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Abstract
Purpose – To date, research on migration and entrepreneurship has rarely focused expat-preneurs. Based
on recent developments in both fields, this paper aims to investigate the under-researched phenomenon of
Chinese self-initiated expatriates who choose to temporarily live and do business abroad on their own volition.
Design/methodology/approach – To address this research gap, 15 in-depth semi-structured interviews
with Chinese expat-preneurs living in Portugal were conducted, exposing their narratives about their multiple
challenges.
Findings – The findings corroborate the theoretical need to look beyond narrow economic explanations for
why individuals engage in transnational entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial itinerancy. A collective
identity and ethnic community are important because they influence how opportunities are identified and
pursued.
Research limitations/implications – This is a qualitative and interpretative study in a limited
geographical area, which does not intent to ensure generalizability. More research is needed to further
understand the phenomenon of entrepreneurial itinerancy in Europe and among other ethnic
communities.
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Practical implications – The findings provide insightful inputs to Portuguese policymakers and locals
on how to support ethnic entrepreneurship. Chinese expat-preneurs also benefit from understanding how to
strength their ethnic social ties in connection with local communities.
Originality/value – This study contributes to the entrepreneurship and international mobility literatures
by providing new insights into the nature and dynamics of Chinese “expat-preneurs”, including their
entrepreneurial itinerancy, necessary to properly understand entrepreneurs’ diversity and assist in extending
transnational entrepreneurial theory.

Keywords Transnational entrepreneurship, Self-initiated expat-preneurs, Chinese expat-preneurs,
Entrepreneurial itinerancy, Qualitative research

Paper type Research paper

Chinese “expat-preneurs”: understanding the challenges of doing business
abroad
Migrants, including migrant entrepreneurs, have been regarded as individuals who leave
their home country on a permanent basis, driven by necessity or opportunity reasons,
with the intent to stay permanently and attain citizenship in a new country (Vance et al.,
2016). Although migration scholars have paid special attention to the resources and
capital available to ethnic entrepreneurs who typically operate small family businesses
that serve co-ethnic customers in the host country, entrepreneurial research (Elo et al.,
2018; Nazareno et al., 2019) and expatriate studies (Vance et al., 2016; Vance et al., 2017),
have documented new forms of international mobility and entrepreneurial flows, which
are worth of further examination. For example, a growing body of expatriate research has
underscored the differences between migrants and other international workers, such as
assigned expatriates (AEs) (Fei, 2022) and self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) (Andresen
et al., 2014; Zikic et al., 2010), including those who self-initiate a business abroad (Vance
et al., 2016).

There is a conceptual difficulty to frame SIEs in a single definition (Brewster et al., 2021).
To clarify our position in this paper, we resort to Andresen et al. (2014) definition of SIEs as
migrants who intentionally relocate across borders to legally work in a different country.
SIEs also include international workers who decide to undertake an entrepreneurial activity
in another country (Paik et al., 2017; Vance et al., 2017). This group of SIEs who willingly go
abroad to be self-employed or start a business were named “expat-preneurs” (Paik et al.,
2017; Vance et al., 2017). They differ from immigrants and immigrant entrepreneurs because
they are legally, but temporarily, living and working in the host country, and they do not
envision a permanent stay nor intent to attain local citizenship (Vance et al., 2016). They also
differ from AEs because they go abroad on their own volition and without corporate
support. Although several expat-preneurs exploit local marketplace opportunities and then
qualify as “opportunity entrepreneurs”, in this study, we broadly consider an expat-preneur
as “any individual who self-initiate an international assignment to start or join a new
business venture in the host country” (Vance et al., 2017, p. 37).

Entrepreneurship and expatriate literatures have rarely explored the experience of these
expat-preneurs [recent exceptions are by Kumpikait_e-Valiūnien_e et al. (2021) and Yokoyama
and Birchley (2020)]. Studies on international mobility show critical gaps in terms of
geographical distribution and type of respondents (Brewster et al., 2021), and Selmer et al.
(2018) even argued that more research is needed to analyze and explain mobility patterns in
context, a recommendation that Benton and Pieke (2016) extended to the Chinese in Europe.
This is a significant research gap because we cannot assume that the theoretical and
empirical knowledge built from migrants and other SIEs (e.g. academics) is readily
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transposable to the transient experiences of SIEs who, on their own volition, look for
opportunities of self-employment or entrepreneurial ventures (Selmer et al., 2018).

