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The 1978’s reforms allowed China to operate the current 
economic performances and actively participate in global-

ization (Tisdell, 2009). This is a strong signal for many African 
leaders who have unanimously agreed that the socio-economic 
transformation should have significant impacts on the economic 
progress. Even though some efforts are required to make it suc-
ceed, globalization offers the developing countries, particularly 
African countries, numerous opportunities for economic growth 
and poverty reduction (Stiglitz, 2007). To this end, globalization 
should enable African countries to reinforce their partnership 
with not only their traditional economic partners, i.e. their 
former colonial powers, but also with developing countries 
including China (Konings, 2007; Muekalia, 2004).

Chinese investments in Africa has been influenced by China’s 
“step-out” strategy adopted in the early 20s, which focused on 
encouraging investment in the overseas market to sustain its 
economic development and economic reforms (Brautigam & 
Tang, 2009; Veeck & Diop, 2012; Zafar, 2007). China has been 
fostering intergovernmental cooperation with African coun-
tries through bilateral and regional investment treaties since 
many years. The principles and scopes of the Chinese African 
policy are elucidated in its comprehensive policy statement of 
2006. Between 1990 and 2015, China has achieved 9.5% annual 

economic growth (Kaplinsky, 2006). Chinese FDI in Africa 
has increased exponentially from US$ 4940 million in 2005 to 
US$ 45090 million in 2013.

China, as the largest trading partner of Africa since 2009, 
aims to reach US$ 100 billion of investments in 2020 (FOCAC, 
2015). The issue of the rise of China as global economic leader 
and its relationship with African countries has recently begun 
to attract increased global interest since China has become a 
key component of the international economic system as well as 
the major lever of South−South Cooperation, a new paradigm 
of development (Amanor & Chichava, 2016). Diverse types of 
studies involving quantitative, qualitative, and mixed meth-
ods as well as internet blogs and news articles have focused 
on examining the nature of the China−Africa relationship 
(Kopinski & Sun, 2014; Strauss, 2009). The earlier investiga-
tions on this issue have typically assumed that China’s foreign 
investment does not follow the popular theories underpinning 
the way of doing business abroad (Buckley et al., 2007). Among 
the numerous patterns, there are eclectic paradigm, Uppsala 
model, institutional perspective, social network, etc. This study 
is inspired by these various theories to decipher the Chinese 
investments actors, motivations, mode of entry, impacts and 
management issues in Africa.

ABSTRACT
With this systematic review, we intend to 
achieve three aims: (1) to take an inventory 
of what have been done so far in the field of 
Chinese investments in Africa; (2) to criti-
cally analyze the actors, motivations, mode 
of entry, impacts and management chal-
lenges, in the light of international business 
theories; and (3) to identify research gaps 
for what needs to be done in the future. 
Based on different international business 
theories, this review offers new insights 
to explore Chinese investments in African 
countries and contribute to the overall body 
of knowledge about Sino-Africa relationship.
Keywords: systematic review, Africa, China, 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). 

RÉSUMÉ
Avec cette revue systématique, nous avons 
l’intention d’atteindre trois objectifs: (1) faire 
l’inventaire des recherches qui ont été faites 
jusqu’à présent sur les investissements 
chinois en Afrique; (2) analyser de manière 
critique les acteurs, les motivations, le mode 
d’entrée, les impacts et les défis de gestion, 
à la lumière des théories en management 
international; et (3) identifier les lacunes 
de la recherche afin de proposer des pistes 
futures de recherche. Basée sur différentes 
théories, cette revue offre de nouvelles pers-
pectives pour explorer les investissements 
chinois dans les pays africains et contribuer 
à l’ensemble des connaissances sur les rela-
tions sino-africaines.
Mots-Clés : revue systématique, Afrique, 
Chine, Investissements Directs Étrangers (IDE).

RESUMEN
Con esta revisión sistemática, buscamos 
alcanzar tres objetivos: (1) hacer un inven-
tario de las investigaciones que se han hecho 
hasta ahora en el campo de las inversiones 
chinas en África; (2) analizar de manera crí-
tica los actores, las motivaciones, el modo de 
entrada, los impactos y los retos de gestión, a 
la luz de las teorías de gestión internacional 
y (3) identificar deficiencias de investigación 
con el objeto de proponer pistas para futuros 
trabajos de investigación. Basada en dife-
rentes teorías, esta revisión presenta nuevas 
perspectivas para explorar las inversiones 
chinas en países africanos y contribuir al 
conjunto de conocimiento sobre la relación 
entre China y África.
Palabras clave: revisión sistemática, África, 
China, Inversión Extranjera Directa (IED).
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Furthermore, since the 1990s, the impacts of Chinese invest-
ments on different sectors in Africa have become a prominent topic. 
For instance, Asiedu (2006), Asongu and Aminkeng (2013) and 
(Mohan & Power, 2009) have contradictory views about the China’s 
investments in Africa because of the difficulties in comprehen-
sively assessing its impacts on Africa’s poverty reduction efforts.

Many a variety of literature streams including international 
development (Alden, 2005; Davies, 2008), political science 
(Bräutigam, 2009; Michel, 2008), and international business 
(Kaplinsky, 2013; Mohan & Power, 2008) have been complement-
ary in some aspects and contradictory in others, about Chinese 
investments in Africa. Since no systematic review has been con-
ducted on this subject so far as noted by Jackson (2014) and Cooke 
(2014), we therefore conduct a systematic review to examine the 
below mentioned research question of China’s investments in 
Africa. Jones and Gatrell (2014) suggested that critical review is 
essential for understanding the existing scholarship as well as to 
identify new research directions. This paper is our contribution 
to the various understanding of the China–Africa relationship. 
First, it provides an opportunity to clarify Chinese investments 
in Africa. Then, it identifies problems with the theories or pat-
terns and methodologies about this relationship and suggests an 
alternative explanation about the dynamics of this relationship 
by identifying some prospective areas of studies.

