Small businesses must build trust and adapt boldly to secure large corporate contracts
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In today's tumultuous economic landscape, small businesses that supply large corporations must navigate uncertainties with diligence and foresight. As Martin Stark, a former procurement leader with over 15 years of experience, articulates, understanding the dynamics of client relationships can significantly bolster a small business’s standing amidst financial instability.
Large corporations, such as Telstra, engage with a vast network of suppliers — in Telstra's case, more than 5,500 small businesses, collectively disbursing around $655 million per year. This collaboration underscores the importance of maintaining solid relationships as bigger companies seek to mitigate risks associated with their supply chains, particularly in uncertain times.
The churn in the small business sector is striking; in 2024 alone, 443,395 businesses faced deregistration, a statistic that naturally alarms executives consumed with safeguarding their companies' financial health. Companies often view small suppliers as higher-risk options, more susceptible to failure in adverse economic conditions. Thus, the onus is on small businesses to present themselves as reliable and risk-averse partners.
To solidify their positions, small suppliers must adopt proactive strategies. Essential to this is open and consistent communication with clients. Stark emphasises that businesses should reassure clients of their resilience, elucidate their financial stability, and maintain transparency about any challenges they encounter. Listening to clients’ concerns and demonstrating a willingness to collaborate can further foster trust. This sentiment is echoed in studies surrounding client relationships in professional service sectors, including law firms, which identify the “Activator” archetype as particularly successful due to their proactive engagement and broad network management.
Moreover, the credibility of small businesses can be enhanced by optimising their digital presence. A well-curated LinkedIn profile showcasing expertise can significantly increase visibility among decision-makers in larger firms. Regular updates and insights shared on social platforms not only affirm a small business's authority but also keep them relevant in the minds of clients who may be faced with shifting needs and challenges.
Furthermore, maintaining a human connection remains paramount. Stark suggests that an effective supplier is one that prioritises personal interaction, offering a steady hand during tumultuous times. This aligns with findings that underscore the importance of active listening and empathetic engagement, which are critical in building strong and long-lasting relationships. When suppliers foster open lines of communication, clients feel valued and appreciated, thereby reducing the likelihood of churn.
Employing advanced technologies to streamline operations can also free up resources for higher-value, client-centred work. By harnessing AI capabilities for repetitive tasks, businesses can focus on building those essential human connections. In an era where the customer experience is more important than ever, being responsive to client queries and adapting to their evolving needs can distinguish a supplier in this competitive landscape.
The conclusion is clear: small businesses must embed a sense of courage within their operations, enabling them to make bold decisions and adapt to changing circumstances. By becoming trusted advisors, leveraging their networks, and remaining rigorously communicative, they position themselves as indispensable partners for larger clients navigating turbulent waters.
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