
March 2026: 

Reactions of internationally active SMEs to blocked trade 
routes - The example of the Strait of Hormuz

IN-IN-
SIGHTS



This "Insight" delves into the impact of 
blocked trade routes on internationally 
active small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), using the Strait of 
Hormuz as a case study. It addresses 
the geopolitical signifi cance of this 
strait, particularly for global supply 
chains in the oil, liquefi ed natural 

gas, and industrial intermediates 
sectors. The risks of a blockage are 
clearly explained, highlighting the 
vulnerability of SMEs due to a lack 
of risk management structures. The 
report systematically presents the 
most important areas of action for 
SMEs, with a focus on short-term 
measures that can be implemented 
in procurement and supply chain 
management.

For small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) involved in international supply 

chains, a blockage or even a serious threat 
to this route represents an existential risk – a 
risk that many of them only fully grasp when 
the consequences are already being felt. 
Unlike large corporations, SMEs generally 
do not have dedicated risk management 
departments that continuously analyse 
geopolitical developments. Nevertheless, 
industry reports show that internationally 
active SMEs can prove quite adaptable in 
crisis situations – although their reactions 
are often reactive rather than proactive and 
involve considerable additional costs. The 

following section outlines the key areas of 
action, with a particular focus on measures 
that can be implemented in the short term in 
procurement and supply chain management 
(SCM).

1.Immediate measures in 

purchasing

Emergency needs analysis and 
prioritization of critical materials

The fi rst and most important step in 
procurement when a blockage is looming 
or has already occurred is to immediately 
conduct an emergency needs analysis. This 
involves systematically classifying all current 
orders, open delivery schedules, and short-
term procurement needs according to their 
criticality. The goal is to obtain a complete 
picture of the at-risk material fl ows within 24 
to 72 hours.

Advance orders and replenishment of 
stock levels

One of the most direct short-term reactions 
in purchasing is bringing forward orders 
and specifi cally increasing stock levels of 
critical materials. What is considered an 
uneconomical commitment of capital under 
normal circumstances becomes a strategic 
necessity in times of crisis.
In practice, this means that the purchasing 
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department will increase minimum stock 
levels (safety stock) for affected material 
groups by 50 to 150 percent of the usual 
value in the short term. Existing framework 
agreements will be utilized to their maximum 
call-off quantities. Suppliers will be 
contacted to bring forward delivery dates 
and secure quotas before they are snapped 
up by other customers. Close coordination 
with the fi nance department is particularly 
important, as bringing forward large orders 
can tie up signifi cant liquidity and may 
require new credit lines in the short term.

This is precisely where many SMEs reach 
their limits: a lack of credit lines, limited 
storage capacity, and uncertainty about the 
duration of the crisis signifi cantly complicate 
such an inventory strategy. Nevertheless, 
experience shows that companies that act 
in the fi rst days of a crisis are considerably 
better positioned than those that wait.

Activation of spot shopping and 
alternative supply sources

In parallel with increasing inventory, the 
purchasing department is actively searching 
for alternative sources of supply on the 
spot market. This involves contacting both 
national and European dealers, distributors, 
and warehouse operators who have the 
affected materials available at short notice. 
International markets outside the affected 
region – for example, from Southeast Asia, 
America, or intra-European production 
facilities – are also being included in the 
search.

In spot market purchasing, SMEs are 
forced to make rapid purchasing decisions 

without the usual price comparisons and 
approval processes. Many companies 
therefore include emergency powers in their 
purchasing guidelines: buyers are granted 
extended approval limits for crisis situations, 
enabling them to act within hours instead 
of days. At the same time, spot market 
prices often rise considerably during crises, 
so additional costs of 20 to 60 percent 
compared to regular purchase prices are not 
uncommon.

Crises such as the threat to the Strait of 
Hormuz are used by experienced purchasing 
managers as an opportunity to permanently 
reduce existing dependencies and build new 
supplier relationships.

Escalation and contract management 
with existing suppliers

A frequently underestimated aspect 
of crisis management is proactive 
contract management with existing 
suppliers. In procurement, this 
initially means reviewing all current 
supply contracts for force majeure 
clauses, delivery time guarantees, 
and penalty provisions. Many standard 
contracts defi ne geopolitical events as 
force majeure, allowing both suppliers and 
customers to modify delivery obligations 
without penalty.

