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PROSPECTS AND CHALLENGES
FOR THE U.S. ECONOMY

Managing Director of Sonecon, LLC
(Former Under Secretary of Commerce for Economic Affairs)

Robert J. Shapiro

Overview

The American economy recovered from the 2001 recession in the second half of 2003,
and growth in 2004 will be reasonably strong. Continuing weakness in the job market and an
associated moderation in consumer spending, however, will preclude a return to the boom
conditions of the latter-1990s.

U.S. GDP grew at an extraordinary 6 percent annual rate in the second half of 2003,
with generally strong performances across the economy. Tax cuts and low interest rates
supported strong gains in business fixed investment and housing investment. A lower dollar
and stronger growth abroad boosted exports and improved the trade picture. The weakest
element was consumption in the fourth quarter: As the impact of third-quarter tax cuts faded,
the spending appetite of consumers weakened significantly.

Growth in 2004 will remain moderately strong. Low interest rates, lean inventories,
increased demand for exports, and sound corporate profits should support strong gains in
business fixed investment. Housing investment also shows no signs of abating. The trade
imbalance will continue to decline from the impact of the falling dollar and global growth.
Yet, even as consumer spending revives in the first quarter when Americans receive annual tax
refunds amplified by last year’s tax cuts, the outlook for consumption for the rest of the year is
less positive. Consumer demand has been constrained by a combination of lackluster job
creation, below-average wage and salary gains, and record levels of household debt and debt
service. These factors are not likely to change in 2004.

The current problems with job creation represent a break with the record of U.S. labor
markets over the past half-century. These problems reflect large, long-term developments,
including the impact of information technologies and globalization on the terms and intensity
of competition. These developments and their impact on job creation pose an important and
on-going challenge for the U.S. economy.

We expect U.S. GDP to grow 3.6 percent to 4.0 percent in 2004, with the likelihood of a

strong first quarter followed by more moderate gains in the second and third quarters.
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U.S. Economic Performance in 2003

The U.S. economy, which appeared to stall in the last quarter of 2002 and the first

quarter of 2003, strengthened across the board in the second half of 2003 (see Figure 1, below).

For the first time since the 2001 recession, the economy showed clear signs of strong, self-

sustaining momentum. While much of the extraordinary growth spurt of the third quarter

depended on temporary factors, rising productivity and the gathering strength of business

investment and exports should produce respectable growth through 2004.

Figure 1. Growth of GDP and its Major Components in 2003

(Percent Change from Preceding Period, at Annual Rate)
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2003 Q-1 Q-2 Q-3 Q-4
GDP 3.1 2.0 3.1 82 4.1
Consumption 3.1 2.5 33 6.9 2.7
Business Investment 2.8 —0.6 7.0 12.8 9.6
Housing 7.6 4.5 4.5 21.9 8.6
Exports 1.9 —2.0 —1.1 9.9 21.0
Imports 37 —6.8 9.1 0.8 16.4
Government 34 —04 7.4 1.8 0.8

Some of the third-quarter’s best results could not be sustained. Most notably,

consumption grew faster than in any other quarter since 1990 save two, benefiting from the

July income tax rebates, a surge of mortgage refinancing and generous purchasing incentives

for automobiles

Housing investment increased more than any quarter since 1990 except one,

based on an interest-rate cut and a broad perception that mortgage rates could rise again soon.

The increase in business investment, however, was more consistent with recent historical

trends and based on more sustainable conditions, including rising profits and growing demand,

along with dwindling inventories.

Finally, global growth reached 5.5 percent in the second

half of 2003, its best performance in 20 years, and combined with a falling dollar to drive up

U.S. exports.
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The Components of U.S. Growth Over the Last Year

The improvement in the U.S. economy in 2003 is also clear when we examine the
contribution of each of the major components of GDP, taking account of each component’s
performance and its role in overall growth (see Figure 2, below). The last quarter of 2002
and the first quarter of 2003 had produced only shallow and uneven gains. By the second
quarter, the gains were larger but still uneven, dominated by consumer purchases and federal
spending for the Iraq war. Yet, business investment also turned around in the second
quarter, although its growth was still moderate. In the third quarter, consumption, investment
and housing all grew very substantially, while government spending and volatile inventory
investment played much more modest roles. In the final quarter, business investment
remained strong while consumption moderated.

