Reward will determine who wins the energy transition
Why remuneration has become a strategic business issue for South Africa’s energy sector
South Africa’s energy transition is changing far more than the way electricity is generated. It is reshaping industries, redirecting investment and creating new demands for scarce and specialised talent.
While much of the focus has been on renewable energy, battery storage, private generation, transmission infrastructure and electricity market reform, another factor will play an equally important role in determining which organisations succeed:
People
The organisations best positioned to navigate the transition will not simply be those with the strongest balance sheets, best technology or largest project pipelines. They will also be those able to attract, retain and motivate the specialised talent needed to deliver them.
For Boards and executive teams, reward is therefore becoming a strategic business issue.
A new competition for talent
Investment across renewable energy, battery storage, transmission, private generation, energy wheeling and digital energy management is changing the skills required across the sector.
Renewable energy engineers, battery specialists, project developers, energy traders, transmission experts, environmental specialists and digital energy professionals are increasingly valuable.
Many of these capabilities are globally transferable.
South African organisations are therefore competing not only with traditional local peers, but also with international energy developers, infrastructure investors, engineering businesses and other industries seeking the same capabilities.
The ability to secure critical talent may increasingly determine an organisation’s ability to execute its strategy.
Reward as a competitive advantage
Traditional remuneration structures may not provide sufficient flexibility in a rapidly changing skills market. Boards and executive teams increasingly need to understand:
· Which capabilities are genuinely scarce and critical?
· Where are the greatest retention risks?
· Are we positioned appropriately to attract the talent needed for future growth?
· Are incentives reinforcing strategic outcomes and long-term value?
· Can remuneration decisions be clearly explained and defended?
Market benchmarking remains important, but benchmarking alone is not a reward strategy. Reward needs to connect directly to business strategy, workforce capability and future growth.
How Reward Is Evolving in the Energy Sector
Critical skills are commanding differentiated rewards
Strategically important skills may require differentiated approaches, including targeted market positioning, critical skills allowances, retention arrangements or accelerated career progression.
The challenge is to differentiate where necessary without creating internal inequity or unsustainable remuneration practices.
The objective is not simply to pay more, but to differentiate intelligently where the business case supports it.
Incentives need to reinforce delivery
Performance incentives are also evolving beyond traditional financial measures.
Executive and project incentives may increasingly incorporate outcomes relating to project delivery, safety, operational reliability, sustainability, decarbonisation and stakeholder outcomes.
Project-specific incentives can strengthen accountability for major renewable energy and infrastructure programmes, but careful design is essential. Rewarding delivery without considering safety, quality, affordability or long-term asset performance can create unintended behaviours.
Reward should reinforce strategy — not operate separately from it.
Governance is raising the stakes
Remuneration decisions are also receiving greater scrutiny. Changes to South Africa’s Companies Act, evolving governance expectations and increased shareholder engagement are placing greater emphasis on the relationship between pay, performance and accountability.
The question is no longer simply: “How much were executives paid?”
Boards increasingly need to demonstrate why the outcome was appropriate, what performance justified it and how it supported strategy.
Transparency, fairness and defensibility are becoming as important.
Reward Is broader than pay
Competitive salaries alone will not secure the capabilities required for the energy transition.
Career opportunities, development, flexibility, recognition, purpose and employee experience all contribute to the broader reward proposition.
The strategic question is therefore not simply: “Are we paying competitively?”. It is: “Is our reward proposition helping us attract, retain and motivate the capabilities our strategy depends on?”
Questions every Board should be asking
· Which capabilities will be critical to our future success?
· Where are our greatest talent and retention risks?
· Are critical and scarce skills rewarded appropriately?
· Are incentives aligned with strategic outcomes and long-term value creation?
· Can we compete for specialist talent in an increasingly global market?
· Can we confidently justify remuneration outcomes to stakeholders?
These are no longer simply remuneration questions. They are business strategy questions expressed through the lens of reward.
How Khokhela can help
At Khokhela Remuneration Advisors, we help Boards, Remuneration Committees, CEOs and HR leaders develop reward frameworks that support business strategy while balancing competitiveness, affordability, fairness and governance.
Our work includes executive remuneration benchmarking, critical and scarce skills reviews, incentive design, remuneration strategy and policy, job architecture and pay structures, pay equity and remuneration governance.
Looking ahead
South Africa’s energy transition will require significant capital, infrastructure and technology. But ultimately, organisations need the people capable of delivering them.
Those that secure critical capability, retain key talent and align reward with long-term value creation will be better positioned to compete.
The winners of the energy transition will not only compete for capital and projects. They will compete for capability — and reward will increasingly determine who wins.
How is your organisation adapting its reward strategy for the energy transition?
