Tariff shocks force SMBs to rethink data-driven inventory strategies

[image: ]
Small and medium-sized businesses (SMBs) are facing significant challenges in today's volatile global trade environment, with shifting tariffs driving up inventory costs and creating supply chain disruptions. A recent report by supply chain software firm Netstock, in collaboration with industry expert Lora Cecere, reveals that a staggering 63% of surveyed SMBs anticipate a moderate to major impact from new tariff implementations. This finding underscores a widespread concern among the sector, as nearly two-thirds of these businesses acknowledge that tariffs will likely affect their operations substantially.
The Tariff Impact Report conducts a comprehensive survey of 126 North American SMBs, revealing a concerning lack of preparedness among respondents. Only 12% reported relying heavily on data analytics to navigate the complexities of trade volatility. In a landscape where 74% of businesses view the risk of tariffs—particularly from China—as either moderate or severe, the call for an urgent shift toward proactive, data-driven decision-making has never been more critical. The report warns that current supply chain practices are ill-equipped to handle the demands of a high-tariff environment.
Amidst these uncertainties, the issue of rising costs has become paramount. The report indicates that over 50% of SMBs expect tariffs to increase the costs of their inventoried items significantly, leading to longer lead times and necessitating greater safety stock levels. These challenges can exacerbate the risk of supply shortages, compounding the difficulties many businesses face. Despite these pressing issues, a considerable 57% of SMBs are adopting a wait-and-see approach, a strategy that could prove costly as tariff policies evolve.
Industry insights confirm this trend, with the American Trucking Associations highlighting that higher prices for imported goods due to tariffs can severely impact small businesses, reducing profit margins and making it challenging to procure necessary materials. Compared to larger corporations, which often can absorb these cost increases more effectively, SMBs risk losing their competitive edge. 
Moreover, the ripple effects of tariffs extend beyond immediate costs. As reported by various sources, these trade barriers disrupt global supply chains, complicating logistics and product availability. Businesses like retailers are particularly vulnerable; many have indicated that without strategic adjustments, they will have no choice but to increase consumer prices, thus potentially alienating customers.
The urgency for SMBs to adapt is emphasised across the board. Experts suggest that implementing effective strategies to manage costs and diversify supply chain operations will be essential for survival. The Netstock report advocates for investing in robust analytics and inventory planning tools to navigate these challenges effectively, allowing businesses to better forecast demand and mitigate risks.
As businesses brace themselves against the onslaught of tariff-induced pressures, the overarching theme remains clear: data is no longer a mere resource; it has become a core competitive asset. Those who embrace this shift will not only weather the storm but also convert challenges into opportunities, while those who hesitate may find themselves left behind in an increasingly dynamic marketplace.
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