To provide a wider understanding of the interplay between international mobility and
entrepreneurship, scholars from both fields (Girling and Bamwenda, 2018; Nazareno et al.,
2019; Yokoyama and Birchley, 2020; Vance et al., 2016) have been calling for more
interdisciplinary research, in contexts other than North America, Western home and host
countries, and migratory flows beyond South to North. Understanding these flows allows us
to address in a deeper way how a set of barriers to full employment in the destination
country, such as language differences (Zhang and Hussein, 2021), various educational and
professional requirements and job discrimination (Nazareno et al., 2019) are distinctively
experienced by international workers. Furthermore, bridging the migration and expatriate
literatures will bring to light new experiences and understandings of international mobility
(Brewster et al., 2021) as a global phenomenon. In a time of change and with an intensive
increase in migration flows, exploring the diverse contours of migratory movements is of
utmost urgency to national governments and international political institutions as to
companies and consulting firms (Salt and Brewster, 2022).

To address this research gap, a qualitative study was carried out, and semistructured
interviews were conducted to gather the narratives and lived experiences of Chinese expat-
preneurs who originated from two south-eastern cities in China andwho have been established in
Portugal to do business. By drawing on the SIE literature and the migrant and entrepreneurship
research on the Chinese in Portugal, this study aims to answer the following research questions:

RQ1. How Chinese expat-preneurs in Portugal account for the decision to move and do
business in the country?

RQ2. What are the challenges arising from such a decision?

This research is relevant for several reasons. First, the growth of the Chinese population in
Europe and Portugal is significant and is expected to continue in the coming years (Benton
and Pieke, 2016; Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras/SEF, 2021) being the seventh largest
foreign community in Portugal in 2020 (Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras/SEF, 2021).
Second, research has examined the characteristics of Chinese residents in Portugal,
emphasizing their high self-employment and concentration in the textile and catering
industry (Gaspar, 2017; Oliveira, 2003), which means this is a group locally involved in
diverse entrepreneurial ventures that is worth of further examination. Third, little is known
about the lived experiences of the Chinese in Portugal, especially in coping with their
multiple roles and local challenges (Gaspar, 2017; Oliveira, 2003; Rodrigues, 2013). In fact,
fewer studies examined the challenges arising from the decision to relocate independently to
a country with interest in doing business (Benton and Pieke, 2016), such as those addressed
in this study. Also, Oliveira (2003) urged researchers to further examine the “ability of
Chinese entrepreneurs to draw on the inner resources of the ethnic group in order to achieve
success in economic competition” (p. 14). Finally, prior expatriate research has rarely
focused on this segment of SIEs (Vance et al., 2017), and the existing migrant and ethnic
entrepreneurship theories have shown difficulties accommodating the emerging trend of
expat-preneurs (Girling and Bamwenda, 2018). Both streams of research need to be
broadened to explain the behaviors of people who go abroad “temporarily” and “out of
volition, not a necessity” to become self-employed and be entrepreneurs.

The following sections present the literature relevant to this study, including an
overview of the methodology and a description of the main research findings. Conclusions
and both theoretical and practical implications are then presented in the final section.
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Chinese self-initiated expatriates
The expatriate literature distinguishes the SIEs from other expatriate populations, including
organization-AEs and migrants (Brewster et al., 2021; Crowley-Henry et al., 2018; Doherty
et al., 2011; Shaffer et al., 2012; Zikic et al., 2010). Building on prior conceptualization efforts,
McNulty and Brewster (2017a) showed that the distinction between AEs and SIEs is much
clearer than between SIEs and migrants. As the authors recognize, while the widest and
current definitions of migrants posit that they intend to move to another country on a
permanent basis (McNulty and Brewster, 2017a; Zikic et al., 2010), in practice, this intention
might change. Likewise, SIEs can anticipate a temporary stay that might become
permanent, which will classify them asmigrants.

