Founders adapt to persistent chip shortages with strategic procurement tactics
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The long queue for integrated circuits that has become a rite of passage for hardware founders shows few signs of easing, even as governments and investors pour record sums into new fabrication capacity. Founders continue to report multi-month waits for common DRAM modules and protracted delays for advanced ASICs, a dynamic driven by structural imbalances in production, concentrated geography and redirected industry priorities.
Industry executives and analysts point to three deep-rooted factors that keep shortages in place. First, advanced fabs and the extreme‑ultraviolet lithography machines they depend on are scarce, while demand from artificial‑intelligence infrastructure and electric vehicles has surged. According to Tom’s Hardware, Micron’s chief executive Sanjay Mehrotra has warned that future Level‑4 autonomous vehicles could require more than 300GB of RAM each, a projection that underscores mounting appetite for high‑bandwidth memory and helps explain recent double‑digit price moves in DRAM markets. Second, capacity remains geographically concentrated: a large share of sub‑10nm production sits in Taiwan and South Korea, making the supply chain sensitive to regional tensions. Third, excess ordering during the pandemic produced a bullwhip that is still occupying capacity across wafer fabrication, packaging and test services.
Those forces fall unevenly across the market. Large original equipment manufacturers secure multi‑year blanket purchase agreements, privileged allocation at tier‑one foundries and buffer inventories measured in months. Startups commonly operate with small lot purchases, tight bills of materials and constrained cash cycles, leaving them at the back of allocation queues when wafer starts are scarce. Industry commentary suggests the effects are likely to persist: SK Group’s chairman has warned that wafer shortages could extend the memory crisis towards 2030, while other analysts expect meaningful pressure to remain through at least mid‑2027.
Beyond these macro drivers, two related trends are reshaping where capacity is being directed. Data‑centre demand is set to dominate memory consumption: publisher analysis indicates up to 70% of memory chips produced in 2026 will be absorbed by hyperscale facilities. At the same time, manufacturers are prioritising higher‑margin, AI‑suitable products such as HBM over commodity DRAM and consumer‑grade NAND. Reports from the supply chain note manufacturers are reallocating production accordingly, and forecasts from market watchers point to sharp price inflation in DRAM and SSD segments through 2026.
While founders cannot influence wafer starts, geopolitical risk or where ASML ships its next EUV tool, there are practical procurement levers that materially reduce lead‑time risk. Four tactics repeatedly cited by procurement specialists and contract manufacturers can shorten schedules and protect nascent hardware businesses.
First, build a multi‑tier supplier network. Relying on a single franchised distributor leaves teams vulnerable when allocation tightens. Founders are advised to combine a primary franchised channel with regional secondaries, certified independent brokers that meet industry test standards and vetted online RFQ marketplaces that surface traceability certificates. An audit of electronic manufacturing services activity in 2025 found that paying broker premia, typically in the low‑teens percentage range, often saves weeks of schedule slip, a trade‑off that frequently outweighs the margin hit from missed revenue.
Second, design for substitutability. Freezing part numbers early forces painful redesigns when particular SKUs dry up. Practical design rules include favouring widely available package types, engineering parametric headroom (for current, thermal dissipation and clock margins) and maintaining A/B BOMs inside product‑lifecycle systems so alternates can be qualified rapidly. Modern ECAD tools now integrate distributor APIs to show live availability of pin‑compatible parts; using those feeds during design reviews aligns procurement and engineering decisions.
Third, use contractual tools to secure allocation. Forward pricing agreements, bonded inventory and wafer‑banking arrangements let smaller customers lock supply without buying and storing whole warehouses of chips. Several distributors now offer bonded warehouses that defer payment until pull‑through, and some foundries allow small customers to piggyback wafer slabs on larger customers’ runs if agreements are signed before tape‑out. Deloitte forecasts continued semiconductor revenue growth in 2026 even as costs rise, which supports the logic of selectively paying a premium to avoid launch delays. Founders can limit exposure by restricting forward buys to a handful of long‑lead line items and capping volumes to two quarters of demand.
Fourth, engage contract manufacturers early. Tier‑one CMs carry allocation pools and supplier relationships that can elevate a startup’s priority. Bringing a CM into pre‑prototype stages delivers joint forecasting, procurement‑aware design feedback and, in some cases, access to preferred‑customer supply channels. Many CMs now offer accelerator programmes, small retainers that buy access to sourcing dashboards and pay‑as‑you‑grow manufacturing slots, turning transparency into a tangible risk‑reduction asset.
Those tactics combine into operational playbooks. A pragmatic 90‑day roadmap used by several hardware teams begins with a rapid audit of sole‑source components and alternate sourcing, then moves to bonded inventory discussions and CM engagement, followed by a qualification build using B‑BOM parts and the execution of forward agreements with modest deposits. Key performance indicators to follow include confirmed purchase orders, validated alternates, days‑on‑hand and schedule adherence.
Caveats remain. The industry faces the twin hazards of prolonged shortage and potential future oversupply: multiple new fabs planned in the United States and Europe are expected to ramp in the second half of the decade, and over‑committing to forward buys could leave companies holding overpriced stock if capacity expands faster than demand. Geopolitical shifts such as friend‑shoring policies and energy‑price shocks can also alter economics rapidly. SK Group has signalled efforts to stabilise DRAM pricing while several memory manufacturers continue to prioritise HBM capacity expansion through 2027–2028.
For founders, the strategic conclusion is clear: while wafer starts and international diplomacy lie outside their remit, disciplined procurement, design flexibility and early manufacturing partnerships are controllable actions that materially reduce the risk of launch delays. Applied together, those measures convert the chip shortage from an immutable barrier into an operational challenge that can be managed, and often overcome, before competitors waiting in line.
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