Proactive buyers contact their key suppliers 
early in crisis situations and negotiate 
individual solutions: extended delivery 
dates, partial deliveries from alternative 
warehouse locations, air freight for urgent 
partial shipments, or temporary substitution 
with technically equivalent materials from 
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other sources. The principle here is that 
cooperative supplier relationships represent 
a signifi cant competitive advantage in times 
of crisis. Companies that have treated their 
suppliers fairly for years receive preferential 
allocations in shortage situations.

Supply chain transparency and real-time 
monitoring

A key challenge in supply chain 
management (SCM) crisis management 
is the limited transparency regarding the 
actual status of all shipments in the supply 
chain. Many SMEs have only limited 
track-and-trace capabilities under normal 

circumstances. This weakness becomes 
particularly apparent in crisis situations: 

the whereabouts of shipments already 
in route by sea are often only known 
with a delay.

Technologically, companies in 
this phase often invest in simple 
digital tools: manually maintained, 
spreadsheet-based tracking 
dashboards are frequently the fi rst 

step. Those with ERP systems activate 
real-time interfaces to freight forwarders 

to receive automated status updates. 
Such measures create the data foundation 

that is essential for making quick decisions.

Production planning and manufacturing 
control

Supply chain management (SCM) is closely 
intertwined with production planning. As 
soon as delivery delays become known, 
production plans must be adjusted at short 
notice. This includes reprioritizing production 

orders based on material availability, 
reallocating production capacity to items for 
which suffi cient material is available, and, if 
necessary, temporarily throttling or halting 
individual production lines.

Particularly relevant in this context is the 
concept of material splitting: If only partial 
quantities of a material are available, 
production is concentrated on those end 
products that have the highest contribution 
margin or the greatest strategic importance 
for customer retention. Close coordination 
between purchasing, production planning, 
and sales – ideally daily – is essential during 
this phase.

Customer communication and delivery 
commitments

In crisis scenarios, communication with 
customers and clients plays a strategically 
important role in supply chain management 
(SCM). Providing transparent and early 
information about potential delivery delays 
can maintain trust, prevent contractual 
penalties, and facilitate collaborative 
problem-solving with the customer. 
The principle of structured customer 
segmentation has proven effective in this 
regard: key customers are contacted 
personally – ideally by management or 
the sales manager – while standardized 
communication is used for less critical 
customers.
The balancing act between necessary 
transparency and the risk of losing 
customers or signalling weakness requires 
a delicate touch. Many SME owners report 
considerable pressure, as large customers 
often expect reliable delivery and show 

4

March 26: Reactions of internationally active SMEs to blocked trade routes



little understanding for geopolitical reasons. 
Nevertheless, experience shows that honest 
communication with concrete options 
for action – partial deliveries, alternative 
products, adjusted delivery schedules – 
is generally better received than vague 
promises.

3. Short-term fi nancial 
hedging measures

Review of insurance contracts and 
transport clauses 

On the fi nancial side, internationally active 
SMEs increasingly rely on reviewing existing 
hedging instruments during times of crisis. 
Insurance contracts are examined for war 
and transport clauses, which are normally 
considered standard but suddenly become 
central to the contract during a crisis. Many 
companies discover that their transport 
insurance only covers war risks to a limited 
extent or not at all. Renegotiating with 
insurers or taking out additional policies 
then becomes necessary at short notice. 
Companies must weigh up whether full 
insurance coverage makes economic sense 
or whether assuming the risk themselves and 
rerouting routes is the more cost-effective 
alternative.

Commodity and currency price hedging

Currency and commodity price hedges, often 
neglected before crises, gain importance 
during periods of geopolitical instability. A 
blockade of the Strait of Hormuz affects 
energy prices and crude oil-dependent 
intermediates, subject to signifi cant price 
fl uctuations. Companies requiring large 
quantities of these materials can hedge a 
portion of the price risk in the short-term 
using forward contracts or options.

4. Conclusion: Resilience 
as an active corporate 
characteristic

Internationally active SMEs can respond 
to blocked trade routes like the Strait of 
Hormuz with a package of short-term 
emergency measures and medium-
term strategy adjustments. The range of 
responses extends from emergency needs 
analysis, advance orders and spot market 
purchasing, to rerouting transport routes, 
ensuring supply chain transparency and 
adjusting production, as well as securing 
fi nancial reserves and proactive customer 
management.