The paper begins by summarizing the method used for select-
ing and reviewing the literature, which includes an assessment 
of the quality of the research strategy and analysis employed. 
Next, a summary of the findings from these studies about the 
investments of China in African countries is explained based 
on specific theories in international business that explain the 
internationalization of Chinese enterprises. Then, we discuss 
the methodological contribution of conducting a systematic 
review of the China−Africa relationship that enables a holistic 
perspective of potential research, and then, we conclude by 
suggesting directions for future research on this topic.

Research method
From the systematic review perspective, we start with a review 
question: What is the major research impacts discussed in the 
Sino-African literature? This systematic review is motivated by 
the absence of such a review on Sino-African relations despite 
the extensive literature on the subject. This study is an oppor-
tunity for effective understanding by those who may not be well 
acquainted with the literature on China−Africa relationship.

The systematic review is distinguished from the narrative 
review in terms of its criteria of inclusion and exclusion; the 
latter does not use statistical and econometric procedure for 
summarizing finding and analyzing data (Tranfield, Denyer, & 
Smart, 2003). Thus, to be included in our study, the work must 
respect the criteria listed in Table 1. This study does not con-
sider any document or studies made on groups of developing 
or emerging countries. The exclusion of non-empirical studies 
allows us to have a better comparable body of research, which 
enhances the quality of this review (Becheikh, Landry, & Amara, 
2006). We focus on journal articles because they are considered 
as validated knowledge and therefore have the most impact on 
the field (Armstrong & Wilkinson, 2007; Bruton & Lau, 2008).

The Choice of 2003 as the reference year for the systematic 
review is supported by several facts. First, in the 2000s, China 
had implemented the step-out policy (Zǒu chū qū zhàn luè), 
which saw the advent of Forum on China-Africa Cooperation 
(FOCAC) and multiple trips by Chinese Ministers to Africa to 
strengthen this cooperation. Furthermore, in 2003, the second 
FOCAC ministerial conference was held in Addis-Ababa to give 
priority to Sino-African relationship.

Following a comprehensive electronic search of relevant data 
that met the requirements of our study, some social sciences 
multidisciplinary search engines have been selected namely, ABI/
INFORM, Business Source Complete, Academic Search, EconLit, 
PAIS International, Francis, ISI Web of science, and Cairn. By using 
the Boolean search engine of the SSCI (Social Science Citation 
Index) database, the papers were identified through specific key-
words (Annexes 1). This version of keywords was developed after 
deep reading on the topic and based on the construction of the 
chain developed from the research question (Kaushal, Mayor, & 
Riedl, 2013). This list of keywords is equally valid in both French 
and English and adapted to different databases.

To avoid bias in the selection of journals, the faculty rank 
proposed by Université Laval was applied. In total, the ranking 
identifies 3,735 journals. In this study, we also consider journals 
that have not been included in the above-mentioned list but 
whose articles have been cited at least 30 times in Harzing’s 
Publish or Perish from 2003 to 2014.

In total, with grey literature, 8,306 works were identified 
through the study’s comprehensive search strategy mentioned 
in Figure 2. After screening the titles and abstracts from these 
works in respect of the defined criteria, 103 full papers were 
retrieved. After reading and consulting some experts in Sino-
African relations, we found that 60 peer-reviewed and published 
articles essentially suited the systematic review. Some import-
ant publications (books and reports from institutions etc.) are 
important not only for the topic under examination but also 
to support analysis and criticism in the appropriate theoretical 
foundations while considering relevant recent publications on 
the subject. Thus, two types of bibliographical references have 
been developed to specify specific and general references.

The figure 3 shows that the topic is increasing in its popularity 
and there is growing number of research on China-African rela-
tionship. It also displays the classification of the selected paper 
under the methodology used by scholars. The interpretation 
is that the qualitative has been mostly used. In addition, some 
references are not included in the systematic review but are used 
to illustrate some theories relating to international business.

TABLE 1
Criteria for inclusion

Specification Criterion Included

Time period Published during 2003−2014
Geographical 
spread 

Necessarily and preferably about the 
presence of China in Africa

Research basis Empirical research (quantitative, 
qualitative or mixed methods)

Reliability/validity The findings must be valid and reliable
Language English and French 
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Major research issues and findings

Chinese enterprises (actors) in African countries
Chinese enterprises are present in almost all African countries. 
According to Chinese Ministry of Commerce, in 2013, there 
are almost 2,398 Chinese companies and entities that were 
approved to operate abroad between 1998 and 2012. There are 
112 SOEs and 1,278 PEs (MOFCOM, 2013). Currently, there are 
about 2,200 Chinese companies investing in Africa (Pigato & 
Tang, 2015; Shen, 2014).

China’s government encourages domestic companies to 
expand their investments abroad and operate transnationally. 
Since 1982, China’s policies related to foreign operations of 
national firms have been deeply metamorphosed till 2001. The 
policies on Chinese outward investment change according to 
the global market and domestic economic and social condi-
tions. The literature identifies four types of Chinese companies 
enter African markets. The SOE that are mostly controlled by 
the central government (Jiang, 2009) for their performance 
and are protected from competitive pressures (Zhang et al., 
2013). Chinese private companies worked synchronously with 
Chinese SOEs in providing complimentary services (assistance 
for instance) as highlighted by Corkin (2012). Chinese entre-
preneurs establish themselves in the market to provide the 

goods and services required by the main contractors. The last 
one is the Chinese provincial enterprises that are vehicles for 
twinning with African States.

