback loop (Figure 2) leads to the attention electric companies pay to
obtaining and maintaining a good reputation, consistent with their organizational codes
of ethics and through their actions. However, reputation should not be the only aspect to
consider. More importantly, organizational legitimacy is scrutinized for the achievement of
social acceptance. The analysis and scrutiny of reputation, on the other hand, tends to be
limited to comparisons among organizations [82,83].

The terms that appear in rectangles in Figure 2 are the distinctive competencies, which
according to van der Heijden [44] “must belong to the firm as an institution, and not
exclusively to its members individually” (p. 68). For example, the capacity of EUMa having
achieved a successful cultural transformation, in the past, demonstrates a distinctiveness
that other organizations emulate with difficulty considering the “depth and complexity”
of organizational culture [84]. For this recognized achievement in change-management
encountered by leadership in organizations, recent research has focused on proposing
assessments to minimize the risk of “failed change” and necessary interventions to accom-
plish successful organizational change [85].

4.4. Cultural System

The cultural system for this analysis considers but does not emphasize the publicized
definitions of culture that EUMa and EUMb share publicly on their websites and in their
reports as values and norms. This is first to ensure anonymity of the organizations and
second to avoid bias. The objective here is primarily to make explicit through the interviews,
at EUMa and EUMb, and with the ethnographic research conducted during residencies at
EUMa, what the interviewees’ underlying assumptions and beliefs are that reveal mental
models of their cultural systems. Table 4 introduces some of the pertinent characteristics
of this cultural system and the following explanation gives an overview of what these
characteristics mean for EUMa and EUMb. However, this is a partial observation from
interviewees and may not provide a global understanding of the cultural system of these
two multinational organizations.

Table 4. Cultural System: pertinent characteristics.

Risk aversion
Market-oriented versus Engineering-oriented
Axiological and Deontological
Subcultures
Zero tolerance for ethical mal practices and violations
Promotes Inclusiveness
Ethics beyond compliance

Shared Knowledge
Innovation
Forward-thinking
Uncertainty avoidance
Organizational Learning
Corporate University
Generates trust
Reputational concern
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Pertinent Characteristics

Risk aversion: Organizations in the electric sector have developed a culture of risk
aversion or a culture which attempts to protect itself by minimizing risk. That is, each
step to be taken is carefully calculated and planned before any decision is made. There
is a general assumption expressed by the executives that the organizations in the sector
will eventually shift towards a fluid organizational structure with more agile governance
focused on innovation and influenced by the business models of big technology companies.
With this new business model, more risks would have to be taken in certain situations and
would need to be trialed in test hubs or directly in the production process. A risk aversion
culture was believed to be overly cautious, with meticulous planning before execution and
strict adherence to engineering principles that are to guarantee safety. This was coupled
with a reputational concern and compliance with standards of due diligence.

Hofstede [86] explains that “uncertainty avoidance does not equal risk avoidance”
(p. 148) and that risk is expressed in terms of probability, while uncertainty cannot be given
a probable weight. Although the characteristic here is risk aversion and not risk avoidance,
there is still a tendency to equate uncertainty avoidance with risk aversion. Nevertheless, with
Hofstede’s distinction between risk and uncertainty, uncertainty avoidance pertains to EUMa
and EUMb confronting ambiguity and valuing logical structure, clear interpretation and
predictability [86]. The relationship of these two characteristics is considered “not equal”,
but to be interpreted in terms of causality.

Market-oriented versus Engineering-oriented: Within this line of reasoning, and from
our research at EUMa and EUMb, we encounter an organizational tendency towards
market orientation overshadowing the representative engineering orientation with detailed
analysis and long-term planning encountered in electric utility companies. The pressure
for financial results, may result in management easily neglecting risk, with short-term
myopic decision-making processes and, thus, prioritize immediate financial return over
quality service. There is an underlying assumption and belief from interviewees that a
transition from a market oriented business model will eventually need to transition back to
an engineering oriented business model in order to guarantee long-term safety and quality
of services for clients and employees. From a cultural perspective, the market orientation
may clash with a proposed forward thinking embodiment of the organization in terms of
financial responsibility and strategic priorities for sustainability and long-term climate
action. Market orientation for this study is presumed and to be understood to connote
financial and results driven. This is a reference to the market power of organizations,
increasing productivity and disregarding internal fairness and external social welfare [3].

Axiological and deontological: “Axiological ethic is an ethic of value. It pays attention to
a person’s first-order preferences or values. While deontologies are generally retrospective
in that they call to mind existing precedent, expectations, rules and norms” [87] (p. 312).
Both in South America and in Europe EUMa and EUMb manifest a clear normative ethical
perspective regarding the actions taken by the electric utilities. That is, a deontological
conception where the rules are followed and played by the book, which may concur to
zero tolerance for ethical mal practices and violations. Business ethics is ultimately connected
to compliance, however, EUMa and EUMb have disseminated through their cultural
system that ethics beyond compliance is an indispensable characteristic to consider when
evaluating actions and decision-making processes and also where axiology fits well for
an environmental ethic anent universal care and the development of relationships for
cooperation [87] e.g., towards a fair energy transition.

Subcultures: Multinational companies have a variety of business units, which develop
a number of subcultures. This is due to the particularity of each business unit, the spe-
cialization of the employees of a specific unit, their ultimate responsibilities within that
unit, employee tenure and geographical contexts. Mergers and Acquisitions (M & As)
also markedly affect the creation of subcultures which makes integration of corporate core
values ever more challenging. Values remind us of the axiological approach to generate
relationships, cooperation and shared knowledge in order to disseminate these core values
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throughout organizations, despite the particularities of distinct business units. In order
to avoid subculture silos, EUMa and EUMb have promoted processes to facilitate shared
knowledge practices to disseminate core values of their organizations. Consequently,
shared knowledge builds innovation capacity within and among subcultures and generates
organizational learning networks by which to generate trust among all corporate levels.