Given the need for construct clarity (McNulty and Brewster, 2017b) and the difficulty to
single out SIEs and expat-preneurs from respective immigrants and immigrant
entrepreneurs, we use the wider conceptualization of Andresen et al. (2014) in that SIEs is a
category of the migrant who:

� deliberately relocate across national borders;
� independently change the dominant place of residence to; and
� legally work in a different country.

This is the operational definition used in the present study, which is consistent with the
critical view of Brewster et al. (2021), who prefer “the simplicity of logical analysis based on
international transfer, legal work, and intent that the stay is temporary” (p. 314).

An expat-preneur is then a category of business SIE “who goes abroad to initiate and
exploit business opportunities by their own, or by employment in joint new venture
development activities” (Vance et al., 2016, p. 206). The most distinguishable features of
expat-preneurs compared to ethnic and immigrant entrepreneurs are (Girling and
Bamwenda, 2018, p. 209):

� the agency to go abroad “out of volition and not necessity”;
� the temporary nature of the stay in the destination country; and
� a position of “privilege” (because of ethnicity, education, human capital, social class

and financial resources, among others) that does not force them to go or remain in a
single destination.

Hence, the Chinese who pursue, temporarily and on their own volition, independent legal
work (e.g. as self-employed and/or business owners) in a different country, such as Portugal,
qualify as expat-preneurs.

Taken together, these developments of the expatriate literature have deepened our
understanding of SIEs and can contribute to broaden the migrant and ethnic
entrepreneurship literatures. So far, however, fewer management studies have empirically
examined the challenges arising from the decision to move independently to a foreign
country with interest in doing business. Similarly, the entrepreneurial activity of Chinese
immigrants has been explained by cultural and entrepreneurial theories (Girling and
Bamwenda, 2018; Oliveira, 2003; Rodrigues, 2013) that have overly relied on the migration
experiences to developed countries based on necessity (for a review see Girling and
Bamwenda, 2018), and on how the family and the established diaspora support the
acculturation process (Fu-Lai Yu, 2001; Shi et al., 2015). Previous research has also examined
the creation of immigrant entrepreneurial ventures within ethnic enclaves (Baier-Fuentes
et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2013), but the entrepreneurial venturing of SIEs remains largely
unexplored as explained below.
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Migrant and ethnic entrepreneurship: the Chinese “Expat-Preneurs” in
Portugal
Migrant entrepreneurship and ethnic entrepreneurship literatures have developed as sub-
fields of entrepreneurship studies in response to new forms of global mobility (Vershinina,
2019). While several theoretical developments are taking place (for reviews and
advancements, see among others Baier-Fuentes et al., 2019; Nazareno et al., 2019; Yokoyama
and Birchley, 2020), including increased attention to entrepreneurs’ agency (Zhang and
Chun, 2018), social capital (Shi et al., 2015) and mixed embeddedness (Bisignano and El-
Anis, 2019), some scholars are calling for more theoretical and empirical developments
exploring “diverse and alternative entrepreneurial individuals, processes and practices
beyond the mainstream” (Vershinina, 2019, p. 774). Specifically, the concepts of
embeddedness and mixed embeddedness (for a review, see Barberis and Solano, 2018) have
prompted scholar’s attention to the economic, social and ethnic conditions framing migrants’
entrepreneurship (Ma et al., 2013). Questions have been raised about the risks of “over-
embeddedness” regarding the ethnic group and “under-embeddedness” when it comes to
expanding the contacts and networks outside the diaspora (Schnell and Sofer, 2002).
Research on migrants and ethnic entrepreneurship has shown that the host economy and
the political-institutional context, along with ethnic networks and host discrimination, are
attributes that can create specific variations in self-employment and entrepreneurship
among migrant groups that require further examination (Elo et al., 2018; Irastorza and Peña-
Legazkue, 2018; Ma et al., 2013).