Mol (2011) and Ademola, Bankole, and Adewuyi (2009), among 
many other scholars argued that Chinese government policy 
on African countries is a well-coordinated national strategy, 
where SOEs and PEs, and national and regional State author-
ities collaborate coherently and harmoniously. By assessing the 
development implication of Chinese private firms in Africa, Gu 
(2009) emphasized that most of Chinese companies in Africa are 
SMEs characterized by strong entrepreneurial spirit or ethos, 
flexibility, adaptability, and grab market opportunities.

SOEs should ideally help the States to fully play its national 
sovereign functions such as security, economic, education, health, 
justice and diplomacy. In the case of China, even though SOEs 
are not significant in terms of numbers, their investments seem 
to be most important in direct negotiations with African States. 
This is the emergence of a form of state capitalism. The Chinese 
government can impose the direction and pace of technological 
change in its public investment. The share of the Chinese public 
sector according to World Bank statistics in the gross capital 
formation still dominates that of the Western countries. In other 
words, the Chinese government brings its national compan-
ies to the African market for strategic purposes. The Chinese 

China’s presence in Africa

8306 papers identified

Management Literature
ABI/INFORM (n = 2766)
Business Source Complete (n = 1427)
Academic Search (n = 1544)
EconLit (193)
PAIS International (n = 131)
Francis (n = 118)
ISI Web of science (n = 569)
Cairn (n = 1549)
Total: n = 8297

Other Sources
Expert-list (n = 7) 
Grey literature (n = 2)
Total: n = 9

After the first screening, 
8,031 papers excluded 
(non-relevant hits) 

After the second screening, 
172 studies excluded from 
data extraction

After the third screening, 
41 papers excluded from 
data extraction

275 abstracts included 
for second-level 
screening

103 full text articles met 
inclusion criteria; assessed 
for data extraction

60 papers met the eligibility 
criteria; included in the 
review 

Protocol defining 
search strategy and 
search terms

Synthesizing and 
analyzing data of 
relevant studies

First-level screening: 
Assess relevance and 
retain studies 
pertinent to question 
(title, check for 
duplicates) 

Establishing the 
aim scope of 
search topics;
Contact of documen-
tation expert

Second-level 
screening: Abstracts 
ordered and read by 
two reviewers

Third data extraction 
(completed reading)

FIGURE 2
Flow diagram
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government plans to develop its domestic enterprises into global 
leaders and restrict others foreign companies in strategic sectors 
in Africa. The Chinese government may have the intention of 
controlling African natural resources through its SOEs. African 
countries could be vulnerable to this form of capitalism because 
of their economic problems that prevent them from controlling 
strategic sectors of their economies. Furthermore, some studies 
criticize Chinese companies because they do not respect the labor 
laws of the African countries (Hanusch, 2012; Jackson, 2014). It 
is shown by Cooke (2014) that Chinese companies are not com-
pliant with the labor standards in their host countries (Africa).

Motivations of Chinese investments in Africa
The reasons for the internationalization of companies are 
amply discussed in the literature (P. J. Buckley & Casson, 1976; 
Dunning, 1988; Hymer, 1976). But these foundations are less 
clarified when it comes to emerging markets (Deng, 2013) such 
as those of Africa. There are considerable studies about the 
motivations of Chinese investment in Africa (Buckley 2013; 
Elu & Price, 2010; Pigato & Tang, 2015).

In general, the common motivations of Chinese interest for 
investment encompass: risk taking, market seeking, and resour-
ces seeking (Brenton & Walkenhorst, 2010). Nevertheless, the 
literature on international business shows that several types 
of companies have specific motivations or interests in doing 
business in African countries. As some other MNC, Chinese 
firms are expected to acquire strategic resources to globally 
compete. Zhang et al. (2013) studied the determinants of Chinese 
companies in African and found that Chinese investments are 
driven mainly by motivation of market seeking. Mostly, Chinese 
firms are attracted by African market (Alden, 2005; Ramasamy, 
Yeung, & Laforet, 2012). To be successful in Africa, Chinese 
firms need to imitate some firms in order to lower its risks when 
operating in Africa (Bianchi & Arnold, 2004; Mäkelä & Maula, 
2005; Mukundhan & Nandakumar, 2013).

Eclectic paradigm (EP) is also part of the theoretical trends of 
the economic approach to the internationalization of enterprises 
(Matlay, Jesselyn Co, & Mitchell, 2006). The eclectic paradigm 
is developed by Dunning (1988). The concept of EP offers a hol-
istic approach that helps to evaluate the factors influencing the 
economic rational of international production (Rauch, 2001). 
In this model, the decision to enter a foreign market depends 

on three types of advantages: ownership, localization and 
internalization advantages. Ownership refers to firms-specific 
advantages accumulated by the company to overcome the cost 
of operating in foreign country. The location is related to insti-
tutional and geographical context. It focuses on the question of 
where the firm chooses to locate its activities so that minimize 
the costs. Internalization advantages finally influence the stra-
tegic choice (wholly-owned subsidiary, licensing, franchising, 
joint-venture, etc.) of a firm in foreign country.

Chinese firms compared to African ones have some owner-
ship advantages (technology, government supports, cross-border 
experiences) to transfer through African countries within their 
own enterprises (Chuan & Orr, 2009; Giovannetti & Sanfilippo, 
2009; Rotunno, Vézina, & Wang, 2013). Aside from the mar-
ket-seeking, the choice of Africa by Chinese enterprises is also 
determined by the search for natural resources and countries 
with a weak institution according to some authors (Jackson, 
2014; Ovadia, 2013; Rangasamy & Swanepoel, 2011; Zafar, 2007; 
Zhang et al., 2013).