Promoting inclusiveness: Inclusiveness was portrayed to be at the forefront of the
interviewees’ minds, which highlights the importance of diversity to the development
of an ethical culture. Promotion of inclusiveness is a task that some organizations have
been willing to ensure with diversity (gender, race, nationalities and sexual orientation)
non-discrimination and a plurality of worldviews. A corporate university, which at EUMa
has an important role in developing the organization’s culture, can provide training on
inclusiveness and elicit the consciousness of employees to respect and accept diversity in
the workplace.

4.5. Socio-Structural System

The socio-structural system presents the pertinent characteristics of EUMa and EUMb
(see Appendix B, Table A2). These characteristics are specifically associated with the
structures, strategies, processes and policies that these organizations put into practice to
build their organizational ethical cultures. In Table A2, each characteristic is given a short
definition and notes its relationship to the organization’s ethical culture. A more detailed
analysis of EUMa’s socio-structural system is provided in the following sub-section as the
result of two residency periods at the organization’s headquarters in Europe and a seminar
presentation by an executive of EUMa at an ethics forum. This depiction gives an overview
and provides some insights for the socio-structural system table, which finally includes
inputs for both electric utility multinationals.

EUMa’s Socio-Structural Overview

Ethical risks: For EUMa, within the purview of ethical performance is the impact
on reputation. Ethics is observed not to be managed but analyzed through results and
performance e.g., benchmarking ethical performance with an external or internal ethics
assessment. EUMa’s ethics office believes that the risks that are of most concern to the
organization are ethical failings that lead to malpractices. EUMa develops an ethical risk
matrix to validate and assess the taxonomy of ethical risks and the degree to which they
could lead to malpractices. These risks are categorized under management competencies,
e.g., finance, information technology, regulation, procurement etc., and management
levels, e.g., administrative, managerial, suppliers, clients etc. Furthermore, leadership is
considered essential to the minimization of risks and to maintaining a solid organizational
culture and high levels of ethical awareness. Workshops for senior management on ethical
risk were participatory processes to develop tone at the top and had as their ultimate
purpose to mitigate and avoid future ethical risks. Other methodologies have been used
to identify risk and internal outputs, such as the Committee of Sponsoring Organizations
(COSO) framework. The purpose of applying different methodologies for risk management
is to provide transversal integration and to stimulate discussions between departments,
committees, stakeholders and geographies.

Although EUMa is a major player in Europe, worldwide it may be considered a
“medium” transnational corporation, which allows it greater capacity and flexibility for
readjustment and strategizing for the future. In order to build a business ethics management
system three objectives are considered by EUMa. First, ensure high levels of ethical
awareness. Second, minimize ethical malpractices. Third, maintain a culture through trust,
values and transparency.

Ombudsperson/Ethics Officer: Following the signing of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in 2002,
multinational companies that were listed on the United States stock exchange needed to
comply with a set of regulations for financial transparency. This obliged EUMa to create a
channel for the reporting of malpractices. This also led to the development of their first
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code of ethics and the organization of an ethics committee. Subsequently, EUMa appointed an
Ombudsperson, by whom complaints could be received anonymously. Specifically at EUMa,
the ombudsperson and the ethics officer are two distinct figures within the organization,
however, there is an exchange of information between the departments. The obligations
vis-à-vis ethics within the company require different approaches. For example, the ethics
officer will have a greater focus on sustainability.

Following the years after the development of EUMa’s code of ethics, the organization
found within workshops and ethics training tools the means to strengthen their ethical
culture, generate trust and disseminate know-how.

Some examples are:

• Tone at the Top;
• Evaluation and management of competencies for collaborators and managers;
• Online Training;
• Story-telling with short films and questionnaires for employees to elicit ethical reflec-

tions;
• Partnership with universities and ethics forums;
• Training their suppliers, as the company is aware that within the supply chain ethical

malpractice may appear.

Zaal, Jeurissen and Groenland [21] studied the impact that distinct ethical culture
dimensions [23] in the financial sector have on unethical behavior towards customers.
Regarding the dimensions of ‘supportability’ and ‘feasibility’, the authors found that orga-
nizations, which are structurally organized to allocate “time, resources and information”
to train employees about ethical conduct, responsibility, and norms, will demonstrate
“less perceived frequency of unethical behavior towards customers” (p. 839). The om-
budsperson, with the support of a department, provides strategic options, procedures and
processes to organize this organizational structure for the company and for the employees
to “identify and endorse norms and rules”, and for employees to “experience trust and
respect in their working environment” (p. 839).

Measuring Ethics: EUMa has relied on benchmarking to assess its ethical culture. One
of the institutions that measure ethical performance for EUMa applies a more compliance-
oriented measurement of ethics. Internally, EUMa has created its own ethics assessment
tool, which was elaborated through a partnership with a local university. This creates
some controversy about whether ethics can be measured or not. However, there are some
questions that elicit its functionality for the organization concerning—communication of
ethical performance internally and externally; capacity to evaluate incidents, mal practices
and risks; and the management of the company’s reputation. Other tools for measurement
include evaluation from raters, evaluation through marketing, and exit interviews.

