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Is China the boogeyman ?       害怕中国? 

Part 6: China’s size made the adjustment to its increasing exports difficult 

China is more than 10X larger than any successful low cost exporting country since WWII.  

That size made China’s impact more abrupt than gradual which made the transition 

difficult.  More could have been done to ease the transition.   
 

Size does matter in economics 
We’ve been making the point that the 

transition from manufacturing to services is 

a natural part of economic evolution.  But 

just because something is natural or 

expected, doesn’t necessarily make it easy.  

Dislodging people from jobs is always 

difficult.  But when the dislocation 

accelerates, the challenge increases for 

society.  In part because China is so huge, 

the loss of manufacturing jobs accelerated 

after 2000 as compared to the two decades 

before the end of the century.  From 1980 

to 2000, the US lost 2 million manufacturing 

jobs.  Since China joined the WTO in 2000 

and its export growth accelerated, the US 

lost another 4.5 million manufacturing jobs.  As we explained in Parts 1 & 2 of this article series, automation 

causes more job losses than trade.  But it also makes sense that China’s size had an impact as well.   

Twice the size of the developed world 
China, with a population of 1.4 billion, has more people than the 

entire developed world, which means if China’s ascent continues it 

could double the impact of advance economies.  Since 85% of the 

world is still low to middle income, there actually haven’t been that 

many high-growth export economies since WWII.  China is at least 10 

time bigger than each of them, and more than four times larger than 

all of them combined.  So as China mastered the art of low cost 

manufacturing and then began to climb the value curve, its impact 

was bound to be greater than that of any preceding export 

powerhouse.   

CHINA’s SIZE 
Compared to other successful 

export economies 

 
Pop. 

(millions) 
China 
larger by… 

Japan 126 11x 

Mexico 126 11x 

S. Korea 52 27x 

Taiwan 22 65x 
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The US could have done more to smooth the transition 
As jobs in some sectors are lost, whether due to automation or 

trade, the best thing to help people make the transition is to 

have a healthy economy, a solid educational system, and 

competitive costs relative to things like healthcare.  Frankly, 

the US could do better in many such areas.  In the case of a 

high impact scenario as presented by China, other supportive 

policies may have also been warranted, such as more generous 

(yet still temporary) unemployment benefits, better and more 

targeted retraining programs, and even assistance programs to 

help spouses enter the workforce more effectively.  

Unfortunately, governments and societies often don’t identify 

such trends until they’ve already occurred which is 

unfortunately what happened in this case.  Reversing the trend 

is impossible.  But it could have been handled better.   
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