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Impact of China-US trade war on China’s import and export structure

Feifan Huo

Abstract

This article examines the impact of the China-US trade war on China’s import and export structure. The article
highlights the rise of protectionism amidst the deceleration of economic globalization. The outbreak of the China-US
trade war in 2018 and the UK’s departure from the EU are illustrative examples of this trend. It analyzes the impact
of the trade war on trade flows and sectoral adjustments. The conclusion states that the trade war has decreased trade
between China and the US. China has established alternative partnerships with Brazil, Germany, Japan, Argentina,
and the UK. Additionally, there has been a slight decline in the proportion of imported industrial goods. The long-term

effects of the trade war on China’s import and export structure continue to evolve.
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Introduction

In recent years, after centuries of development in the
principles of free trade, the rise of protectionism has
become increasingly prominent. The pace of economic
globalization has been forced to slow down, with events
such as the outbreak of the China-US trade war and the
United Kingdom’s departure from the European Union
exemplifying this trend. The China-US trade war, which
began in 2018, has significantly impacted China’s import
and export structure.

To fully understand the consequences of the trade war,
it is crucial to delve into its origins and development.
The China-US trade war ignited in 2018 when the
United States imposed tariffs on Chinese imports, citing
intellectual property theft and unfair trade practices.
In response, China retaliated with its own tariffs on
US goods, resulting in a tit-for-tat escalation of trade
restrictions and barriers.

The impacts of the China-US trade war on China’s import
and export structure are far-reaching.  This article
will examine the changes in the country’s trade flows
and sectoral adjustments, as well as the overall trade
competitiveness. By analyzing these impacts, we can gain
insights into the implications for China’s economy and
global trade dynamics.

Trade flow changes have been observed due to the trade
war. The trade volume between China and the US has
decreased significantly, leading China to seek alternatives
elsewhere. Brazil, Germany, Japan, Argentina, and the
United Kingdom have emerged as potential trade partners
for China as it strives to diversify its trading relationships
and reduce its reliance on the US market.

Furthermore, adjustments in the composition of imported
goods have been witnessed. The proportion of industrial

goods in China’s import structure has slightly decreased,
indicating a potential shift in sourcing strategies and
adaptation to the trade war dynamics. At the same time,
the export structure did not change a lot.

In conclusion, the impact of the China-US trade war on
China’s import and export structure is evident. The trade
war has reduced trade between the two nations, prompting
China to explore alternative partnerships with countries
such as Brazil, Germany, Japan, Argentina, and the United
Kingdom. Moreover, changes in the composition of
imported goods, with a slight decrease in the proportion of
industrial goods, indicate the need for adaptation amid the
trade war. As the effects of the trade war may continue to
unfold gradually, its ramifications on China’s import and
export structure should not be underestimated.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2
reviews some important papers after the trade war. Section
3 introduces the data used in this paper. Section 4 shows
the results of the discussion. Section 5 concludes.

2. Literature Review

Numerous articles have analyzed this issue since the
onset of the China-US trade war in 2018. In 2018, Liu
& Woo analyzed the reasons for the trade war and its
impact on the United States, China, and the global
economy. Their study focused on exchange rates, trade
imbalances, and national security, making it one of the
carliest examinations of the trade war’s causes. ( Liu &
Woo, 2018) Another article by Liu utilized Google data
to investigate the effects of the trade war on China. The
results revealed that the trade war led to the depreciation
of the Chinese RMB and a decline in the Chinese stock
markets. Interestingly, China’s trade surplus in goods with
the US seems unaffected by this trade war. Both papers
take a holistic approach to the issue (Liu, 2020).
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Scholars have also constructed models to analyze the
impact of the China-US trade war. For instance, Li & Lin
developed a GE model to demonstrate that initiating a
trade war serves the interests of the United States, even
though it affects the interests of both sides, with China
enduring greater harm (Li & Lin, 2018). Similarly, Itakura
employed a CGE model to evaluate the ramifications of
the China-US trade war. The results suggested that global
value chains (GVCs) play a significant role in shaping
trade responses at a detailed level (Itakura, 2020).
Concerning the specific aspects of Sino-US trade imports
and exports, Berthou & Stumpner discovered that exports
were not being redirected to other markets, resulting
in a notable decline in total exports for both countries,
estimated at -0.8ppt for the US and -2.0ppt for China
(Berthou & Stumpner, 2020). Jiang et al. examined the
impact of trade protection on exports and observed a
decrease in quantity but relatively stable prices, with
exports primarily reallocated between different regions.
These findings are generally consistent with the analysis
in this study, indicating that China’s import structure has
been moderately affected, while the total export amount
and the proportion of goods in various categories have
not changed significantly (Jiang et al., 2023). However,
there have been changes in regional distribution. Tu et
al. employed the SMART model to examine the direct
economic consequences of the Sino-US tariff war
on China and the US, highlighting that US imports,
particularly in most industries, will redirect from China to
alternative markets such as Mexico, Japan, and Germany.
Meanwhile, China’s imports from the United States will
primarily shift to Brazil, Germany, Japan, Argentina,
the United Kingdom, and Canada. This study offers a
comprehensive analysis of the transition of imports and
exports between China and the US (Tu et al. 2020).