4.6. Six Key Themes Complex System

Each of the six key themes here presented has been discussed in prior research [6].
This section also derives from an analysis, which revealed the top terms identified with
the support of the framework (see Table 5). These top terms were clustered into six
key themes [13]. This section complements prior research conducted by the authors of
this article and introduces systems maps as sense-making tools towards emerging future
systems. The first systems map created (see Appendix C, Figure A1), was developed
with NVivo, a qualitative analysis software, and refers to the questionnaires used with
executives during a second round of interviews in South America at EUMa and EUMb.
It reveals the relationships among the themes through the ‘child’ nodes, which are the
topics of questions posed to the executives within a specific theme. As explained in
the Framework and Method section, the executives were each given a theme to reflect
upon, according to their expertise and departmental responsibilities. Some executives
had knowledge about different themes, and therefore, questions were exchanged and
transferred. Another condition for questions to be transferred from one theme to another
pertained to the importance of the theme for the topic of corporate culture, as it can be
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noted with the theme From profit to purpose, which was demonstrated to have relationships
with all of the themes (16 relationships in total). This might be interpreted as a bias on the
part of the researchers to impose the universality of one theme and its influence over other
themes during the interviews. However, interviewees, when asked to provide input on the
relevancy of the themes for the ethical culture of the organization and to identify potential
interconnections among themes, consistently attributed a higher level of importance to
the themes From profit to Purpose and Environment and Sustainability. Thus, interviewees
underscored the transversal influences of these two themes on all other themes for the
development of an ethical culture.

Table 5. Top terms for each cluster.

Six Key Themes—Clusters Top Terms from Interviews

From profit to purpose

Client autonomy, Better prices for consumers, Climate action,
Data privacy and protection, Consumers want greener products,
The focus on guaranteeing energy over production, Transitioning
to an ecosystem of smaller companies, Market orientation versus
engineering orientation, ~10% of world population without
access to electricity, Society rejecting the logic of subsidizing
renewables, A business model focused on quality services rather
than solely on return on assets, Future business models
surrounding energy storage, Distributed generation

Cultural consistency

From job for life to entrepreneurship, New generations inspired
by tech culture, Mergers and acquisitions, The importance of
subcultures, Culture building rather than imposing, Transitioning
to an ecosystem of smaller companies, Importance of core values

The role of leadership

Tone from the top, Retirement of senior executives and the need
for generational renewal, Less hierarchy, New generations
inspired by tech culture, Creating new leadership positions due to
novelties of the sector, The necessary competencies for future
leaders, Ethical leadership and influence on subordinates

Regulation and
relationship with public
institutions

CO2 market and pricing, Coherent political framework, Coherent
legal framework, Judicial (in)security, Modernizing legislation for
the electric sector, Regulating distributed generation, High
‘judicialization’ of the electric sector, (Un)stable regulatory
environment, Favorable regulatory guidelines for
decentralization, Outdated regulations as opposed to
technological evolution, Lobbying, Lack of political and regulator
motivation for change

Digital and technological
advances

Distributed generation, From consumers to prosumers, Capacity
of energy storage, Use of electric cars, Digital revolution affecting
businesses in the electric sector, Robotization, The effect of big
data analytics and cryptocurrencies on businesses, Consolidation
of renewable energy, Arrive at a business model similar to what
tech companies have today, Use of technology to further
understand the client’s needs, Tech companies as new players,
Data privacy and protection, Improving customer relationship
and loyalty through digitalization, Influence of blockchain in the
electric sector, Impact of AI in the workforce

Environment and
sustainability

Water crises, CO2 market and pricing, Climate change,
Renewable energy, Necessary adaptive measures to climate
change, Environmental impact, Decarbonization, Low carbon
economy, Energy sector inertia to change, High dependency on
fossil fuels, Sustainable development goals, Limit global
temperature increase below 2 degrees Celsius, Stranded assets,
Colossal investments for the energy transition
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All six themes supported the building process to arrive at future scenarios. Neverthe-
less, there was a greater attribution to the level of importance and uncertainty surrounding
the themes From profit to purpose and Environment and Sustainability that illustrate business
model transitions towards climate action and sustainability. The following systems map
(Figure 3) uses all top terms from both these themes and adds specific terms from other
themes in order to elaborate the future scenarios. A description of the top terms used for
the systems map in Figure 3 are provided in the Glossary (see Appendix A, Table A1). The
systems map is supported by literature, by the expertise of the interviewees and especially
driven by the purpose of the research which questions systemic change and adaptation of
ethical culture. A business model transition towards climate action does not only depend
on the will-power of organizations but also on various factors which may facilitate, or not,
achieving ethical strategic priorities of the SDGs, as illustrated in three components of the
framework (PESTLE, History and Business Idea).
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Figure 3. Preliminary causal loop diagram (CLD) of the themes From profit to purpose and Environment and Sustainability.

4.7. Four Scenarios to 2040 on Future Organizational Dynamics and Ethical Culture in the Private
Electric Utility Sector
4.7.1. Scenario 1: From Profit to Purpose and Environment and Sustainability—From the
Perspective of the Theme the Role of Leadership

A central issue is whether or not organizations can make the transition from what
have been dominant profit maximization practices to a fundamental transformation to
purpose-oriented practices, which deliver value for all stakeholders, foremost including
customers and society.

In 2040, new governance models have dictated the evolution of the value chain of
the electric utility sector relative to generation, distribution, transmission and commer-
cialization. The sector has experienced a human capital challenge with the retirement of
more than 40% of the workforce, including management and leaders. The generational
renewal process has attempted to align the incoming cohorts with the new profiles and
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their competencies and skills that are greatly different from those of past generations. The
new generations are fully digitally literate, more concerned with safety and well-being, and
attentive to analytics. Differently from those companies that were prepared for this transi-
tion, this endeavor has been a struggle for the companies in the sector that did not prepare
their human capital for the necessary new skills that incoming leaders need. This scenario
proposes that many companies have adapted their corporate governance structures and
consequently the Chief Ethics Officer (CEthO) now is either just as highly ranked or above
the Chief Executive Officer (CEO). Both sit on the board of directors, where the CEthO is
usually vice chair. Although, companies have been highly influenced by tech culture, the
ethical leader at the forefront in this scenario guides the business model focused on the
quality of services rather than solely on the return on assets. In this future, it is the CEthO
who must answer to shareholders and stakeholders in order to ensure that the company is
firstly a purpose-oriented business for the collective value. The conceptualization of CEO
activism and multinational activism during the 2020s played a major role that uplifted
the importance of the CEthO. Other companies, that did not count on a CEthO for top
leadership, transitioned with the Chief AI Officer (CAIO) or Chief Technology Officer
(CTO), which was to be expected given the escalating dependence on technology in the
early 2020s. In these companies, the status quo was maintained and little to no progress
was made in terms of business ethics in a digitalized world.