In the past two decades, a considerable proportion of Zhejiang immigrants from the
regions of “Qingtian” and “Wenzhou” found work opportunities in Europe (Gaspar, 2017).
They usually work on the traditional textile and catering industries and live in a co-ethnic
environment that stimulates the use of the native language (Marques et al., 2005). Typically,
the Chinese family is a production and consumption unit that makes efficient use of
available human and economic resources (Fu-Lai Yu, 2001), so the creation of family
businesses abroad drives the prosperity of Chinese communities in the host society (Benton
and Pieke, 2016). The support from family members (close and distant relatives) and the
family ownership of the business build a strong organizational structure that is also based
on a gendered division of labor (Gaspar, 2017). Additionally, some core values are deeply
rooted in every overseas Chinese (Zapalska and Edwards, 2001, p. 289) and include:

� the importance attached to the family by the Confucian culture;
� a strong tendency to promote the collective or the group;
� a deep respect for age, hierarchy and authority; and
� the importance placed on the “reputation attained through hard work and successful

enterprise”.

These core values are also treasured by Zhejiang immigrants and Chinese in Portugal
(Oliveira, 2003; Rodrigues, 2013). Altogether, the Chinese business-family unit accounts for
remarkable entrepreneurial success on an international scale (Benton and Pieke, 2016;
Fu-Lai Yu, 2001; Gaspar, 2017).

The growth of Chinese residents in Portugal is significant. According to the official data
(Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras/SEF, 2021), the Chinese residents in 1995 were 2.202,
whereas in 2020, they reached a total of 26.074, being the seventh largest foreign community
in Portugal. The first group of Chinese in Portugal worked almost exclusively for a Chinese
boss and were mainly focused on daily subsistence. These families spoke mainly a native
and Mandarin dialect and found jobs and created businesses in “ethnic enclaves”, such as in
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Martim Moniz in Lisbon or Vila do Conde in Porto (Oliveira, 2003; Rodrigues, 2013).
Whenever possible, they attended ethnic schools and religious activities, such as the
Buddhism “Foguanghui” (Oliveira, 2003; Rodrigues, 2013).

With the economic and financial crisis of 2011, Portugal offered a Residence Permit for
Investment Activities to attract foreign investment (Gaspar, 2017), commonly known as
“Golden Visa”. This Visa allows foreign investors to apply for a residence permit to start an
investment activity in Portugal involving:

� capital transfer from abroad;
� job creation; or
� real state acquisition.

“Golden Visa” holders and foreigners legally living in Portugal can then apply for:
� family reunion;
� permanent residence permit; and
� Portuguese citizenship after residing in the country for five years.

The latest data (Serviço de Estrangeiros e Fronteiras/SEF, 2021) shows that 1.182 residence
permits were issued in 2020 for investment activities, and 296 (25 %) were required by
Chinese citizens. In the past decades, a new wave of Chinese in Portugal has been investing
in strategic sectors of the local economy (e.g. real estate, energy, banking and tourism),
taking advantage of the specific legal and tax benefits offered by local policies (Gaspar,
2017) and the freedom of movement in Europe.

Methodology
This study follows a qualitative methodology framed by a phenomenological approach.
This approach postulates a subjective view of the world and focuses on the interpretation
given to experience from a first-person perspective (Eatough and Smith, 2017). In other
words, how people, as “embodied socio-historical situated persons” (Eatough and Smith,
2017, p. 195), resort to cultural and social resources to construct particular interpretations of
personal experiences (Wojnar and Swanson, 2007). Specifically, this epistemological
approach follows recent calls (Javadian et al., 2020) to expand entrepreneurship studies as
well as underlines how Chinese expat-preneurs give sense to their venture experiences
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000).

Procedure
In this study, we gathered data through in-depth semistructured interviews. This is an
adequate method to depict participants’ perspectives on complex topics (Patton, 2014) and
provide insight into how people give meaning and order to the world and their lived
experiences. The semistructured interviews combined a pre-determined set of open-ended
questions with the opportunity to explore other topics by expanding respondents’ responses.
Furthermore, opting for a qualitative study allows to address the meanings that expat-
preneurs attributed to their international and entrepreneurial experiences (Brewster et al.,
2021). In fact, the overwhelming majority of research on international mobility and SIEs is
quantitative. Addressing this methodological gap is a way to expand knowledge attending
to particular contexts and diversity of meanings related to the challenges, motives, benefits,
relations and international experiences lived by different categories of SIEs.
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The interview guide was first tested with two Chinese acquaintances of the authors and
then improved according to the feedback received. Several broad open-ended questions
about participants’ international mobility asked:

Q1. Why did you come to Portugal?

