Businesses accelerate AI adoption to mitigate complex global tariff impacts
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Businesses are increasingly turning to artificial intelligence (AI) as a vital tool for navigating the tumultuous landscape of global trade exacerbated by ongoing tariff disputes initiated during former U.S. President Donald Trump’s administration. The complexity of tariffs, which have sizeable impacts across numerous industries, has prompted firms to leverage advanced AI technologies to better visualise and manage their supply chains, offering a strategic edge that was previously difficult to achieve.
According to recent announcements, tech companies are rolling out innovations designed to quickly respond to changes in the global tariff landscape. For instance, Salesforce unveiled a new AI agent capable of processing modifications across all 20,000 product categories in the U.S. customs system in real time. This technology is expected to vastly simplify the daunting task of staying compliant with U.S. tariffs, as the Harmonized Tariff Schedule—a lengthy 4,400-page document—serves as the framework for its operations. As Eric Loeb, executive vice president of government affairs at Salesforce, acknowledged, “The sheer pace and complexity of global tariff changes make it nearly impossible for most businesses to keep up manually.” The advent of such AI systems is helping middle-tier firms respond swiftly by making informed decisions about their global supply chains and procurement strategies.
Industry experts, such as Andrew Bell, chief product officer at Kinaxis, underscore the role of machine learning in assessing both products and their inputs amid fluctuating tariffs. By examining data and external factors, AI can simulate the implications of switching materials or adjusting supply lines. This data-driven decision-making is crucial as companies face real pressure to adjust pricing structures; for example, established brands like Walmart and Nike have already raised prices as part of their responses to tariff impacts.
The landscape is particularly challenging in the pharmaceuticals sector, despite some initial tariff exclusions. GSK, a prominent UK-based drugmaker, is restructuring its operations by increasing U.S. manufacturing and investing significantly in American facilities, all while preparing for potential tariff impacts on its imports. This strategy follows similar moves by competitors, demonstrating a robust industry-wide effort to adapt to the evolving trade landscape.
However, the situation remains complicated. The volatility caused by Trump's tariffs has led to uncertainty within the supply chain, pushing firms to consider automation as a means of maintaining competitiveness. Some analysts argue that the higher labour costs in the United States make the investment in AI technologies a more attractive option than traditional labour forces. Prolonged tariffs could indeed incentivise businesses to replace human roles with AI, particularly in manufacturing sectors where efficiency is paramount. Although immediate shifts towards radical automation may be limited by economic instability, longer-term projections suggest a significant uptick in automation as firms continue to face these financial pressures.
Critics are cautious about the effectiveness of AI as a universal remedy for tariff-related challenges. While proponents highlight its potential as a game-changer, industry veteran Nagendra Bandaru from Wipro notes that AI is an enabler rather than a panacea. He states, “AI is a powerful enabler—but not a silver bullet.” The effectiveness of AI solutions in mitigating the impacts of tariffs largely depends on the quality and breadth of data available to these systems.
As global trade dynamics continue to evolve, the role of AI in enhancing operational agility is clear. Companies employing AI technology not only aim to reduce costs but also seek insightful visibility into their logistics. For example, data-driven platforms like FourKites leverage AI to provide vital logistics intelligence, revealing intricate connections between tariff changes and supplier adjustments. As businesses navigate the complexities of tariffs, the integration of AI demonstrates an adaptation to an increasingly volatile market, fostering a proactive rather than reactive approach to global supply chain management.
In the face of these challenges, it’s evident that while AI cannot entirely replace sound trade policies, it offers invaluable tools that transform how businesses approach the uncertainties of international commerce. As the landscape progresses, those who effectively harness these advanced technologies are likely to emerge more resilient, adjusting to changes with unprecedented speed and efficiency.
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