The CEthO is a figure who is able to maintain the ultimate purpose of companies,
which is to certify the best interests of society, customers, employees, shareholders and other
stakeholders. Profit is the means and not the end in this business model. Furthermore, the
CEthO has the necessary competencies for climate action and progress towards a continued
fair energy transition. The leadership of corporations is motivated by all (she, he, they or
other gender neutral pronouns) who understand the humanistic importance of being a
leader and who rely on ethical frameworks for decision making that goes beyond share
value. Alternatively, due to the delay in guaranteeing a higher level of importance to the
role of Chief Ethics Officer, the necessary adaptive measures for climate change were stalled,
and in 2040 we are still dealing with a dependency on fossil fuels in specific industries.
Ultimately, for this reason, the electric sector inertia to change still exists and feeds into a
reinforcing feedback loop towards runaway collapse (see R1 in CLD figure).

Present weak signal: CEOs, multinationals, central banks and investors capitalizing
on eco-social activism or legitimately concerned therewith, are indicators of how the electric
utility companies will need to learn to internalize into their ethical cultures the rising social
empowerment of their employees and of society. Growing demands for more just work
environments and for a sustainable energy transition will prescribe the competencies of
the leader of the future.

4.7.2. Scenario 2: From Profit to Purpose and Environment and Sustainability—From the
Perspective of the Theme Regulation and Relationship with Public Institutions

According to the World Energy Outlook [88], in 2019, the electric sector represented
19% of energy consumption with prediction of an expected increase to 24% in 2040. In
this scenario, in 2040, electricity has gained importance in the total energy consumption.
This was largely accomplished with the electrification of transport, but also through
the electrification of other utilities, such as heating (transition from gas/fuel to electric).
Therefore, in this future the consumption of electricity increases through electrification.
This is a future in which the production of electricity is decarbonized because it was able
to achieve a successful renewable transition with the support of regulation. Regulation
was able to manage the transition and align correctly the incentives of various agents
in order to have the necessary investments for a decarbonized energy transition (see B1
in CLD figure). Nevertheless, regulatory milestones needed to be attained in order to
ensure better policies, decarbonize the economy and limit global temperature increase.
This required not only the commitment of governments in building political and legal
frameworks to favor mechanisms for climate action but also from companies with research
and development (R&D) proposals to energy regulatory bodies and to financial and budget
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governmental entities to modernize the sector and generate a culture of trust, transparency
and responsible investing. The corporate relationship and a collaborative development
with public institutions needed to evolve with trust building processes during the 2020s and
through the 2030s in order to avoid further judicial insecurity and to act as a protagonist
in helping to shift the behavior of government for the benefit of society. This transparent
and trust building ethical culture of electric utilities, for the well-being of society and the
environment, played an important role in securing a climate action agenda independently
of political ideology and interests.

The regulatory system, assisted by purpose oriented electric utility companies, guar-
anteed an open market to help ensure better prices for consumers with renewable energy
production and fair access to renewable energy technologies for all levels of society. Elec-
tricity is now sold to domestic microgrid end users. This enabled company cultures to
understand the diversity of their consumers and consequently diversify their workforce,
intensify necessary competencies, and build ethical awareness on how to manage a closer
digital relationship with customers. Finally, after a regulatory transition in 2030, Environ-
mental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting in 2040 has continued to be mandatory in
the European Union and companies on the United States stock exchange. Consequently,
most electric utility multinationals in South America and around the world need to abide
to ESG reporting. This regulation also gave companies the leverage with ESG reporting to
disseminate further a foresight culture to report on resilience and future crises assessments
for each criterion.

Present weak signal: The signals that arrive from a regulatory perspective are proba-
bly the most difficult to detect across all four scenarios. The International Energy Agency
has dedicated large-scale reports on future scenarios for the energy sector affected by
current policy frameworks and these scenarios are recurrently revised. An up to date regu-
latory framework for a technology-intensive sector is dependent on a business-regulator
productive relationship, as is an up to date regulatory framework for a social-intensive and
purpose-oriented sector directed to further energy transition.

4.7.3. Scenario 3: From Profit to Purpose and Environment and Sustainability—From the
Perspective of the Theme Digital and Technological Advances

In 2040, new players have established themselves in the electric utility sector. Google,
Apple, Amazon, Tesla and Facebook are among the tech companies who are now guaran-
teeing energy for their clients. The technological evolution was a roadmap of adaptation
for the electric utility companies and led to a revolution in the relationship between electric
utilities and clients. In this scenario, we are now definitely within a decentralized logic of
assets. Society is producing its own energy (primarily with solar panels) which gave an
impulse to the corporate–customer relationship. Traditional electric companies transitioned
to become various smaller companies, which are the driving forces for decarbonization
and complete electrification of mobility and transportation.

Electric utilities and new players that recently joined the sector are closer than ever
to their clients and are present inside the clients’ homes guaranteeing energy and with a
business model to provide solutions based on client data. This is primarily accomplished
with Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML), which provide information
and make operational decisions. In this scenario, where technological autonomy is more
prevalent, errors may occur, and after a review of regulations passed in the 2030s the
companies will be held responsible for unethical actions that AI may cause, and not the
technology itself. In this scenario, the customers in both South American and European
countries have the opportunity to freely choose a supplier. The electric utilities had to go
through a transformation where they are companies in service to customers. Prediction
of their needs has become the skill set and foci of the culture of the organizations in the
sector. This organizational cultural transition was one of the main turning points for the
companies during the 2020s and 2030s.