It is important to note that the recent design - Dunning 
showed the importance of business networks (Cantwell, 
Dunning, & Lundan, 2010; Dunning & Lundan, 2008) and 
global value chains control (Mudambi, 2008) that are under the 
control of multinationals. Indeed, special attention is now given 
to the network of MNE, the institutions of the home country 
and the level of expertise of the host country (Cantwell, 2014). 
Thus, the works of David Teece have shown that the existence 
of the MNE depends not only on the differentiated nature of its 
own capabilities but also the establishment of an appropriate 
governance structure (Teece, 1977, 2014). His works focus on 
the dynamic capabilities of enterprises that are integral to the 
international business theory. The concept of dynamic capabil-
ities emphasizes the company’s ability to integrate, build and 
configure internal and external competences of the organization 
to respond rapidly to changing environments (Teece & Pisano 
1994; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997).

Regarding Chinese companies, literature provides informa-
tion on their strategic operations to coordinate and redeploy 
internal and external skills effectively in the African environ-
ment. The literature is virtually silent on the conditions in which 
Chinese enterprises in Africa benefit from the innovation and 
develops dynamic capabilities. Apart from natural resources 

FIGURE 3
Publication trend and distribution of the papers by type of methods
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and the market, it is difficult to assess the sources of innovation 
and capture wealth building that founded the competition and 
the performance of Chinese companies in Africa. It is difficult 
to show the mandates of the Chinese subsidiaries in terms of 
networks or centers of excellence (Cantwell & Mudambi, 2005; 
Frost, Birkinshaw, & Ensign, 2002; Rugman & Verbeke, 2001). 
It is also difficult to assess Chinese High-Tech Born Global 
which use FDI and partnership to access to valuable knowledge 
(specific advantages) source in Africa (Hymer, 1976).

Mode of entry of Chinese investments
The internationalization is understood as “(…) the process by 
which firms both increase their awareness of the direct and 
indirect influence of international transactions on their future, 
and establish and conduct transactions with other countries”. 
This definition offered by Beamish (1990) and cited by Coviello 
and McAuley (1999, p. 225) allows interpreting the concept of 
internationalization through the so-called Uppsala Model (UM) 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Johanson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975). 
This model primarily deals with the knowledge acquisition 
(Sinkovics, Yamin, Forsgren, & Hagström, 2007). The main issue 
is how firms learn and how this learning affects its capabilities 
to deal with foreign markets. The UM could be the key reference 
for any study of internationalization. Internationalization is 
thought as a gradual process, which is carried out in stages. 
The mechanism of internationalization is “the consequence of 
a process of incremental adjustment to changing conditions of 
the firm and its environment” (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 26). 
Therefore, a firm that enters a foreign market is faced with great 
uncertainty. Moreover, the risk to the commitment of resour-
ces which is often irreversible, imposes a caution. The gradual 
learning mechanism enables the acquisition of knowledge, 
including tacit knowledge (experiential knowledge) gradually 
adapted (reduce psychologic distance) to the possibilities of 
the company and provides an answer to these challenges that 
the firm is facing. The Chinese companies involved in African 
market penetration develop various strategies to easily get access 
to assets and overwhelm the competition with the traditional 
business partners of African countries. As reported by Jiang 
(2009), the internationalization strategies used by Chinese 
companies to penetrate the African markets included mainly 
Greenfield investments and wholly owned subsidiary. Regarding 
Chinese companies, there is little research that provides clear 
details about the strategies of Chinese companies with regards 
to their African market knowledge and commitment. To learn 
more about the African market and be more competitive, 
according to the Uppsala model, Chinese enterprises should 
prioritize conventional entry modes such as exporting, licens-
ing, franchising, acquisition, merger and especially the joint 
venture, to better identify the African market that is vast with 
its complex cultural realities and specificities. This could enable 
them to avoid excessive costs of transaction and accumulate 
some experiences about African business environment.

The institutional theory also provides a rich foundation 
on how the host and home institutional environments affect 
the entry mode of a business unit through isomorphism pro-
cess (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Brown 1977; Scott, 
2001). Some studies have investigated isomorphism behavior 

of international firms in terms of their timing and location 
(Barreto & Baden‐Fuller, 2006; Delios, Gaur, & Makino, 2008; 
Li, Miller, & Eden 2012; Mukundhan & Nandakumar, 2013). 
However, limited attention has been paid to using isomorphism 
perspective as an explanation for entry mode decision. Coercion 
as explanatory mechanism of China’s entry into African coun-
tries is demonstrated by Chinese’s Central government plan 
(Cheung et al., 2012; Jakobson, 2009; Mol, 2011). Chinese market 
is also characterized by institutional voids that push Chinese 
firms to go in foreign countries in order to alleviate institutional 
constraints (Khanna & Palepu, 2006; Meyer, Estrin, Bhaumik, 
& Peng, 2009). This seems not to make sense since the environ-
ment business in most African countries is also characterized 
by uncertainties and furthermore, a mimetic behavior does 
not give the guarantee to achieve the expected high efficiency,

Crowding-in and crowding-out of Chinese FDI 
in Africa
Borrowed from economics, the concepts of crowding-in and 
crowding-out are analyzed by considering two assumptions. The 
first assumes that due to competitive pressure, foreign investment 
can crowd out local investment (negative effect) (Markusen & 
Venables, 1999). The second assumes that the investment of multi-
national stimulates local investment since it increases the request 
for local suppliers (positive effect) (Cardoso & Dornbusch, 1989). 
The impacts of FDI in host countries have been the subject of an 
extensive literature. Studies focused particularly on the effects 
of FDI in host country on technology transfer (Dunning, 2013), 
training of human capital capable of mastering these technologies 
(Damijan, Rojec, Majcen, & Knell, 2012), and the socio-economic 
contributions of FDI (Leigh & Blakely, 2013). 

