Procurement must digitise now as US tariffs turn into a supply‑chain shock
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The recent spate of US tariff measures and the retaliatory friction they have provoked are no longer an abstract policy debate for procurement teams — they are a material economic shock reshaping trade flows, prices and strategic sourcing decisions. A guest analysis from procurement‑software firm Market Dojo, published on CPO Rising, argues that procurement must stop behaving as a reactive back office and instead adopt digital tools and new operating models if companies are to steady fragile supply chains and protect margins.
The numbers behind the disruption are stark. The World Trade Organization’s August 2025 briefing shows global merchandise trade was set to contract this year, with an initial projection of a 0.2% decline and a downside scenario of as much as 1.5% if reciprocal duties spread. The WTO flagged North America as particularly exposed, warning of large export falls and negative spillovers for export‑dependent economies. Shipping indicators have already moved in that direction: Maersk told investors that China–US container volumes fell roughly 30–40% in April as customers reacted to tariff announcements, and CEO Vincent Clerc described the tariff levels as potentially “prohibitive,” as reported by CNBC. Port data tracked by Reuters shows US import volumes falling sharply in June — an 8.4% year‑on‑year drop in twenty‑foot equivalent units — reinforcing that merchants and retailers are rerouting inventories and delaying shipments amid uncertainty.
Academic and policy analysis underlines the likely macro and distributional cost of these policies. The Budget Lab at Yale quantified large increases in the average effective US tariff burden and modelled meaningful short‑run price rises, GDP losses and disproportionate effects on lower‑income households. These are not merely headline macro numbers: retailers, manufacturers and middle‑market firms say they are already feeling the pinch. PYMNTS Intelligence’s May 2025 Certainty Project surveyed heads of payments and procurement in middle‑market US firms and found that most goods firms expect delivery delays, shortages and higher material costs; 68% of goods firms anticipated export difficulties arising from retaliatory measures. Firms’ tactical responses are varied but telling: about 63% are renegotiating supplier pricing, 53% report switching to domestic providers, 37% have stockpiled inventory and roughly a quarter are diversifying international suppliers. Yet the same study found a worrying share have taken no action — a sign that many organisations remain underprepared.
Tariffs act differently from ordinary procurement risks. They are fast, politically driven, legally complex and able to alter cost structures almost instantly. As Market Dojo’s guest piece puts it, these policy shocks can compress margins, force product redesigns, and create multi‑tier ripple effects that reach well beyond the first‑tier supplier. “Uncertainty kills economies,” Kristin Savilia, CEO of digital wholesale platform Joor, is quoted as saying in the guest post — a blunt summary of how policy ambiguity can crush business confidence and consumer demand.
For procurement teams facing this environment, the practical challenge is twofold: short‑term damage limitation and medium‑term structural adaptation. Short‑term tactics — stockpiling, temporary nearshoring, renegotiating prices and contract terms — are understandable and widely used, but they are costly and often unsustainable. Reconfiguring global supplier networks, by contrast, is a long project; established global value chains were built over decades, and meaningful reshoring or diversification can take years and considerable capital.
That is where digitisation, analysts argue, becomes not a nice‑to‑have but a strategic necessity. McKinsey’s work on digital procurement outlines how modern tools — spend visibility, automated data cleansing, robust supplier dashboards, scenario modelling and automated workflows — can convert procurement into a value‑creating function able to respond quickly to market shifts. These capabilities allow procurement to simulate tariff impacts, test reshoring versus nearshoring economics, and run faster competitive tendering to push back on unjustified price increases. Market Dojo makes similar claims for e‑sourcing platforms: faster auctions, supplier discovery across trade zones, tariff‑contingency contract clauses and analytics to model tariff scenarios. Because the guest piece comes from a vendor, these claims should be weighed alongside independent studies; but they align with the deeper management literature that shows digital procurement can materially improve agility and risk management.
Practical steps for procurement leaders emerge clearly from the evidence and from practitioner surveys. Short term, firms should:
Improve visibility across spend and supplier tiers so tariff exposure is quantifiable rather than anecdotal. 
Embed tariff‑contingency language in contracts to share or cap unexpected costs. 
Accelerate competitive sourcing where possible to constrain opportunistic price rises. 
Use scenario modelling to assess the true cost of reshoring, nearshoring or supplier substitution rather than relying on first impressions.
Over the medium term, organisations should invest in the capabilities McKinsey and others identify: integrated spend analytics, supplier performance management, automated workflows and the capacity to run rapid re‑tendering and scenario tests. Those investments can shorten decision cycles, reduce the need for costly ad‑hoc responses and make strategic shifts — such as diversification away from single‑country concentration — more manageable.
There are limits and trade‑offs. Diversification and reshoring raise unit costs and can introduce new bottlenecks; stockpiling reduces risk but ties up capital and storage capacity; and contractual protections can be litigated or undermined by sudden policy reversals. Government policy, not procurement alone, will ultimately shape the contours of trade in the medium term. But the academic and market evidence — from Yale’s macro modelling to WTO forecasts and Maersk’s shipping data — shows that business exposure is real and broad, and that delay in adapting will raise costs for firms and households alike.
Procurement’s role must therefore shift from tactical firefighting to strategic leadership. That requires better data, clearer scenario planning and a willingness to adopt tools that enable speed and transparency. Market Dojo’s guest post urges procurement teams to embrace e‑sourcing and analytics; independent research from McKinsey supports that direction, arguing that digitisation is essential to convert procurement into a proactive, value‑creating function. For companies that move early, the prize is not only lower procurement cost but greater resilience in a volatile trade regime — and a better chance of protecting consumers, workers and investors from the full weight of tariff‑driven disruption.
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