In terms of guarantee and solutions, the corporate–customer relationship has become
so close that electric utilities are now entering the insurance market, having understood
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that electricity is not the entirety of their business. Many electric utilities that did not adapt
to the digital revolution were substituted by tech companies, which over the past decades
had the advantage of possessing large quantities of customer data. More so, pressured by
regulatory bodies and due to increasing and insurgent cyber-attacks during the 2020s and
2030s, tech companies are also now at a competitive advantage with their cybersecurity
mechanisms to certify the privacy and protection of clients’ data.

As the culture of technology evolved during the 2020s and 2030s, in the year 2040
we are still learning how to deal with the fast pace of innovation and high-tech advances.
Nevertheless, this scenario shows us that companies needed to strengthen a culture of
collaboration to avoid the sense of individualism that technology fosters and to comply
with the many regulations created to promote civilized online relationships, data privacy
protection, cybersecurity and respect for a more diverse corporate environment.

Present weak signal: Towards the end of 2010s and in the beginning of 2020s tech-
nology was consolidated as a collaborative and bridging tool, however, it demonstrated
capacity to also create divides and explicit opinions and views against minorities, facilitate
access to disinformation/misinformation and disseminate online hate which transcends
to the political and social realms. We are still learning how to filter and regulate these
unethical actions. For this, in the 2020s attention should be given to signs of shifting
behaviors that are a result of emerging new technologies and those that will eventually be
used in the sector e.g., blockchain and machine learning.

4.7.4. Scenario 4: From Profit to Purpose and Environment and Sustainability—From the
Perspective of the Theme Cultural Consistency

In 2040, the shift to an energy tech model has obliged electric utilities to hire employees
that have the same competencies or competencies superior to those who work at established
tech companies such as Google, Tesla and Amazon. The term job for life has lost its meaning
and there is a clear conceptualization of professional liquidity and ephemeral contracts in
organizations. Employees are younger and entrepreneurial who after 3 to 4 years at an
electric utility will start their own businesses with the support and interest of the electric
utility company. Many other employees are hired only for short-term contracts and for
specific projects without a clear connection to the company culture.

An electric utility multinational is no longer a company with a well-defined border, it is
rather an ecosystem of small companies around the main multinational in a very loose way.
During the 2020s and 2030s, M&As were intensified in order to keep up with innovation and
technological evolution, which were at first favorable for the energy transition. Intensified
M&As weakened corporate purpose to benefit collective well-being and provide value for
society. This is due to a business model that focused on acquiring emerging businesses
in order that traditional electric utility multinationals could monopolize the market and
suppress competition from other electric utilities and also from tech companies which are
the new players in the sector. A grab and get all culture is the norm. What should have been
a reinforcing feedback loop (see R2 in CLD) towards an evolution of distributed generation
and widespread production of clean energy turned into a market-oriented model focused
primarily on maximizing profit. The large ecosystem of smaller companies surrounding
the core electric utility multinational made guaranteeing cultural consistency through the
dissemination of core values a near to impossible task, which consequently affected the
ethical culture of electric utilities with a persistence of mal practices.

Present weak signal: Multinationals find it difficult to achieve a common ground that
will sensitize and educate a conglomeration of business units on issues of environmental
and social responsibility. Lack of commitment to core values and diminished appreciation
for subcultures may be some of the causes. With a larger ecosystem of subcultures this
can accumulate over time and, therefore, the necessary measures to ensure connectivity,
purpose, and a sense of belonging need to be implemented and accounted for structurally
and methodologically.
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5. Conclusions and Scenario Implications

Scenario planning often focuses on mental models. As a rule, these are exceedingly
difficult to penetrate, access, approach, modify or change. We are similar to the four blind
men in the Indian fable groping the elephant, until we peek out from behind our blindfolds.
Conventionally and by necessity businesses and activities in general function based on
projections and predictions, so that when asked to consider pure possibilities outside the
box, it is difficult for anyone to make that leap, to suspend beliefs.

The participant executives delivered fragments of the past and present as they per-
ceived them to be and extrapolated to possible futures within their individual and collective
realms of understanding. This research and their contributions took place for the most part
in the years 2017, 2018 and 2019, before the 2020/2021 COVID-19 pandemic and the several
catastrophic climate and technological events during this time. These repeatedly pointed
to ethical failures and magnified worldwide attention on them and on the responsibilities
of industries, governments and leaders. Consequently, these have resulted in the increased
engagement of industry leaders in issues of ethics and climate and social responsibility.
However, it is evident that the participant executives already had these same concerns
before the impacts of 2020/2021. The optimism, pessimism and neutralities of their visions
of futures, interestingly, do not contemplate pandemics and their effects on the fabric of
society or their own industry.

It is important to highlight that the scenarios here presented express broadly encour-
aging outcomes. This is a result of the optimistic assumptions shared by most interviewees
as to where they believed the sector and their organizations were headed. Although their
perceived mental models may have been constrained and limited by encouraging futures,
the executives did not disregard challenges and barriers in their roadmaps to the future of
their organizations, industry and sector.

As concluding comments for this article, we present an initial discussion of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) that stand out across all four scenarios and how they
may be observed as leverage points for specific scenarios. We also review the articulated
business idea with respect to the adaptation to new business models and implications of
closer business–customer relationships.