Since a few years, as shown in the figure 3 above, Chinese 
investment in Africa continues to grow. Some studies have iden-
tified certain negative impacts of Chinese presence in Africa 
(Table 3). For example, some South African steel-tank producers 
had to shut down, owing to competition from China (Davies, 
2008). Further, Kaplinsky and Morris (2009) and Brautigam 

FIGURE 3
China’s investment in Africa (Quantity in millions) 

Source:  Data compiled by The American Enterprise Institute and The 
Heritage Foundation.
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and Tang (2009) found that Chinese copies of African fabrics 
badly affected the producers of Sub-Saharan African printed 
clothes. From an econometric analysis, Elu and Price (2010) 
argue that total factor productivity in African countries does 
not increase with Chinese exports to Africa. By considering 
economic and political repercussions in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Tull (2006) explained that the presence of China in Africa 
negatively affects political development through violating labor 
standards in African countries since Chinese firms have little 
experience with unions at home. Brenton and Walkenhorst 
(2010) focused on the presence of China in northern Africa 
and found that in the long-term, China would reduce mar-
ket opportunities in these countries. Edoho (2011) identifies 
that Chinese investments in Africa not only is scrambling for 
African natural resources but also is a voracious competitor 
and a new colonizing power in Africa. Asongu and Aminkeng 
(2013) addressed Africans’ opinions on Chinese presence in the 
respective countries. The findings suggest that Africans’ views 
of China are nearly equivalent to those that they hold vis-à-vis 
western countries. Specifically, they perceive imports from 
China to have a negative effect. Mohan (2013) basically, find 
that Chinese investments are is perceived as threat to African 
economies (table 3). 

Chinese investments seem to be helping strengthening 
Africa’s infrastructure, sanitation, and agriculture (Bräutigam 
& Zhang, 2013; Cooke, 2014; Zhang, Wei, & Liu, 2013). In the 
same vein, Pigato and Tang (2015) also emphasized the impacts 
of partnerships with emerging economies such as China on the 
growth of African countries in recent decades, especially on 
the improvement of living standards and bolstering human 
development indicators.

Different surveys (Pew Global Attitudes, 2006 and 2007) 
about the effects of China and USA on the African countries 
show that most African respondents (public opinions) have a 
favorable view for China over USA. China’s interest in Africa 
transcends natural resources and is multifaceted, including 
areas such as policy choices, institutions, human capital, entre-
preneurship, culture, and leadership (Sautman & Yan, 2009). 
The rise of China is potentially beneficial to Africa, mainly in 
terms of African primary products for Chinese manufacture, 
China supporting African manufacture, and solidarity on issues 
involving difference with Western powers.

The benefits of Chinese investments in Africa are numerous 
(Bräutigam, 2011; Zhang et al., 2013). China plays a significant 
role by improving the infrastructure, increasing the productivity, 
hosting export, and raising the living standards of millions of 
Africans. In addition, China helps Africa to diversify its economy 
by creating jobs (MOFCOM, 2014) across the continent (Pigato 
& Tang, 2015). In fact, database produced by fDi intelligence 
showed that between January 2003 and June 2014, a total of 
156 Greenfield projects were recorded in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
These projects have generated the total jobs at about 64,201, 
as indicated in Table 4. Table 4 shows that Chinese presence 
in Africa through its firms could have a considerable positive 
impact on employment. 

Due to the Chinese model that could be inspired by African 
leaders, Ravallion (2009) argued that the African countries could 
emphasize two important aspects for their development. The 
first is the initial importance of productivity growth in small-
holder agriculture, which requires market-based incentives and 
public support, and the second is the role of strong leadership 
and capable public administration at all levels of government.

For Cheung, De Haan, Qian, and Yu (2012), Sino-African 
relations create incentives for poverty reduction, achievement 
of Millennium Development Goals and result in a balanced 
relationship. The rising of cost in Asia and especially in China 
provide unprecedented opportunity for labor intensive manu-
facturing in Africa. Rodrik (2014) assumes that it is possible for 
Africa to become the world’s next manufacturing hub. Chinese 
investments generate significant multiplier effect through the 
local economy by the way of sourcing and provision of local 
management and technology transfer (Sautman & Yan, 2009). In 
fact, between 2000 and 2006, China has trained almost 16,000 
African professionals (Ayodele & Sotola, 2014).

The Chinese are seen by Nigerians to have promoted local 
welfare and progress and boosted the local business market 
(Mohan, 2013). Brautigam and Tang (2009) provide a nuanced 
view of the impact of Chinese FDI on African economies. 
They state that 80-90% of workforce in Chinese factories in 
Africa were Africans, and add that in Mauritius and Nigeria, 
Sino-African joint ventures offered employment and learning 
opportunities. Friedman (2009) shows that the investments of 
China in Africa are positively transforming Africa by exporting 
entrepreneurial talent and bringing industry to Africa as much 
as Japan brought it to Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s. 