The contribution of this study lies in reevaluating the
alterations in China’s import and export goods, as well as
the national structure, after the gradual stabilization of the
China-US trade war. It provides robust data support for
related research.

3. Data and Method

The data for this study was obtained from the annual
reports published by the China National Bureau of
Statistics covering 2013 to 2022. The dataset offers
comprehensive information on China’s import and export
activities, encompassing total volumes of imports and

exports from different countries and categorized data
across 13 major sectors. The first dataset consists of
annual import and export volumes with different trading
partners. This enables an examination of the impact of the
China-US trade war on China’s overall trade relationships
during the study period. The second dataset provides a
detailed breakdown of imports and exports across 13
major categories.

To ensure the integrity and accuracy of the analysis, any
missing regional data from 2022 were excluded from
the study. Firstly, the China-US trade war primarily took
place in 2018 and 2019, rendering data from other years
less relevant. Secondly, the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020 and its subsequent impact on global
trade could have distorted the analysis of regional data in
later years, justifying its exclusion.

Descriptive statistical analysis methods were employed
to analyze the data and identify trends and changes in
China’s import and export structure over time. These
methods facilitated a comprehensive understanding
of the trade war’s impact on China’s overall trade
patterns and the variation among different industries and
sectors. Besides descriptive statistics, the findings were
effectively presented through visual representations,
including Combination charts and line graphs. Utilizing
the Combination chart will offer a clear breakdown of
the import and export shares among different countries,
thereby highlighting the changes in China’s trade
relationships throughout the study period. Line graphs
will illustrate trends in import and export volumes over
time, facilitating the identification of significant shifts and
fluctuations resulting from the trade war.

The data analysis employing descriptive statistics and
visualizations will yield valuable insights into the impact
of the China-US trade war on the structure of China’s
import and export activities. By examining the annual
import and export volumes with different trading partners
and categorizing the data into specific sectors, the study
enables the identification of changes in China’s trade
patterns and the determination of the industries most
affected by the trade war.

4. Discussion

Before analyzing the data, we need to conduct a
descriptive analysis to understand the data overall. The
following are the descriptive analysis results of the two
sets of data:
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Table 1 Import and Export amount statistical by continents
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Table 2 Descriptive Statistical by goods
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Through the descriptive analysis shown in Table 1 and
Table 2, we can get the mean, median, standard deviation,
variance, interval, maximum value, minimum value, and
other data about China’s import and export situation. In
general, China’s total import and export volume is very
large and rapidly changing, which may be caused by
China’s rapid development in recent years, and step by
step, become the world’s factory, resulting in rapid growth
of total import and export volume. Data broken down by
goods tell a similar story.

4.1 Analysis of Chinese Import and Export by
Continent

Asia, especially ASEAN, has always been China’s largest
import and export trading partner, with its share of more
than 50% for a long time, and the proportion of other
continents or countries after including Asia, fluctuations
will be difficult to see. Asia is also very important for
analyzing China’s import and export structure, so it is
analyzed separately.

Figure 1 Chinese International Trade with Asia in amount
and percent (in US $million)
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Figure 2 Chinese International Trade with
Other Continents

Chinese International Trade Structure
with Other Continents

The left axis of Figure 1 shows the total imports and
exports with Asia, and the right axis shows the proportion
of China’s total imports and exports. It can be seen that
the total volume of imports and exports between China
and Asia shows a slowly rising trend, but the proportion
continues to decline. If you focus on the China-US trade
war period from 2018 to 2019, you can see that in the

case of an overall slow decline, the proportion of China’s
total imports and exports to Asia in 2019 has increased
significantly. After receiving a series of sanctions, China
may transfer part of its foreign trade to Asia, especially
Southeast Asia, to seek alternatives.