Figure 2. Contribution to Growth of GDP’s Major Components, 2003

54
4 O Consumption
34 B Business Investment
2] OHousing
1. H Inventories
ol O Trade Deficit
N O Government
2 T T T T 1
2003 Q-1 Q-2 Q-3 Q-4
Component 2003 Q-1 Q-2 Q-3 Q-4
Consumption 2.19 1.80 2.34 4.89 1.93
Business Investment 0.28 —0.06 0.68 1.25 0.95
Housing Investment 0.37 0.22 0.22 1.05 0.44
Inventory Investment —0.04 —0.74 —0.17 0.13 0.92
Trade —0.32 0.81 —1.34 0.80 —0.30
Government 0.63 —0.07 1.36 0.34 0.16
Total GDP Growth 3.10 2.00 3.10 8.20 4.10

Prospects for the U.S. Economy for 2004

Most forecasters are very bullish about U.S. growth in 2004. A survey of Wall Street
and corporate forecasters found a consensus for 4.3 percent to 4.8 percent growth this year.
Our view is more cautious: We see GDP gains of 3.6 percent to 4.0 percent in 2004

This year’s expansion will be formed by powerful positive and negative forces.
Substantial productivity gains—averaging more than 4.5 percent over the past three years—
should continue, boosting corporate earnings. Those earnings will provide the cash to at least
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maintain current levels of capital spending. Rising capital spending rates will be supported in
particular by higher purchases of information technologies, which must be replaced more
rapidly than most other kinds of business investment. Trade also will boost U.S. growth in
2004: Expansionary policies in Europe and Japan, combined with the lower dollar, should
continue to support large increases in U.S. exports.

2004 will also likely see more moderate spending by U.S. consumers. With no
prospect of more tax reductions or interest rate cuts, high debt levels and the slowdown in
salary and wage gains should produce only moderate consumption growth, especially as
unusually strong auto and home sales in 2002 and 2003 have left little pent-up demand for
most durable goods. Moreover, 26 months into the recovery, job creation remains
extraordinarily weak, undermining consumer confidence. Until the economy begins to create
large numbers of new jobs, consumption and overall growth will remain moderate.

The Challenge to U.S. Growth: New Developments Impede Job Creation

Foe the first time in more than a half-century, an extended U.S. recovery has failed to
produce significant numbers of new jobs. In the first 26 months of previous expansions,
private-sector hiring rose by an average of 6.5 percent; this time, the increase is less than 1
percent. The difference amounts to a shortfall of 8 million jobs. In the last six months, the
economy finally produced net gains of 420,000 jobs. This total is equivalent to one and one-
half month’s job creation in a typical recovery, and 80 percent of the gains are concentrated in
four areas (temporary staffing, education, health care and government). For example, jobs in
IT and information services are down 1 percent since the recovery began, compared to 4
percent gains in the first 26 months of the last expansion — despite the fact that the sectors are
relatively larger now and the economy more IT intensive.

Three factors explain the problem with job creation. The most important is the extent
and nature of productivity growth. Over the last three years, productivity growth has
averaged 4.5 percent, significantly higher than the strong gains of the latter-1990s. Normally,
rapid productivity growth leads to rapid gains in consumption and investment, which drive
growth and job creation (1997-2000 in Figure 3, below). This time, growth has lagged
productivity gains and job creation has virtually stalled, because below-average gains in
consumption and investment accompanied the above-average productivity gains.

In our view, this change reflects the primary source of current productivity growth: An
intensification of international and domestic competition based on the successful liberalization
of both foreign and domestic capital and product markets in the 1990s, along with global
excess capacity in many sectors, has drastically reduced pricing leverage for most firms,
producing enormous pressures to cut costs. In contrast to the 1990s, when investments in
information technologies (IT) and business reforms drove the up-tick in the productivity rate,
jobs and consumption, recent U.S. productivity growth has come mainly from cost-cutting,
which dampens consumption and job creation.
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Figure 3: Labor Market Slowdown: Jobs, Productivity and Real Consumption
Annual Rate of Gains/Losses, 1996-2003
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Another development affecting job creation is the increasing capacity of large service
firms to use Internet connectivity and their business relationships abroad to outsource new,
higher-skill jobs to low-wage countries. As expected, this new form of global labor arbitrage
is most notable in firms exposed strong global competition, including wholesale distribution,
air transport, telecommunications, finance, and information services. However, this new face
for outsourcing is also spreading to traditionally non-tradable areas, such as lawyers, actuaries,
doctors, accounting, engineering and design.