TABLE 3
Negatives impacts of Chinese presence in Africa from literature

Marginal degree on 
Technology transfer 

Human capital 
destruction Socio-economic negative effects

–– Marginal knowl-
edge spillovers 
from Sino-African 
links (Elu & Price, 
2010)

–– Limited opportuni-
ties for knowledge 
transfer to local 
entrepreneurs  
(Gu, 2009)

–– Employment of 
Chinese migrants 
at the expense of 
natives (Zhu, 2013)

–– Chinese FDI Crowd 
out the local labor 
force (Hanusch, 2012; 
Tull, 2006)

–– Unfair labor practices  
(Jackson, 2014)

–– Dealing with countries under sanctions/isolations, and poor governance ( 
Jackson, 2014)

–– Human rights abuses/Corruption
–– Absence of environmental impact assessment analysis (Kopinski & Sun, 2014, p. 602)
–– Chinese business men do not settle in Africa neither mentally or familiarly (Urbina-
Ferretjans & Surender, 2013)

–– Cheaper Chinese goods crowding out local produce (Davies, 2008)
–– Weak linkages between Chinese firms and local African firms (Cooke, 2014)
–– Negative impact of Chinese import-export on intra-African market (Ademola, Bankole, 

& Adewuyi, 2009; Brenton & Walkenhorst, 2010; Giovannetti & Sanfilippo, 2009)
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Cooke (2014) shows that business relationships serve crucial 
functions in contributing to the learning processes shared 
between both groups. Acquaah (2007) studied the impacts of 
China on Sub-Saharan Africa’s social capital and finds that 
contingency analysis on managerial social networking and ties 
with community leaders reveals some interesting trends. The 
scholar states that through a variety of personal, social, and 
economic relationships, social capital can enhance the organ-
izational performance (Table 5). In oil-rich African countries 
such as Angola, Chinese infrastructure projects for mineral 
resources play a vital role by bringing new dynamics in the 
resources market (Habiyaremye, 2013).

Further, infrastructure development could create oppor-
tunities to make African countries a highly dynamic infra-
structure industry. Babatunde and Low (2013) described that 
the investments of Chinese construction companies in Nigeria 
has brought intense competition on project finance and sec-
torial deployment, speed of delivery, improved supply-chain 
management, and overall service quality increase.

Pannell (2008) recognized that China’s activities are by 
no means entirely self-serving; tangible benefits accrue to the 
various African states that receive Chinese aid and technical 
assistance in infrastructure development and improvement 
in health and educational facilities. Veeck and Diop (2012) 
demonstrated that Chinese presence and long-term effect of 
Chinese investment help to develop cultural exchange, humani-
tarian aid, and trade opportunities, thus positively affecting 
Madagascar’s economy. De Grauwe, Houssa, and Piccillo (2012) 
also analyzed the dynamics and determinants of African trade 
over the last two decades (between 1990s and 2000s) and found 
that not only is Africa a big market for China but also China is 
now importing from these countries and creating a market for 
African countries to export to. China has the capacity to foster 
the African economy’s inclusive growth because its sourced 
imports have substituted traditional suppliers, often providing 
much cheaper and more appropriate products than those sourced 
from high-income economies (Kaplinsky, 2006, 2013; Lyons & 
Brown, 2010). Rangasamy and Swanepoel (2011), found that 
the incursion of cheap Chinese textile into markets formerly 
dominated by Holland fabrics helped African entrepreneurs 
not only to develop their business network but also bring the 
new trading conditions and import opportunities from China.

From these different points, it appears that Chinese invest-
ment in African countries has multi-levels impacts. These 
impacts remain ambiguous because of different controversial 
views on this topic. Nevertheless, it is urgent to clarify that 
China is not inclined to colonize Africa. Certainly, there is 
no doubt that China exploits the natural resources of African 
countries to support its technological development, but China is 
more animated by mutual exploitation potential. Therefore, the 

TABLE 4
Negatives impacts of Chinese presence  

in Africa from literature

Business activity 
No. of 

projects Job created 

Total Average 

Manufacturing 77 39,343 510

Sales, marketing and support 23 350 15

Extraction 14 14,897 1,084

Education and training 8 606 75

Business services 8 142 17

Construction 4 5,661 1,415

Electricity 4 264 66

Retail 4 154 38

ICT and internet infrastructure 4 1,290 322

Logistics, distribution and 
transportation

3 400 133

Other business activities 7 1,094 156

Total 156 64,201 411

Government-led 93 46,262 497

Private-led 56 16,032 286

Source: fDi intelligence, Financial Times Ltd.

TABLE 5
Positive impacts of Chinese presence in Africa from literature

Technology transfer development Human capital building Socioeconomic contributions

–– Learning opportunities in joint venture, knowledge transfer, 
capacity building (Bräutigam, 2011)

–– Business network and organizational performance (Acquaah, 2007; 
Simen, 2013)

–– Technology transfer and integration into global value chains 
(Kragelund, 2009)

–– Business networks and linkages to local brokers (Mohan & Power, 2008)
–– Workforce and business relationship development (Acquaah, 2007; 
Sautman & Yan, 2009)

–– (Pannell, 2008)

–– Employment generation
–– African infrastructure development (Brautigam  
& Tang, 2009)

–– Formation of grass-roots Sino-African relations (Zhu, 2013)
–– Building people to people relations; social integration of 
Chinese communities

–– and economic growth (Mohan & Power, 2008)
–– Poverty reduction and achievement of Millennium 
Development Goals (Cheung et al., 2012)

–– Creation of direct and indirect 
employment and development 
of local human resource 
(Kopinski & Sun, 2014)

–– Entrepreneurial talent 
(Friedman, 2009)

–– Trade, aid and investment opportunities (Kaplinsky, 2013; 
Power, 2008; Veeck & Diop, 2012)

Chinese contribution to entrepreneurial skills, flying geese, and export zones (Samy, 2010)
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rise of China in Africa in recent years has been marked by its 
charm and commitment to grow cooperation based on mutual 
benefits for African countries. Also, should we say that in 1955 
at the Bandung Conference, China and African countries have 
established the foundations of peaceful coexistence which are 
based on the five principles of Chinese cooperation (Muekalia, 
2004). Besides its participation in the peace and security of 
Africa, China does not have a military base in Africa and does 
not interfere in the political problems of African countries. It 
would be difficult or even pretentious to confirm that China 
aims to colonize African countries where African civil society 
organizations are attentive as they have not yet forgotten the 
past economic experience with Europe.