5.1. Scenario Implications and Business Idea Review

Within an electric utility ethical system, the capacity to implement changes intended
to achieve and adapt to a sustainable future depends on the confluence of distinct agencies
such as policy-makers, leadership and society. Leaders as decision makers and moral
agents in the electric sector need to take into account the flow of power and the tensions
within current power structures, which may either impede or drive transformation. In
organizations the importance of leadership committing to the 17 SDGs and their 169 targets
is fundamental. EUMa and EUMb rely on SDGs [89] to support their corporate strategies
for sustainability. Prioritizing some or all of the SDGs in multinationals and their sub-
sidiaries is largely dependent on the type of industry and geographical context, chiefly
guided by corporate strategy from headquarters. Increased accountability delegated to
multinationals with SDGs at the fore of organizational goals, such as the appointment of
a CEthO suggested in Scenario 1, is positive leverage for corporate transformation and
reflects the need to understand the contextual realities of the multinational in different
geographies. European headquarters, for example, may not always contemplate in their
system the social challenges faced in South America. For this, Scenario 1 reminds us of
SDG 4 (quality education), SDG 5 (gender equality) and SDG 8 (decent work and economic
growth) with respect to incoming cohorts of employees and leaders with new competencies.
The generational transition in the labor market and the new competencies of employees
require investments to improve education in the host society where the electric utility
provides its services. This addresses SDG 10 (reduced inequalities) by providing the new
generation access to new knowledge, new jobs and stability to build their careers and
become leaders within an ethical framework. Furthermore, rethinking the contexts in



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045 25 of 34

which an electric utility multinational provides services it should be imperative to consider
the economic and social deficiencies of the various countries where they operate. In South
America again, SDG 1 (no poverty) and SDG 2 (zero hunger) are far from being met.

Scenario 2, Scenario 3 and Scenario 4 have, as a key feature, the joint commitment
between government and private electric utilities aiming to ensure a fair energy transition
for customers and stakeholders. Scenario 4 considers this government-business relationship
from the perspective of the creation of numerous business units and a lack of cohesion
in core values. The key features for these three scenarios approach SDG 17 (partnerships
for the goals), with regards to assuring climate action with SDG 13, and a trust building
ethical culture in electric utilities to assist in the development of necessary policies that
will facilitate innovation with SDG 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure). They
also address necessary commitments to guarantee better prices for consumers through
renewable energy with SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), improve the quality of living
in sustainable cities and communities with SDG 11 e.g., electrification of mobility, and
guarantee responsible consumption and production of energy with SDG 12.

These three scenarios provide further insight into how the relationship between cus-
tomers and electric utilities is changing. A closer relationship with clients and consumers
and the transition to new business models means that there is room in future planning
to reinforce ethical behavior with stakeholders and to understand the many facets of the
ethical responsibilities that pertain to this closer business–consumer relationship [90–94].
Furthermore, as exemplified by the articulated business idea in Section 4.3, a transition to
new business models is already becoming a strategic concern for companies in the electric
sector, which will challenge their current beliefs, values and capacity to accomplish the
energy transition [95].

With a review of the articulated business idea, we see that both electric utilities for
this research are in agreement about the development of infrastructure, technologies, and
policies for renewable energy in favor of an advocated energy transition. This transition
and a closer relationship with consumers, in the business idea, aims to provide better
prices to consumers as renewable energy has a lower cost to generate and operate. In
2021, for example, we have seen, in countries around the world, record increases in
prices due to regulations on CO2 pricing and impact of climate change. We can also
consider that this was aggravated by the lack of past public and private commitment to
and investment in renewable energy. Additionally, there is the need to include evidence
of SDGs as leverage points in an organizational ethical system which stood out across all
four scenarios. According to the executives, securing profit, which is only then oriented
by purpose, was in their perception the most coherent path forward in order to be able to
commit to the energy transition, to guarantee corporate strategies for sustainability and
to ensure an ethical positioning in society. This leadership perception tends more to the
organizational culture of maximization of corporate earnings, which still prevails and is
seen as the only way to fulfill an ultimate goal for collective value. Beyond expectations for
the implementation and improvement of policies and of government mobilization, ideally,
businesses should embrace the opportunity to anticipate the public sector as protagonists
for climate action and to propose to government an ethical analysis on ‘climate-mitigation
assessments’. Companies should recognize their role as champions of the necessary cultural
change across the whole of the ‘climate-change community’. Lenzi et al. [96] argue, for
example, that “ethicists need to be involved from the outset in developing, modeling
and evaluating scenarios for reducing emissions” (p. 304). In a corporate setting with
a strong purpose-oriented structure, there could be more investment and capability to
train ethicists in “climate mitigation research” and, backed by science, they would better
understand the impact of new technologies used in the energy transition. This argument
would concur with and further incentivize three distinctive competencies, of EUMa and
EUMb, articulated in the business idea (cultural transformation, key player in energy
transition and forward-looking and visionary knowledge of the electric sector). On the
other hand, ethicists can revise and improve corporate rationality in two other distinctive
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competencies, profit oriented by purpose and leader in renewable energy. The first may be
conditioned by recurrent fine-tuning of corporate purpose, and the latter by changing the
corporate rationality to consolidate the organization as a reference in renewable energy,
rather than striving only to be the leader.

The IPCC’s 6th assessment released during the final editing of this article details in an
almost 4000-page report the dire consequences of human activity on global warming. With
a dedicated summary for policy makers, the report clarifies that the public sector is a key
actor and there are urgent policies and adaptive measures that need to be implemented by
governments around the world. Clearly, the report should not be overlooked by businesses
and especially by the private electric sector, which is a major player in confronting climate
change, by reducing carbon emissions and devoting efforts to the production of clean
energy with renewable sources.