The third factor is the feedback effect: The shortfall in jobs creation produces a
shortfall in wages, dampening the growth of demand which normally fuels job creation. By
this point in previous recoveries, real wages were up 9 percent; this time, real wages are down
1 percent, leaving a $400 billion shortfall in real consumer purchasing power.

If these developments continue to prevent a substantial expansion in jobs, it will
substantially limit the strength of the U.S. recovery throughout 2004.

Consumer Spending

It is clear that the pace of the U.S. recovery in 2004 will depend significantly on
American consumers. With real wages rising slowly and still below their levels at the end of
the 2001 recession, consumption has largely depended on other factors — most notably, budget
deficits, interest rate cuts, the conversion of home equity to cash through large-scale mortgage
financing, lower saving, and increasing household debt. These factors came together to drive
very strong consumption growth in the third quarter — most critically, a late-June cut in interest
rates which spurred mortgage refinancing; income tax rebates in July; and wartime deficit
spending. Once these factors passed, consumption slowed sharply in the fourth quarter (see
Figure 4, below).
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This pattern is likely to continue through 2004.  Tens of millions of Americans receive
annual income-tax refunds in February, March and April; and the 2003 tax cuts will make the
2004 refunds larger than usual, boosting consumption temporarily. But there is little prospect
of additional help for American consumers later this year. With interest rates at historic lows
and the current account deficit at historic highs, the Federal Reserve cannot cut rates further.
With the federal budget deficit also at an historic high, there is little likelihood of additional tax
cuts or federal spending increases. That leaves consumer spending in the hands of consumers.
Rising profits, the strengthening stock market and large salary gains for professionals and other
highly-compensated workers will provide some support for consumption. But for the
majority of workers and households, slow job and income growth are taking a toll on
household debt and consumer confidence -- which declined in three of the last four months.
Unless the job market recovers sharply, consumer spending will grow at only moderate rates
through most of 2004.

Figure 4. Growth Rate of Productivity, Disposable Income and Consumption, 2003
(Percent Change from Previous Period at Annual Rate)
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Business Investment

A sustained revival of business investment is the sturdiest and most sustainable support
currently available for a strong U.S. expansion in 2004. The last three quarters of 2003 saw
the strongest, sustained gains in business investment overall and in equipment and software
since the 1990s boom (see Figure 5, below). There is also ample room for additional,
significant increases: Adjusted for inflation, business investment in the fourth quarter was just
equal to the average levels of the 2001 recession and still 6.6 percent below its previous peak
in second half of 2000.
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Strong corporate profits driven by cost-cutting will provide the resources to continue
the expansion of business investment through 2004, and rapidly rising exports will help offset
the moderation in domestic demand that we expect. Another factor supporting strong
business investment is the relatively short product replacement cycles of IT products, which
now figure prominently in overall capital expenditures. This factor could be reinforced in
2004 by rising foreign demand for American IT products, particularly if manufacturing and
service sectors in Europe and Japan try to close a long-standing IT-intensity gap with their
American counterparts.

Figure 5. Real Growth of Business Fixed Investment and its Major Categories, 2003

(Percent Change from Preceding Period, Annual Rates)
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Q-4 9.6 —7.1 15.1

Investment in Information Technologies

As suggested above, the strongest area of business fixed investment throughout the
expansion and into 2004 is computers and peripheral equipment. Despite a slowdown in the
growth of these IT investments in the fourth quarter, real purchases of computers and
peripheral equipment expanded at an annual rate of more than 40 percent over the second half
of 2003 (see Figure 6, below). Software investment also remained strong in the fourth
quarter; and for the first time since the recession, business investment in transportation
equipment registered strong gains.