Management issues
The theory of social capital whose essence is the network (Lin, 
1999) is often considered as a key resource for exploring corpor-
ate internationalization process. The network is an important 
attribute to be considered when explaining the international-
ization behavior of firms. The networks are a critical link for 
successful internationalization (Coleman & Coleman, 1994; 
Welch & Welch, 1996) because it helps to exploit the oppor-
tunities. Network connections play a facilitative role in various 
business contexts and help to reduce search costs, transactions 
costs, contracting costs, ambiguities, moral hazards and oppor-
tunism (Barney & Hansen, 1994; Gulati, 1999; Hymer, 1976; J. 
Li, 2008; Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003; Rauch, 2001). The networks 
have an impact on the selection of the market to penetrate and 
especially in emerging markets (Elango & Pattnaik, 2007). It 
is also worthwhile to note that an efficient network helps in 
appreciating cultural, geographical and linguistic barriers 
(Khanna, Kogan, & Palepu, 2006; Langseth, O’Dwyer, & Arpa, 
2016; Oviatt & McDougall, 1994).

The modern relationship between China and Africa is the 
product of this long-standing history of friendly ties, uncon-
ditional financial and technical support to both the elites and 
the needy, and growing commerce between China, the world’s 
largest developing nation and Africa (Jiang, 2009; Kopinski 
& Sun, 2014; Taylor, 2009; Zafar, 2007). Chinese investments 
seem to provoke in Africa the phenomena of Soft Power. Based 
on intangible and indirect influences such as culture, political 
values, philosophies and beliefs, China has the abilities to 
shape the perception of African. Chinese population in host 
countries has some local network, (international guanxi) and 
political contacts (Amighini, Sanfilippo, & Rabellotti, 2013; Gu, 
2009; Samy, 2010). Therefore, local knowledge acquisition and 
social network building not only speed the internationaliza-
tion process of Chinese firms but also facilitate international 
knowledge spillover in Africa and then provide, as Bräutigam 
(2003) emphasized, a catalyst for industrialization.

However, Feng and Mu (2010) investigated Chinese compan-
ies’ cultural challenges during overseas investment construction 
in Africa. They categorized these challenges in five aspects: 
linguistic distance, working habit, religion, socio-economic 
orientation, and coexistence. Language is the first barrier in the 
communication between China and Africa. African languages 
and China’s languages belong to different phyla (Corkin, 2012). 
The Chinese cultural philosophy is based on great hierarchies, 

as there is a great willingness to accept authority and practice 
humility, holistic thinking, mutual support (collectivism), com-
munication, particularly ethical standards, and high reliance on 
accumulated wisdom (Feng & Mu, 2010; A. Li, 2007). African 
religions are heterogeneous, involving different beliefs or syn-
cretic practices. By using multidimensional work ethic profile 
(hard work, leisure, centrality of work, wasted time, religion/
morality, self-reliance, and delay of gratification), Slabbert and 
Ukpere (2011) revealed that Chinese and African productivity 
and work ethic are diametrically opposed. These distances have 
adverse consequences on setting up networks likely to have a 
positive impact on the Chinese presence in Africa.

Concluding remarks and implications
The purpose of this study is to systematically examine and organ-
ize the current body of research focusing on analyzing Chinese 
investments in Africa. It provides an organizing framework for 
emerging theoretical and methodological issues and identifies 
future research needs to deepen our knowledge about this field. 
From this systematic review, the relation between China and 
Africa is one of the most important of the 21st century and has 
received abundant reactions from scholars.

This review provides an overview of multiple analyses of 
actors, motivations, mode of entry, impacts and management 
challenges of Chinese investments in Africa. It would be dif-
ficult to explore Chinese investments through a single theor-
etical basis, especially as each theory has its strengths and 
limitations. The intersections of multiples theories to address 
the modes of entry of Chinese firms in Africa give the ability 
to highlight the features of Chinese enterprises in terms of 
presence in emerging markets.

There is no doubt that the China–Africa relation has changed 
substantially not only in economic terms but also in social and 
political fields. Through its enterprises (individual entrepreneurs, 
private enterprises or national champion, provincial enterprises 
and State-owned enterprises), China exerts a significant impact 
on African economies (Strange et al., 2013) through its expansion 
in Africa (Kaplinsky, McCormick, & Morris, 2007).

The motivations and the mode of entry of Chinese FDI in 
Africa reflect attempts to acquire strategic assets. They are mainly 
influenced by variables related to the type of business, the rela-
tions of Chinese firms in the host countries (for instance, political 
missions of SOEs), the domestic level of growth, the search for 
raw materials and others difficult to identify. In their research, 
Fortanier & Tulder (2009) point out that Chinese enterprises 
have experienced a rapid and recent internationalization process 
and consequently a more volatile internationalization trajectory 
compared to firms in developed countries. It is obvious that some 
of Chinese firms in African countries, lack international experi-
ence supported by psychological and cultural distances as well 
as networking with local African companies.

