Supreme Court ruling triggers billions in tariff refunds and reshapes executive pay logic
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The Supreme Court’s decision to strike down the use of emergency powers for broad tariffs has set off a scramble through corporate America, with importers now pursuing refunds and boards revisiting how they treat trade shocks in executive pay. General Motors said the ruling could bring it about $500 million in refunds, while also improving its outlook for 2026 and trimming its expected tariff bill for the year. The company has not received the money yet, and the timing remains uncertain, with U.S. Customs and Border Protection only recently putting a claims process in place.
That refund potential is part of a much larger unwind. Trade specialists say the court’s ruling on the International Emergency Economic Powers Act did not make tariff repayments automatic; instead, companies must work through liquidation status, protests and possible litigation in the Court of International Trade. Even so, the exposure is substantial, with legal analysts and advisers putting the total value of contested duties in the tens of billions of dollars and some estimates ranging as high as the mid-$100 billion area.
The legal reversal has also exposed a second, more sensitive issue: how companies protected senior executives from the original tariff shock. At RTX, the compensation committee decided in advance that tariff costs would be stripped out of bonus calculations, arguing that they were external and unrelated to management performance. Similar adjustments were made at Ross Stores and Gap, where boards removed tariff effects from incentive metrics, allowing payouts to remain elevated despite the cost pressure on the underlying business.
That has created an awkward governance question. If boards treated tariffs as an extraordinary burden when they were pushing margins lower, should they now treat refunds as an ordinary benefit for shareholders rather than another reason to keep executive pay insulated? Compensation experts say many committees have been willing to “neutralise” policy shocks when setting bonuses, but the coming refund wave may test how symmetrical that approach really is.
The bigger lesson is that trade policy has become a material balance-sheet and governance issue, not just a background macro risk. Companies with large import exposure may use refunds to strengthen cash flow, reduce debt or fund investment, while consumer groups and plaintiff firms are already exploring whether customers who absorbed higher prices should have any remedy at all. For now, the money, if and when it arrives, is likely to flow first to importers, not households.
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