Q2. How did you prepare for your international mobility to Portugal?

Q3. What were your main work challenges when you decided to come to Portugal?
Could you please elaborate?

Q4. What were your main personal challenges when you decided to come to Portugal?
Could you please elaborate?

Q5. How did/do you cope with the work challenges identified so far? Can you give an
example?

Q6. How did/do you cope with the personal challenges identified so far? Can you give an
example?

Q7. In general, how has been your experience in Portugal?

Finally, other questions addressed participants’ demographics, family international mobility
and past entrepreneurial and business experiences.

The interviews were conducted by the third author (an ethnic Chinese), who began by
explaining the research purpose and related interview topics, ensuring anonymity and
confidentiality. Because it was difficult to establish a relationship of trust with the Chinese
community, we started by interviewing authors’ acquaintances, and then a snowball
sampling was used to identify other participants. This is a typical sampling method
employed in qualitative research with overseas Chinese samples (Chan, 1997; Xu et al., 2019)
and when the study’s participants are, to some extent, difficult to find or approach (Fossey
et al., 2002). All interviews were conducted in Mandarin and Qingtian dialects, which created
a clearer understanding of the questions and a more relaxed atmosphere for participants.
This also helped in expressing opinions and feelings, delving into the culture. Considering
participants’ busy working schedules, the interviews were run in a caf�e, bar or restaurant,
after working hours or during lunch breaks. The shortest interview took 30 min and the
longest lasted one hour and a half.

Participants
The participants were targeted according to the following criteria:

� being from the south-eastern region of China (the primary origin of Chinese in
Portugal, according to Gaspar, 2017);

� holding a residence permit in Portugal;
� having financed the relocation to the country by their choice and without corporate

support;
� aiming to work and live abroad temporarily; and
� having an interest in doing business locally.

The final set of research participants included 15 Chinese expat-preneurs. This sample
convenes the criteria of both business self-initiated expatriation (McNulty and Brewster,
2017b) and expat-preneurs (Vance et al., 2016). Also, the sample size meets the minimum
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requirements for an exploratory approach (Rowley, 2012), and data saturation was reached
regarding the aim of the study. Data saturation is considered when there is enough data and
new interviewees repeat similar experiences and ideas (Fusch and Ness, 2015). As in other
exploratory studies (Guo et al., 2021), our interest is on the depth of the information rather
than on the size of the sample. However, the decision to conclude the interviews when we
reached 15 was also due to the difficulty to gather more qualitative data from Chinese
participants. The Chinese community living in Portugal is characterized by its closeness and
reluctance to participate in initiatives outside the community (Gaspar, 2018), and such
closure occurred despite the researcher who conducted the interviews being from the same
ethnic group.

The profile of the research participants is presented in Table 1.
As observed in Table 1, of the 15 interviewees, 4 were male and 11 were female. All were

from the south-eastern region of China (Wenzhou and Qingtian) and came to Portugal
between 2004 and 2014. The average age was around 32 years, ranging from 22 to 54 years
old. Most participants were married. Their educational background varied from primary to
tertiary education, but all young participants had higher education. All participants are
shareholders and/or business owners. At the time of the interview, only one participant was

