Small US businesses shift strategy amid Trump tariff volatility
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Many small business owners are grappling with the repercussions of fluctuating tariffs as the Trump Administration engages in a tumultuous back-and-forth on trade policy. According to recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau, approximately 90% of U.S. firms that import from China are small businesses with fewer than 100 employees, making them particularly vulnerable to the unpredictable nature of these tariffs. As Hugo Ramirez, owner of Frio Mexican Treats in Wisconsin, noted, “The unpredictability makes long-term financial planning nearly impossible.” Faced with soaring imports costs, business owners have shifted their focus from growth to survival, building cash reserves and exercising caution in spending.
The rising costs due to tariffs have prompted some entrepreneurs to innovate in their business models. Denise A. Grant, who runs Hactac Events in New Jersey, tells how artificial flowers—once a cost-effective choice—have surged in price due to tariffs. To mitigate this issue, she began renting out her artificial flower inventory to other event professionals, diversifying her income streams. Similarly, Connor Alexander of Coyote and Crow Games in Seattle has been working to integrate more digital offerings into his business model, such as providing PDF versions of games to bypass production delays and tariffs.
As small business owners seek to navigate these challenges, many have turned to local suppliers to avoid rising costs associated with overseas imports. Grant’s decision to source fresh flowers locally speaks to a larger trend among businesses looking for alternatives. However, not all have shared her success, as Rob Kurnik of Superior Coffee Roasting has struggled to find coffee sources not affected by tariffs, feeling the pressure of a strategy that offers limited security. The fluctuations have not only impacted operational costs but have also led entrepreneurial spirits to reassess supply chains altogether. While Alexander acknowledges the need to move away from Chinese manufacturing, he points out the inherent difficulties in doing so, particularly given China's established infrastructure and skilled workforce.
The overarching economic climate shaped by these tariffs has led some business owners to make challenging decisions regarding staffing. Evidence shows that workforce shortages have been a critical issue for small businesses, with the National Federation of Independent Business reporting this as the top challenge for owners in recent months. Kurnik, for instance, was forced to lay off an employee and cancel a new hire due to declining sales revenues exacerbated by rising coffee bean prices. Consequently, many, including Ramirez, are taking additional shifts themselves to lessen the burden on their employees and their businesses.
The uncertainty brought about by tariffs has effectively stalled many small business expansion plans. Ramirez, originally intending to launch a food truck this year, has postponed the initiative to preserve cash flow. Meanwhile, Kurnik's aspirations to produce K-cups in-house have also been put on hold, demonstrating that many owners are trapped in a 'holding pattern' amidst rising operational costs. Alexander finds himself unable to proceed with active project developments due to the unpredictable cost landscape, echoing a common sentiment among small business owners: the need to avoid unnecessary risk when the future remains so uncertain.
While the Trump administration has touted tariffs as a means to bolster domestic manufacturing and secure better-paying jobs, critics argue the effectiveness of such policies is dubious at best. Companies like WS Game Company and Lay-n-Go illustrate the mixed outcomes of these trade measures. Lay-n-Go has had to pivot operations significantly, abandoning retail partnerships and shifting to an online model after attempting to move production out of China. Despite claims that tariffs will create more equitable conditions for U.S. manufacturers, many small businesses find themselves stuck in a cycle of rising costs that threaten their very existence.
Amidst this turmoil, the persistent struggle for small businesses highlights the fragility of the economy they help sustain. With their limited resources compared to larger corporations, they remain susceptible to the turbulent winds of trade policy, illustrating the need for more stable support systems and adaptive strategies in an unpredictable market landscape.
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