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Container volumes to leap in 2021 but TEU-to-GDP multiplier 
continues its decline  

Container throughput volumes will jump in 2021 but the long-term trend shows 
a continued decline in the TEU-to-GDP Growth Multiplier linking container traffic 
to global economic growth. 

Alphaliner’s latest forecast shows a potential 5.8% increase in worldwide con-
tainer port throughput this year, up from initial forecasts of 2.7% made in Janu-
ary 2020. Meanwhile, the IMF recently revised its 2021 global economic and 
trade growth projection to 6%, a rise from 5.5% at the start of this year. 

However, data shows the correlation between GDP growth and worldwide con-
tainer volumes continues to weaken, with the TEU-to-GDP multiplier—which av-
eraged 3.4x as recently as the 1990s—falling to 2.6x in 2000-2008 and again 
to 1.4x in 2010-2019. Since 2015, four individual years have dropped below 
1x, a situation which may be repeated in 2021. The data appears to reflect 
greater protectionism efforts worldwide and a decline in overall global cross 
border trade, and removes what was once a key indicator for the industry.  

Throughput forecasts for this year are subject to huge uncertainty meanwhile 
due to the vaccine uncertainty, while the impact of high consumer demand 
could be curbed by tonnage shortages. The last steep increases in global con-
tainer throughput were seen in 2017 and 2018, when growth of 6.7% and 
5.2% respectively was recorded. Meanwhile, last year’s tumultuous market fin-
ished with a surprisingly flat result, with throughput just –0.7% lower than 2019 
despite a 3.3% contraction in GDP.  
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