However, a structural weakness remains: 
While small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) are more fl exible and often 
quicker to make decisions than large 
corporations, they have signifi cantly 
fewer fi nancial reserves and less political 
infl uence. Whereas large companies can 
activate their own crisis response plans 
and organize charter fl ights or alternative 
transport systems at short notice, SMEs 
are more dependent on networks and 
government support.

What all successful responses have in 
common is the speed of decision-making 
and the quality of available information. 
Companies that have already established 
supply chain transparency, diversifi ed 
supplier relationships, and simple risk 
monitoring systems in normal times are 
signifi cantly more capable of acting in crisis 
situations than those that must act for the 
fi rst time in a crisis. Resilience is therefore 
not a given, but rather an actively cultivated 
and continuously developed corporate 
characteristic.
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is the decisive psychological factor for a 
sustainable increase in motivation and job 
satisfaction. When AI systems take over 
manual data entry, time-consuming dunning, 
invoice verifi cation, order processing and 
other administrative processes completely or 
strategic purchasers largely gain the much-
needed mental freedom, time resources and 
cognitive capacity for conceptual, creative 
and truly value-adding tasks.
This fundamental role transformation means 
that strategic purchasers are increasingly 
acting as "value architects" who are 
involved early on and proactively in product 
development processes, innovation initiatives, 
sustainability programmes and strategic 
make-or-buy decisions. The psychologically 
important feeling of making a measurable, 
visible and recognised contribution to the 

sustainable success of the company 
signifi cantly strengthens self-effi cacy 
expectations, professional self-esteem 
and organisational identifi cation.

3.2 Psychological Mechanisms

Psychological and behavioural science 
research distinguishes between 
two complementary, but sometimes 
confl icting, psychological effects of AI 

use in the workplace:

• Increased decision-making confi dence 
through comprehensive data knowledge:

The continuous availability of accurate, 
up-to-date and comprehensive analyses, 
benchmarks and simulations reduces the 
psychological stress and cognitive strain 
associated with uncertain, high-stakes 
decisions in volatile, complex markets. 
Purchasers appear more confi dent, 
competent and credible to internal 
stakeholders and external suppliers, as 
their arguments are no longer based 
primarily on subjective intuition, personal 
experience or gut feeling, but on objective, 
comprehensible and verifi able facts, data 
and analyses.

• The paradox of mental fatigue:

This is a critical, often underestimated 
psychological risk of comprehensive 
automation. If work becomes too 
smooth, too easy and too automated, 
and no longer offers intellectual 
challenges, obstacles or problem-solving 
processes, paradoxically, a feeling 
of meaninglessness, underchallenge 
and professional emptiness can arise. 
Psychological resonance, satisfaction 
and fl ow experiences often arise precisely 
in the active process of overcoming 
obstacles, creative problem solving 
and mastering complex challenges. If 
AI completely takes over all cognitively 
demanding considerations, analyses and 
decision-making preparations, there is a 
risk of creeping mental fatigue, a gradual 
loss of critical thinking skills and a loss 
of the psychologically important sense 
of ownership of one's own thoughts, 
decisions and work results.

To ensure intrinsic motivation, commitment 
and psychological health in the long term 
and sustainably, organisations must therefore 
consciously ensure that people continue 
to act as critical evaluators and sovereign 
decision-makers and retain the fi nal decision-
making power, strategic direction and ethical 
responsibility. The overarching goal is to 
establish a balanced hybridity in which humans 
and machines work together synergistically, 
complementarily and in a value-adding manner, 
optimally combining their respective specifi c 
strengths.

4. Barriers and challenges to AI 
implementation

The most frequently cited, critical and 
fundamental obstacle to successful AI projects 
is the inadequate, inconsistent or fl awed quality 
of the underlying master and transaction data. 
Empirical studies and expert estimates suggest 
that up to 70 per cent of all AI projects in the 
supply chain fail or miss their targets primarily 
due to serious data problems. AI systems 
do not validate information contextually, 

Would you like to assess your supply chain risks in a targeted 
manner and manage them pragmatically? 
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