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Huawei’s ICT Investments 
in Africa:

Analysis of the Influence of the Company’s 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

Policies on the Emergence of the 
Continent’s Knowledge Society

ABSTRACT

Following a comprehensive description of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) policies implemented 
by Huawei—the leading multinational Chinese information and telecommunications brand—within the 
framework of its business activities in Africa, this chapter reflects on the possible implications of the 
company’s presence in Africa for the continent’s development. Having recently undergone unprecedented 
socio-economic transformation, China is considered one of the forerunners in the evolution towards 
knowledge society. At the same time, it is often accused of pursuing a “new colonialism” in Africa. This 
chapter seeks to find out if there are possibly also any positive aspects of its intensified interest – in par-
ticular, if and to what extent Huawei shares with Africa China’s experience of the emergence of advanced 
ICT (Information and Communications Technology) and transition towards the knowledge society.

INTRODUCTION

Huawei Technologies Co. Ltd is a Chinese 
multinational company providing world leading 
information and communications technology 
(ICT) solutions and services. Huawei’s first of-

fice on the African continent was established 
in 1998 in South Africa. Currently, Huwaei is 
present in over 50 countries there. In addition to 
4 regional offices and 18 representative offices 
spread across the whole continent, the company 
runs in Africa one R&D center and seven training 

Olga Rataj
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, UK



286

Huawei’s ICT Investments in Africa
 

centers (Huawei Website, 2013). Huawei defines 
as part of its vision the need “to bridge the digital 
divide and promote the harmonious and sustain-
able development of the economy, society, and 
the environment” (Huawei Website, 2013). In 
the framework of this chapter, the company’s 
policy approaches for realizing this intention will 
be critically analyzed and assessed with regard 
to their implications for the development of the 
knowledge society in Africa, as well as for the 
continent’s overall social and economic growth.

In recent times, China has undergone impres-
sive economic and social development, including 
the emergence of its knowledge society. Due to 
having run this process, Chinese enterprises have 
valuable experience and strong expertise in both 
instigating and accommodating rapid changes 
in the social and business environment. It must 
be stated that concurrent with China’s rapid 
growth, its business activities in Africa have been 
expanding dramatically. While there are strong 
concerns about the country’s motivation behind 
its intensified engagement on this continent, in 
particular with regard to its rich natural resources 
endowment, the fact is that the Chinese presence 
in Africa spans many sectors, be it only a side ef-
fect of the interest in the African extractive sector 
or not (Idun-Arkhurst & Laing, 2007, p. 29). In 
particular, a very well developed area of Chinese 
business in Africa is the ICT domain. Huawei is 
currently one of the leaders on the information 
and communications technology market there 
(Marshall, 2011).

It seems worth investigating if and how the 
application of Chinese ICT development experi-
ence in Africa impacts the continent’s knowledge 
revolution. To be sure, there are many facets of 
Huawei’s presence in Africa. Firstly, there are 
advantages resulting purely from the kind of 
business conducted: it is obvious that a company 
providing ICT solutions must facilitate e-learning, 
use of mobile phones, widened Internet access, and 
other attributes of a knowledge society. Secondly, 
Huwaei’s market entry in Africa broke Western 

monopoly and resulted in a fierce competition, 
which led to lower prices and thus, to greater 
affordability of ICT products (Marshall, 2011). 
However, these two aspects of the emergence 
of the knowledge society are not intentional, as 
they should be seen only as spin-offs of the core 
interest of the company which is to make profit. 
Notwithstanding all that, Huawei plays a conscious 
role in the capacity building in Africa by engaging 
in CSR activities, some of which intentionally 
aim at human capital development. This article 
focuses on this third aspect.

Moreover, the approach proposed in this chap-
ter is anchored on the assumption that there is no 
unidirectional cause and effect relationship be-
tween the development of knowledge society on 
the one hand and economic and social develop-
ment on the other hand. These two processes are 
interconnected. They mutually reinforce each 
other rather than one results from the other. Thus, 
it is valuable to analyze not only how the develop-
ment of knowledge society influences the eco-
nomic and social growth in Africa, but also how 
does the latter influence the former.

BACKGROUND

Huawei’s CSR Policy Framework

So far, Huawei has issued five annual CSR re-
ports (since 2011 referred to as “Sustainability 
Reports”), the first of which was released in 2008 
(Huawei Website, 2013). While the pillars of the 
company’s CSR approach have remained un-
changed over time, in 2012 there were amendments 
made with regard to the architecture of the CSR 
policy framework. Namely, eight thematic areas 
(bridging the digital divide, caring for employees, 
fair operations, environmental protection, social 
contribution, supply chain CSR management, 
stakeholder communication, safe operation) were 
consolidated into four: bridging the digital divide, 
supporting stable and secure network operations, 
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