Table 1.
Participants
characteristics

Participant Origin Gender Age
Marital
status Education

Key motive to
come to Portugal

Arrival
year

Present
occupation Countries of SIEs

A QT M 27 Married High
school

Relatives did
business locally

2008 Shareholder
of retail

Spain, Portugal

B QT F 32 Married High
school

Husband did
business locally

2013 Shareholder
of retail

Uganda, Portugal

C QT F 36 Divorced High
school

Relatives did
business locally

2008 Shareholder
of retail

Uganda, Spain,
Portugal

D QT F 37 Married High
school

Married a man
who did business
locally

2004 Owner of
retail

Uganda, Spain,
Portugal

E QT F 29 Single Bachelor Relatives did
business locally

2004 Shareholder
of retail

Spain, Poland,
Portugal

F QT F 54 Married Primary
school

Relatives did
business locally

2006 Shareholder
of retail

Spain, Poland,
Portugal

G WZ M 34 Married High
school

Relatives did
business locally

2008 Wholesaler Portugal

H WZ F 35 Married Bachelor Married man
who did retail in
PT

2014 Shareholder
of retail

Portugal

I QT F 35 Married High
school

Husband did
business locally

2004 Wholesaler Bulgaria,
Portugal

J QT F 25 Single High
school

Relatives did
business locally

2013 Clothing
seller

Hungary,
Portugal

K WZ F 40 Married Middle
school

Relatives did
business locally

2004 Owner of
retail

Netherlands,
Portugal

L WZ F 28 Single Bachelor Relatives did
business locally

2011 Clothing
seller

Portugal

M QT F 22 Single Master Father did
business locally

2004 Shareholder
of retail

Portugal

N QT M 25 Single Master Parents did
business locally

2010 Shareholder
of a dental
clinic

Portugal

O QT M 25 Single Bachelor Mother did retail
in PT

2010 Owner of
retail

Portugal

Notes: SIEs: Former self-initiated expatriation; QT: Region of Qingtian; WZ: Region of Wenzhou; M: Male; F: Female; PT:
Portugal
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employed in a local Chinese company while preparing the setup of her own business. Nine
out of the fifteen interviewees had formerly lived in another foreign country, where they
were an entrepreneur or self-employed.

Data analysis
All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed into Mandarin and afterward translated
into English. The qualitative data were then subject to content analysis (Krippendorff and
Bock, 2009) that involved the three researchers. We re-read each translated interview and
then listed and coded the main themes based on the interview guidelines and the literature
review (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003). An inductive approach to the qualitative data was
also undertaken to identify new emergent themes. The identification and selection of themes
started from the interview guide and were followed by a discussion among the researchers
for the choice of the sub-themes, so the final decision on the coding structure was obtained
by consensus, thereby granting more rigor and reliability to the findings (Morse, 2015).
After the first level of codification, we proceed to a second code order by searching for
patterns or major categories that allow to relate the themes in the first order of codification.
The process of content analysis is presented in Table 2, which includes a set of participants’
quotes that illustrates the coding structure of the data.

Research findings
To present the findings, we describe the five themes that constitute the main categories
related to the lived experiences and challenges of the Chinese expat-preneurs in Portugal.

Diaspora and family network
When questioned about the reasons for international mobility, the interviewees highlighted
the influence of the “diaspora and family network”, including their prominence in their work
and personal lives. The international mobility experiences of the interviewees were linked to
a Web of Chinese business families that linked the overseas Chinese’ communities in
different countries and continents (e.g. Europe, Africa and America) since all come to
Portugal to initiate or join a local family business (as shown in Table 1). Two themes
emerged on how this diaspora influenced the decision to go abroad, reflecting the family
pressure and the reunion with the family at the destination.

Family pressure to go abroad. The opportunity to be part of a Chinese migrant
entrepreneurial community was understood by families as a way of upward social mobility.
Doing business abroad raises the social status within the Chinese community because it
provides an opportunity to “make money” (Participant E) and achieve economic prosperity.
This is why the decision to leave involved the extended family, as explained by Participant L:

After I graduated from university, I worked as an accountant in a company for one year, both
wages and benefits were good, and I loved this job. But my mother insisted that working in
Portugal for an uncle who had a retail store would be a better opportunity.

This pressure was maintained by the family even in moments when Participant L felt
tempted to return to China:

When I chatted with my mom by Wechat (weixin), sometimes I expressed my intention to return
to China, but my mom always disagrees [. . .] for her, she has a girl abroad, which is a pride.

As such, the decision of leaving China is not, most of the time, an individual and isolated
one. Individuals are perceived as a continuity of a collective project and fated to follow the
family destiny. In this case, the pressure was first created in the origin country by those who
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First level codes
Challenges and strategies from doing business abroad Second level codes

Difficulties/circumstances
refers to the factors
determining the decision to go
abroad with the intention to do
business

Family pressure to go abroad
“After graduated from university, I worked as an
accountant in a company for one year, both wages
and benefits were good, and I loved this job. But
my mother insisted that working in Portugal for an
uncle who had a retail store would be a better
opportunity”. (Participant L)

