Tariffs overtake AI as biggest concern in S&P 500 earnings calls amid Trump’s trade policies
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The corporate landscape of 2025 has shifted dramatically, with "tariffs" usurping "artificial intelligence" as the prevailing concern in earnings calls across S&P 500 companies. Recent analysis indicates that tariffs were mentioned on over 350 earnings calls during the first quarter, eclipsing references to AI, which featured in fewer than 200 discussions. This rising frequency can be attributed to President Donald Trump’s implementation of significant tariffs, announced in early April, which has sent ripples of anxiety across both corporate corridors and Wall Street.
This heightened focus on tariffs reflects broader economic implications, as concerns mount that increased import taxes could lead to higher consumer prices, reduced spending, and potentially trigger a recession. In an April survey, over 60% of CEOs expressed anticipation of an economic slowdown within the next six months, with nearly three-quarters indicating that tariffs would adversely affect their businesses. Christopher Clulow, head of investor relations at Cummins, articulated the unease during a recent call, stating that the evolving nature of tariffs has introduced unprecedented levels of uncertainty for firms trying to navigate future performance predictions.
The fiscal repercussions have been significant, with companies such as Cummins and Ford announcing the withdrawal of their financial forecasts in light of the disruptions caused by tariff policies. Cummins, for example, reported a stark drop in net income for the first quarter of 2025, reflecting a mix of supply chain challenges and changing market dynamics exacerbated by the tariffs. Meanwhile, Ford faced a two-thirds reduction in net income compared to the previous year, with CEO Jim Farley signalling the complexities associated with tariffs and their unforeseen consequences on operating profit.
Moreover, the impact of tariffs extends beyond the immediate financials of individual companies. European and UK-based corporations are grappling with the fallout from the US trade war, with industry giants such as Nestlé and Unilever reporting declines in consumer confidence. The unpredictability of US trade policies has rendered it difficult for executives to formulate long-term strategies, affecting crucial operational decisions and even stalling significant mergers and acquisitions.
Management is actively concerned about consumer sentiment, which has notably weakened; the University of Michigan’s consumer sentiment index recently hit one of its lowest points since the 1950s. Jamie Iannone, CEO of eBay, noted during earnings discussions that tariffs have aggravated small business uncertainty and exacerbated concerns regarding escalating prices for imported goods. This sentiment echoes broader worries that higher prices stemming from tariffs could deter consumer spending, thereby impacting overall economic growth.
While some corporations remain resilient—like BMW, which confirmed its financial outlook despite anticipating tariffs to impact second-quarter results—others have been less fortunate. Major players such as Mercedes-Benz and Stellantis chose to withdraw their projections, citing the pervasive uncertainty embedded in US trade policies. The unpredictability of tariffs has compelled many companies to keep financial outlooks unchanged, while others have adjusted their earnings per share projections downwards to accommodate tariff impacts, further illustrating the gravity of the situation.
Many executives have expressed a need for clearer trade frameworks. As the landscape evolves, strategic discussions around supply chain adjustments are becoming critical. Notably, firms are preparing for various scenarios; for instance, the CFO of Colgate-Palmolive remarked on the necessity to account for the full range of tariffs and retaliatory measures that could influence global supply chains.
In essence, the surge of tariff mentions during corporate earnings discussions underscores a significant pivot in business priorities, driven by immediate economic realities and looming uncertainties. As firms navigate this turbulent environment, it remains to be seen how trade policies will continue to shape financial forecasts and ultimately, the broader economy.
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