The recent strong levels of business investment in IT should be sustained through 2004.
As noted earlier, IT products have shorter product replacement cycles than other capital goods.
In addition, the cost-cutting pressures currently affecting much of the U.S. economy support
higher capital expenditures on labor-saving IT, especially in service industries which lag other
U.S. sectors in IT investments, such as health and education.
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Figure 6. Real Growth of Business Investment in Equipment and Its Components, 2003
(Percent Change from Preceding Period, Annual Rates)
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The U.S. Trade and Current Account Deficits

The U.S. current account deficit has deteriorated sharply since early 2002 and posed a
distinct threat to the U.S. expansion in 2003. The most recent data for 2003, however, show
the current account deficit stabilizing at about $135 billion-to-$138 billion per quarter, with its
share of GDP falling below 5 percent in the second half (Figure 7). The current account data
for the fourth quarter have not been released, but its largest part, the trade deficit, has also
stabilized: The deficit in goods and services was $122.4 billion in the fourth quarter, compared
to $121.6 billion, $124.1 billion and $122.4 billion, respectively, in the first three quarters.
We expect a current account deficit for 2003 of nearly $550 billion, equal to 5 percent of GDP.

Figure 7. U.S. Trade and Current Account Deficits, 2003

Trade Deficit Current Account Deficit De fi?trzesnélﬁ :S%L%DP
Q-12003 $121.6 $138.7 billion 5.19%
Q-2 $124.1 $139.4 billion 5.14%
Q-3 $121.3 $135.0 billion 4.86%
Q-4 (est) $122.4 $136.0 billion 4.84%
2003 (est) $489.4 $549.1 billion 5.00%
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The low U.S. saving rate — the other side of the trade deficit — is the major factor in the
current account deficit. U.S. gross saving in 2003 was 12.8 percent of GDP, down from 15.5
percent in 2002 and a postwar average of 18.8 percent. Depreciation accounted for 89
percent of those gross saving, leaving a net national saving rate of just 1.5 percent of GDP.
To finance new investment as well as rising federal budget deficits, the United States must now
borrow more than $2 billion per business-day from abroad.

A significant depreciation of the dollar, along with an improving outlook for global
growth, has sharply reduced both the likelihood of a dollar crisis and the burden of the current
account deficit in 2004. The dollar’s inflation-adjusted, trade-weighted value is down just
12.9 percent since its peak in February-2002; but the dollar’s real, trade-weighted value against
the major currencies that circulate internationally has declined 23.3 percent, with about one-
third of that decline occurring since August 2003. The largest shift has come against the Euro,
with the dollar down 31 percent since early 2002. However, official intervention has limited
the dollar’s real adjustment with the yen to 11.8 percent since February 2002 (18.8 percent in
nominal terms), and prevented any adjustment at all with the yuan.

U.S. growth in 2004 will be supported by improvements in the trade and current
account deficits. In the second half of 2003, the dollar’s depreciation and the strongest global
growth in 20 years (5.5 percent) produced a 15 percent annual growth rate for U.S. exports.
These gains should be sustained in 2004. Global demand is supported today by broad
stimulus by all the major advanced economies: Interest rates now stand at 1 percent in the U.S.,
zero in Japan and 2 percent in the European Union (EU); and budget deficits equal 4.5 percent
of GDP in the U.S., 7 percent of GDP in Japan and more than 3 percent in the EU. Of the
world’s major economies, only China has moved to tighter policies. America’s trade and
current account deficits will also benefit from slower import growth in the U.S., as import
prices rise from the dollar depreciation and domestic consumption moderates from the
slowdown in income gains and job creation.

The improving U.S. trade balance will partially offset the impact of slower consumer
spending on overall U.S. growth. The danger for 2004 is that disappointing growth in Europe
and Japan keep the U.S. trade deficit high, which could mean U.S. growth in 2004 of 3.2
percent to 3.6 percent. It is also possible, however, that stronger than expected economic
performances in both Europe and Japan will help spur U.S. job creation, supporting a revival
of incomes and consumer spending that could produce U.S. growth of more than 4 percent in
2004.