5.2. Future Research and Limitations

From the tenets of pragmatism and systems thinking future research can question the
collective goals and functioning of these possible new business models. It is imperative
to challenge current assumptions and reframe strategies that although they may exhibit
purposeful ambitions for the energy transition, they may still overlook ethical responsi-
bilities when guided primarily by profit. This gives further room for researchers to use
scenarios on the future of the electric utility sector and, with this, to review and address
the challenges to tackling intergenerational fairness and justice [12,97]. A subject, which
has gained momentum in foresight and futures studies, however, with little or no concrete
scientific research.

The research for this article was limited to the participation of top executives through
dialogue interviews. Scenario planning is a participatory and iterative process. These
inclusive dynamics of the methodology attempt to narrow the gap of limitations for when
the process arrives at its future outcomes and strategic implementation. Nevertheless, this
is infrequently the case with scenario planning. There is a continuous process of revision
of scenarios, which is exhaustively required with the added participation of experts and
stakeholders, to improve plausibility and relevance of scenarios for a given subject. Chiefly,
when confronting organizational ethics, participatory environments for reflection are
ideal. However, even when participatory environments are organized, structured and
facilitated, they are not always capable of including the “highest levels of accountability”
and “democratic values” of all who represent the socio-political ecosystem [98]. Duckett
et al. [98] debate the relevance of Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action in an attempt
to arrive at ‘ideal speech situations’ and improved democratic participatory dynamics with
scenario planning. Yet still, organizational barriers and cultural particularities may reveal
organizational reluctance to engage in an ideal participatory, democratic and inclusive
environment to reflect upon ethics [6,99].

Author Contributions: Conceptualization and methodology, R.W.D.B.; software and data curation,
R.W.D.B.; validation, R.W.D.B. and P.M.S.; formal analysis, R.W.D.B.; investigation, R.W.D.B.; re-
sources, R.W.D.B. and P.M.S.; writing—original draft preparation, R.W.D.B.; writing—review and
editing, R.W.D.B. and P.M.S.; supervision, P.M.S.; project administration, R.W.D.B. and P.M.S.; fund-
ing acquisition, P.M.S. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This work was supported in part by the European Horizon’s 2020 Research and Innovation
Program under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Grant Agreement No 665959 and in part by several
other institutions.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines and
respects the Helsinki Declaration of the Council on Human Rights and Biomedicine and UNESCO’s
Universal Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights. This project meets the required
ethical standards for research development and meets the laws of each country in which such project
was developed and other regulatory standards relevant to the project on ethical issues, according
to the ethical requirements for researchers set out in the European Charter for Researchers and the
Code of Conduct.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12045 27 of 34

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Appendix A

Table A1. Glossary for Causal Loop Diagram (CLD).

Term Definition

Client autonomy/Prosumers Equitable share as more of society produces and manages its
own energy.

Better prices for consumers Fair access to renewable energy systems that will guarantee and
provide better prices for all consumers.

Climate action Business models that align aspirational values to act on climate
change with virtues in order to put those values into practice.

Data privacy and protection Shift in business models which will require greater
consideration of clients’ data privacy and protection.

Consumers want greener
products

Incentives to facilitate the use of environmentally friendly
products by consumers.

The focus on guaranteeing
energy over production

Shift in business services within a reality of prosumers and
distributed generation, which will guarantee energy for
consumers rather than produce energy for consumers.

Transitioning to an ecosystem of
smaller companies

Uninterrupted transformation of the electric sector towards a
decentralized energy market.

Market orientation Corporate short-termism and myopic culture with an
over-riding financial perspective.

Engineering orientation Corporate long-termism, attentive to detail and risk averse.

~10% (Level) of world
population without access to
electricity

Technology, measures, and services available to provide fair
access to electricity.

Society rejecting the logic of
subsidizing renewables

Multitude of available technologies for renewable energy,
reduction of costs with renewable energy at a comparative
advantage over fossil fuels.

A business model focused on
quality services rather than solely
on return on assets

Shift in business culture (e.g., people-centered, forward
thinking, responsible, inclusive and fair)

Future business models
surrounding energy storage

Cultural transformation based on the relationship with
consumers.

Distributed generation Variety of technologies (solar panels, wind turbines) that will
enable the generation of clean energy by clients.

Water crises

Droughts and lack of water resources to produce energy. In
regions that have not sufficiently invested in renewable energy
this will lead to the need for using other back-up sources (e.g.,
thermal power).

CO2 market and pricing

A market with a political and regulatory framework which will
influence decision-making in the electric sector towards social
welfare (e.g., generating electricity with coal being more
expensive than with gas).

Climate change
Human influence on the warming of the climate system with
impacts on society and nature. The energy sector is the main
generator of greenhouse gas emissions.

Renewable energy Energy generation from natural resources (e.g., solar energy,
wind energy, hydro energy etc.)
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Table A1. Cont.

Term Definition

Necessary adaptive measures to
climate change

Organizational perception of climate change risks and
uncertainties in order to incorporate ethical decision making
processes to reduce emissions, decarbonize, upskill workers,
enable a fair energy transition for workers and communities.

Environmental impact

Risks to human and ecological systems (e.g., droughts, sea level
rise, temperature extremes, impacts on biodiversity and
ecosystems, food security, impact on vulnerable and
disadvantaged populations).

Decarbonization Corporate purpose to reduce carbon intensity of electricity
generation.

Low carbon economy Efficient energy system less reliant on fuel combustion.

Energy sector inertia to change

Overdependence on fossil fuels, long term and costly investment
in infrastructure for electric power plants or hydrocarbon
exploration. Therefore, large investments in long-term assets
causes inertia to undertake change towards a clean energy
transition. Differently from the electric sector, which refers
specifically to utilities working with hydropower, wind energy,
solar energy, natural gas, nuclear energy and coal power plants,
the energy sector, as a whole, also includes fossil fuels industries.

Dependency on fossil fuels The degree of dependency on fossil fuels (e.g., coal, oil and
natural gas)

Sustainable Development
Goals

Cultural shift for corporate engagement and investment to act
and respond to the Sustainable Development Goals.