China’s impacts on African development are multi-faceted. 
Although, our findings indicated that there is no accepted consen-
sus over the impacts of Chinese investments in Africa, it remains 
important that the presence of well skilled Chinese workers could 
facilitate international knowledge spillovers in Africa which could 
exploit different benefits of foreign investments. The achievement 
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of these advantages depends on whether African countries have 
minimal level of absorptive capacity. China also needs Africa to 
satisfy its domestic industry and for market seeking. There are 
opportunities for both sides to get benefits from this relation-
ship. This research highlights several avenues which could help 
African countries to maximize the opportunities open to them 
by their natural resources (Kaplinsky & Morris, 2009; Zafar, 
2007), protect their activities and businesses by law (Melber, 
2013), and encourage good practices among African leaders and 
elites (Melber, 2008). It also helps researchers to better focus 
on the impacts in studying the phenomenon.

Although the place of the institutional environment, its con-
ception and its importance varies according to the research fields 
of the researchers, ones should be noted that the institutional 
constraints are ubiquitous and vary according to the African 
countries. Institutions are human constraints that structure 
political, economic and social interaction. Institutions are 
primarily set up with the aim of reducing uncertainty. They 
include both informal constraints and formal rules (North, 
1990; 2005). As business activities grow beyond a country, the 
constraints and conflict possibilities related to trade increase. 
These constraints affect all the activities of Chinese enterprises 
in their internationalization strategies (timing and mode of 
entry, motivations, scale of investment, licensing for new com-
panies, payment of taxes, etc.) (Lu, Liu, & Wang, 2011). Chinese 
companies are facing the challenges of organizational, cultural 
and managerial issues. They circumvent and interpret rules, 
whether formal or informal, because of incompleteness arising 
from an imperfect information situation. In several African 
countries, the weakness of institutions leads to an anarchic 
penetration of foreign firms, which in turn could lead to a 
vicious cycle blocking economic growth. Thus, at the level of 
each challenge, it is urgent for Chinese companies to invest in 
acquiring knowledge in order to succeed in their internation-
alization and to be more efficient even if this process of learn-
ing does not guarantee economic or business growth (North, 
1990). Analyzes by North (1990, 2005) combined with those 
of DiMaggio & Powell (1983) provide an understanding of the 
internationalization of Chinese enterprises in Africa. By their 
interpretations, the institutions in African countries influences 
the strategy of penetration and operation of Chinese enter-
prises. Incremental changes in institutions in Africa can lead 
to efficiency at the organizational level. Logically, researchers 
call for more research on how institutional factors matter when 
determining the strategy of emerging market companies in 
developed countries (Peng, Wang, & Jiang, 2008).

Although this systematic review was conducted in a disci-
plined manner, potential limitations must be acknowledged. The 
research strategy process was done according to the database 
system with peer-reviewed published articles written in French 
and English. There are probably more empirical studies published 
in other languages that would complement or contradict some 
findings drawn from this review. The lack of transparency and 
the quality of Chinese FDI in Africa are also obstacles to a real 
assessment of the Sino-African cooperation. For these reasons, 
our results could not abusively be generalized. This review helps 
scholars in the field to identify the areas and contexts that are 
relatively unexplored in this cooperation and is then ripe for 
further investigations.

Based on different theories that we have used, figure 4 shows 
the different areas that have been investigated in black col-
ors and the fields that should be examined in future in white 
color. More studies need to be carried out on the social roles 
of Chinese diaspora in African development. Furthermore, 
the manifestations of Chinese soft power (Fijałkowski, 2011) 
in Africa also need to be investigated. 

While qualitative research on China and Africa has begun 
to show its limits, empirical analysis or mixed analyses are 
needed to place this field of research on the auspices of less 
subjective analysis (Jackson, 2014). This is because most of the 
literature in the field are philosophical, anecdotal, controver-
sial, or polemical, with significant gaps in evidence of impact 
analysis of China–Africa cooperation.
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APPENDIX 
Specific keywords 

(Afric* AND Chin*) AND (Stat* OR SOE Or SME OR MNE) AND (partner* OR cooperat* OR Presence* OR Ventur* OR interna* OR Technolog* 
OR Transfer*OR Privat* OR local*OR Leader* OR entrepreneur* OR competit* OR strateg* OR impact* OR train* OR perspectiv* 
OR Determinant* OR network* su.exact (“soft power”).

Each of the concepts of the chain of words is important and revealing meaning in the understanding of Sino-African relations. Using 
Booleans operators (And, Or, Not, etc.), and proximity (Near, Next, Su.exact, etc.). Truncation (*) indicates that all the words with root 
all characters preceding the symbol are identified and taken into account by the search engine (eg * = entrepreneur entrepreneurship, 
entrepreneurship, etc.). As for the quotes (“”), they imply that the Web browser must identify the exact concept. The operator “su.exact” 
helps to search for specific fields. A search su.exact (“Soft power*”) will return specific documents on the term “soft power” without 
separating them in the text.

TABLE 5 
Summary of selected articles December 2013

Research databases
Total of selected 

articles
After the first 

sorting (tri)
After the second 

sorting
Studies identifies as fully 
meeting inclusion criteria

ABI / Inform Complete (multidisciplinary) 2766 53 36 20

Business Source complete (EBSCO) 1427 52 35 13

Academic Search (multidisciplinary) 1544 73 38 23

EconLit 193 24 19 14

PAIS International (multidisciplinary) 131 24 13 9

Francis 118 11 5 3

ISI Web of science (multidisciplinary) 569 31 24 18

Cairn (multidisciplinary) 1549 7 5 3

Total 8297 275 175 103

Other Sources
Expert-list /Grey literature

9

Final selection 60 