Figure 2 shows the change in the proportion of China’s
trade with other continents in China’s total imports and
exports. From the figure, we can see that the proportion
of China’s trade with North America began to decline
significantly in 2018. Compared with 15.48% in 2017
only 15.09% in 2018, it dropped to 13.27% in 2019, and
it did not exceed 14% in the following two years. This is
significantly lower than the average of 14.89% from 2013
to 2017. In all other continents, the proportion increased
after 2018. The only major countries in North America are
Canada and the United States, and Canada’s trade with
China only accounts for 9% of China’s trade with North
America, accounting for about 1.9% of China’s total trade.
Indicating that this decline is related to the United States.
The change in the proportion of overall trade with North
America is also evidence that China is actively looking for
alternatives on other continents after receiving sanctions.
This is consistent with the analysis results of Jiang et al.
(2023) and Tu et al. (2020).

In general, trade between China and the United States
has decreased significantly after the China-US trade war.
However, China is actively looking for alternatives in the
international market, and the total volume of imports and
exports to other continents has increased.

4.2 Analysis of Chinese Import and Export by
Goods

Figure 3 Chinese Export Structure by Goods
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Figure 3 shows China’s export structure in recent years.
On the whole, China’s exports do not seem to have
been greatly affected by the China-US trade war. This
is consistent with the research results of Berthou &
Stumpner(2020), and the transfer of China’s imports and
exports between continents is also consistent with the
research results of Jiang et al. (2023). And we can note
that after 2020, China’s export growth is very fast, far
faster than before. And the share of Exports of machinery
and transport equipment has increased.

We analyze China’s manufactured goods imports
separately for similar reasons to Asia. As can be seen from
the composite chart, China’s imports of manufactured
goods accounted for about 60% of the total imports, and
they suddenly decreased in 2018 and remained at a lower
level in 2019. It will grow rapidly in 2020 for multiple
reasons, such as the epidemic. It also coincides with the
timing of the China-US trade war.

Figure 4 Chinese Imports of Manufactured
Goods

Chinese Imports of manufactured goods
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As can be seen from the drawing of other types of
commodities, China’s export structure has undergone
considerable changes in 2018, especially in machinery
and transport equipment, primary products, fossil fuels,
lubricants, and related raw materials, non-edible raw
materials, and other commodities have shown a significant
proportion change, machinery and transport equipment
and non-edible raw materials decreased significantly,
while primary products, fossil fuels, lubricants, and
related raw materials have increased significantly. This is
also related to the process of the China-US trade war, first
focusing on technology companies and then gradually
expanding to the whole field.

Overall, China’s exports have not significantly impacted,
but there may be a shift between countries. In terms of
imports, due to the strengthening of China’s automobile
industry and the impact of the China-US trade war, the
change is large, and the change is more obvious after
COVID-19 in 2020.

Figure 5 Chinese Imports Structure by Goods

Chinese Import Structure by Goods
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5. Conclusion

The China-US trade war has caused a certain impact on the
trade of both sides and the world, and the consequences of
this anti-globalization action are also gradually emerging.
This paper analyzes the distribution of China’s total
imports and exports by continent and commodity type. It
was found that after the trade war, China’s imports from
North America decreased significantly and shifted to
other regions to seck alternatives. The trade war has little
impact on China’s exports, and the proportion of imported
goods has changed significantly. This is mainly reflected
in machinery and transport equipment, primary products,
fossil fuels, lubricants and related raw materials, non-
edible raw materials, and other commodities.

This paper only makes a superficial study of this issue.
The specific situation of which countries China’s imports
have been transferred to and which commodities have
been transferred still needs to be analyzed with more
detailed data. The change in the proportion of imported
goods types may also be due to other reasons. For
example, the increase in China’s automobile exports and
the decrease in imports, this long-term trend is likely
to be due to the rise of China’s new domestic energy
automobile industry in recent years and led to exports.
The real reasons for these changes are also unclear.
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