Limit global temperature
increase below 2 degrees
Celsius

Corporate commitment and promotion of the Paris Accord to
limit global warming below 2 degrees Celsius.

Stranded assets

Current investments for a clean energy transition to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions may be insufficient for the future (e.g.,
gas as a bridge fuel for the energy transition and to substitute coal
in the mid-term).

Colossal investments for the
energy transition

Mobilization of investment and engagement of pivotal actors to
finance the clean energy transition (private and public). Private
sector moving into new businesses for energy transition. Who
should bear the risk?

Appendix B

Table A2. Socio-structural system EUMa and EUMb.

Pertinent Characteristics Description/Purpose

Ombudsperson

A corporate figure who receives anonymous complaints, manages
ethical complaints, evaluates the ethical performance of the
organization and proposes strategies and projects to consolidate
the organizational ethical culture (e.g., tone at the top and tone at
the middle). The ombudsperson may work side by side with the
compliance department; however, the ombudsperson is not
responsible for compliance related issues. An ombudsperson
leads the Ethics Committee and also participates in other
committees as well.

Ethics and Compliance Officer

Usually a corporate figure with legal background who is
responsible for both the legal and ethical branches of the
organization. The responsibilities may overlap with those of the
Ombudsperson such as proposing ethics programs and reviewing
codes of ethics.
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Table A2. Cont.

Pertinent Characteristics Description/Purpose

Ethics Committee

Governance, structure and dynamics of an Ethics Committee may
differ across organizations. The Ethics Committee is usually
chaired by a member of the Executive Board of Directors and
supported by a Committee Secretary (Ethics Officer,
Ombudsperson, and Compliance Officer). The committee and its
members analyze ethical incidents, infringements and complaints,
revises internal and external regulations, and assesses corporate
practices and conduct, deferring to the Code of Ethics. The
Environment and Sustainability Committee works closely with
the Ethics Committee and, in some instances, they may be
integrated as one.

Transversal integration

An organization has transversal integration when competencies
are transferrable to any given department or business unit. EUMa
and EUMb avoid creating organizational silos with integration
strategies and/or cross-fertilization processes between units.
Beyond competency development, a transversal integration
enables the dissemination of core corporate values and enables
cultural cohesion.

Hierarchical structure

The concept of hierarchical structure differs between geographies.
EUMa and EUMb in South America demonstrated a capacity to
adapt well to a more informal hierarchical structure, in which
access to and proximity of leadership is more evident. EUMb in
South America, for example, designed an open space setting for
top executives who traditionally would have had their own
enclosed offices. On the other hand, EUMa in Europe still
struggles to adapt to a more informal setting where hierarchy is
still predominant and evident. This is also influenced by local
geographical culture.

Exit interviews

An exit interview or survey is conducted with employees who are
leaving the company. These interviews help characterize if the
employees were satisfied with their professional opportunities,
achievements and relationships in the company. The interviews
also try to identify if employees were respected by colleagues,
pressured to act unethically, or had suffered retaliation.

Code of Ethics and Conduct

Codes of ethics and conduct are documents elaborated internally
to guide the companies and its employees to follow moral and
ethical standards. Codes of ethics may also be specific to
professional expertise (e.g., financial officers), management levels
(e.g., middle and top management) and to those external to the
company (e.g., suppliers). Aside from the legal aspects that are
introduced to codes of ethics, companies should also include in
the documents ethical deliberations beyond compliance (e.g.,
responsibility, human rights, and fairness).

Reputational monitoring and
assessment

Companies deem reputation important to ensure and benchmark
market and social acceptability. EUMa and EUMb monitor their
reputations with regards to their past and current
practices/actions. Additionally, reputational risks are also
assessed in order to avoid negative repercussions for the
companies in the future.
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Table A2. Cont.

Pertinent Characteristics Description/Purpose

External ethics assessment
Ethical assessments by external entities provide organizations
certifications and a benchmarking of compliance and ethical
performance, as well as enhancing reputation.

Internal ethics assessment

Internal ethical assessments holistically monitor the ethical
performance and practices of companies. Other ethical
assessments may support the ethics office to investigate weak
signals or early warning signs for corporate preparedness.
These signals may be related to a commercial, economic, or
financial event, and may eventually develop into ethical
incidents.

Management of competencies

An internal behavioral analysis is applied to manage and
amplify the competencies of employees according to the
evolution of the organization and its future context. As a means
to improve the professional development of employees and
integrate professional profiles of different geographies, this
process identifies the new necessary competencies of employees
from different levels in the company.

Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002

Following the copious ethical and legal misconduct of
multinational corporations (e.g., Enron and WorldCom), the
United States Congress passed the Sarbanes–Oxley Act of 2002.
The law mandated the regulation of publicly traded companies
on the United States stock exchanges. It regulated corporate
conduct, set auditing standards and conduct and ensured
certification of financial statements from top executives in order
to prevent fraudulent financial reporting [100].

Stakeholder engagement and
management

EUMa and EUMb have set internal structures and standards
(e.g., AA1000 Stakeholder Engagement Standard) to identify,
engage, manage and dialogue with stakeholders. Steps include:
1. Internal perception by mapping relevant stakeholders and
identification of critical topics for stakeholder engagement; 2.
External perception and stakeholder relationship through
diagnostic procedures such as dialogue forums, surveys and
workshops.

Corporate University

Corporate universities are strategically important for
organizations to upskill and train employees, raise awareness
and improve organizational learning. As mentioned in the
cultural system section, the corporate university also has an
important role in developing the organizational culture in
EUMa.

Strategic planning for
sustainability

Both EUMa and EUMb have outlined strategic priorities for
sustainability. These strategies have been aligned to take action
on some or all Sustainable Development Goals.
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