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ESG AS A GROWTH LEVER CAN TURN UNCERTAINTY INTO OPPORTUNITY THROUGH CONNECTION AND COLLABORATION

In a world defined by volatility and rising operational pressure, ESG is no longer a compliance exercise but a practical lever for resilience, efficiency and growth. 

By Andrea Barrett, Chief Sustainability Officer, RS Group

JOHANNESBURG, South Africa, 13 July 2026: If there is one word that defines today’s business environment, it is uncertainty. Many organisations are operating in what is often described as a VUCA environment, one characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. In such conditions, resilience, visibility and collaboration become critical competitive advantages. What was once considered an occasional disruption has become the new operating reality.

While the acronym may be unfamiliar to some, the effects are not. Procurement leaders, maintenance teams, operational managers and executives experience these pressures every day through rising costs, longer lead times, increased compliance requirements and growing expectations from customers and stakeholders.

The challenge facing organisations is no longer simply how to manage disruption. It is how to remain competitive, resilient and profitable while adapting to constant change. This is where Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) is proving its value.

Contrary to the perception that ESG considerations sit alongside business strategy, leading organisations are recognising that ESG can strengthen business performance itself. It enables better decision-making, improved efficiency, stronger supply chains and greater resilience. In short, ESG is not a separate agenda. It is a practical business tool for creating value.

Why resilience has become a strategic priority
The industrial Maintenance, Repair and Operations (MRO) sector offers a clear illustration of this shift. Supply chain continuity has become a boardroom issue. Rising energy costs, geopolitical uncertainty and logistics disruptions have elevated procurement and supply chain management from operational functions to strategic business priorities.

Recent research from the RS and CIPS 2026 Indirect Procurement Report highlights the scale of the challenge. Inflation remains the biggest concern for organisations, while supply chain disruption, geopolitical instability and operational budget constraints continue to place pressure on procurement teams.

Yet the research also reveals something important: organisations are no longer viewing sustainability and operational performance as competing priorities. Instead, they are focusing on initiatives that deliver both environmental and commercial outcomes.

Energy efficiency reduces costs. Waste reduction improves productivity. Better inventory management reduces both carbon emissions and working capital requirements. Smarter logistics lower transport costs while improving environmental performance.

The reality is simple: when organisations use fewer resources, they typically spend less money. This is why the most effective sustainability initiatives are not driven by compliance, but by operational discipline. As cost pressures intensify, this connection between resource efficiency and financial performance is becoming a defining factor in competitiveness.

Data and AI are redefining operational efficiency
The rise of digitalisation, analytics and artificial intelligence (AI) is creating opportunities for organisations to gain greater visibility across their operations and supply chains. Better data enables organisations to identify inefficiencies, predict risks, improve asset performance and strengthen compliance.

AI, in particular, has significant potential to transform industrial operations. From predictive maintenance and inventory optimisation to forecasting and resource planning, intelligent systems can help organisations make faster and more informed decisions.

However, technology alone is not enough. AI is only as effective as the data that supports it. Poor-quality information, fragmented systems and disconnected processes can undermine even the most sophisticated digital tools.

Organisations therefore need to focus not only on adopting new technologies but also on creating the transparency and operational discipline required to unlock their full value.

This is where ESG and digital transformation intersect. Both depend on visibility, measurement and accountability. Both create opportunities to improve performance while managing risk.

Collaboration is the missing link
Perhaps the most important lesson emerging from today’s business environment is that no organisation can tackle these challenges alone. Supply chains have become highly interconnected ecosystems. The decisions made by suppliers, distributors, manufacturers and customers increasingly influence one another.

Creating meaningful progress therefore requires collaboration across the entire value chain. At RS Group, we see this every day. With more than 2 500 suppliers operating at different stages of their sustainability journey, collaboration is essential to driving improvement at scale. This is reflected in the growing shift towards supplier consolidation, strategic partnerships and greater transparency across value chains, as organisations prioritise control, resilience and long-term value over transactional cost savings.

Through our targeted supplier ESG action plan and a range of resources, including our ESG Supplier Handbook, industry events, and knowledge-sharing platforms, we work closely with suppliers to accelerate sustainability performance while creating mutual business value.

This collaborative approach is already delivering measurable results. More suppliers are adopting science-based carbon reduction targets, increasing participation in independent ESG assessment programmes and expanding the availability of more sustainable products.

The objective is not simply compliance. It is about building stronger partnerships, reducing risk, increasing transparency and creating long-term value for customers and suppliers alike.

ESG is becoming a business performance conversation
One of the most significant shifts taking place today is the way organisations are evaluating sustainability investments. Businesses increasingly expect ESG initiatives to demonstrate measurable outcomes.

The conversation is moving away from policy statements and towards performance indicators. Can a sustainability initiative reduce operating costs, improve reliability, strengthen resilience and help organisations adapt to future regulatory requirements? The answer is increasingly yes.

The RS and CIPS research found that organisations are prioritising sustainability initiatives that deliver operational benefits, particularly energy reduction, waste management, renewable energy adoption and improved resource efficiency.

This reflects a broader shift in thinking. ESG is no longer viewed solely through the lens of corporate responsibility. It is increasingly assessed through the lens of business value. When organisations take a total cost of ownership approach, sustainable solutions often prove to be the smarter commercial choice over the long term.

Creating connections and possibilities
The theme of this year’s RS Connect event, Powering Connections. Where Connections Meet Possibilities, reflects a broader truth about how organisations succeed in an increasingly complex and unpredictable environment. Meaningful progress rarely happens in isolation. It is enabled through connection.

Whether through the effective sharing of data, deeper collaboration across supply chains, the intelligent application of technology or stronger supplier relationships, connections create the conditions for resilience and growth. They enable organisations to move faster, operate more efficiently and respond more effectively to change.

The organisations that will lead in the years ahead will not be defined by how well they react to disruption, but by how deliberately they design for it. They will build resilience into their operations, strengthen partnerships across their value chains and use ESG as a framework for better, more disciplined decision making.

-Ends-

About RS 
RS is a high-service global product and service solutions provider for industrial customers, enabling them to operate efficiently and sustainably. 
We operate in 33 markets, stock over 875,000 industrial and specialist products and list an additional five million relevant for our industrial customers, sourced from over 2,500 suppliers. This extensive range supports our customers across the industrial lifecycle of designing, building and maintaining equipment and operations. We enhance their experience through a tailored service model, leveraging our efficient physical, digital and process infrastructure sustainably. We combine a technically led and digitally enabled approach with an exceptional team of experts; ultimately, it’s our people that make the difference.
Our purpose, making amazing happen for a better world, reflects our focus on delivering results for people, planet and profit. 
RS Group plc is listed on the London Stock Exchange with stock ticker RS1 and in the year ended 31 March 2026 reported revenue of £2,881 million.
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