Diaspora and
family network

Reunion with family at host country
“My parents moved to Portugal from Italy, maybe
for a better business opportunity in Portugal . . ..
After they started a retail store, I went to Portugal
for a family reunion in 2000 . . .” (Participant N)

Family and business
Refers to the management of
family and business issues

Family/Business planning
“I knew him [husband] by marriage interview
(Xiangqin). . . in Madrid, we first met on a blind
date arranged by his uncle who knew me in
Uganda . . .. My diligence in the Chinese
community of Uganda was famous . . . I worked in
a Chinese restaurant then, and the working
environment was bad . . . I knew clearly that I have
to consider marriage at the age of 22 . . . I did not
have a rich family background . . . I wanted to
leave the Chinese restaurant and changed my
destiny through marriage, so I come to Portugal
with him after the first blind date.” (Participant D)

Co-ethnic
embeddedness

Opportunities
Refers to business
opportunities abroad

Family support in the host country
“I travelled to Portugal in 2004 after the suggestion
of my brother who had a retail store in Portugal. . .
he said it would be much easier to make money in
Portugal than in the Netherlands . . . that was
indeed the case . . .making money was much easier
than it is now” (Participant K)

Host country
Refer the links with the host
country

Focus on work, business and money
“If I did not make enough money, how can I keep
my parent get good treatment in hospital? Money
is not all powerful, but it gives me the confidence
and belief to face the difficulties of life. Money kept
my parent’s life longer. . .Making money is a way
to protect family.” (Participant C)

Instrumental
relation with the
host country

Host country coming second when doing business
“I hope Portugal always keep safe. . .. the economy
keeps stable and developing. . .such we could do
the business longer. . ..” (Participant H)
Language issues
“The most difficult thing for me was the
(Portuguese) language. . . as a clothing seller, I
have to deal with all customers’ problems . . .For
troubled customers, I can only let the Portuguese
staff solve their problems, after all, the language is
very important.” (Participant J)

(continued )

Table 2.
Chinese expat-
preneurs’ experiences
in Portugal
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were not directly involved in the diaspora but managed and fed the migratory flow by
impelling other family members and the wider community to take this step and maintain an
entrepreneurial path.

Reunion with family at host country. Many participants had relatives doing business in
Portugal, so they were indirectly involved in the diaspora by familial links, as was explained
by Participant C:

I come to Portugal in 2006, because my sister was here [. . .] I have no way to start a business in
Spain, whether in finance or human resource [. . .] In Spain, no one would help me.

The reunion with family defines which host country to choose for starting an
entrepreneurial activity. The main reason for such a choice is related to the financial and
affective support that participants expected from the overseas community network. The
decision to go abroad is also justified by blurring the family and business roles, as in the
case of Participant B. To this participant, her willingness to go abroad was related to her
family role as “a wife”, which in her case has a double and mixed meaning – taking care of
the family/husband and managing and controlling the financial survival of the family
business:

Once I had the opportunity to reunite with my husband, there was no doubt I would reunite [. . .].
The family can only be taken care of by wife [. . .]. Men do not know to take care of themselves, to
say nothing of gathering and keeping money [. . .].

Some of the youngest interviewees came to Portugal to reunite with their parents aiming to
continue the family business locally or in another country with a more favorable business
environment. This is the case of Participant O, who come to Portugal directly from China for

First level codes
Challenges and strategies from doing business abroad Second level codes

No commitment to the host country
“I almost have no time to socialize with anyone. . .
in the only spare time, I socialize with my friends
in China or in other countries with Wechat. . .
Wechat and business take up most of my life . . .”.
(Participant N)
Do business in a host location while it is profitable
and before a new opportunity is captured
elsewhere
“I have no idea of how long I will stay in Portugal
since the business is so unsatisfactory . . . if we find
a better business chance in another foreign country
or China, we will relocate to.” (Participant B)

Entrepreneurial
itinerancy

Dealing with the condition of
an ethnic minority

Interactions with Portuguese customers
“The complicated customers trying to call the
police at every turn. . . actually nobody does it at
China. . . theft occurs every day in store, we bear
the loss, while the thief does not assume any
responsibility even if the police arrives. . . the
invisible discrimination has always existed in the
store, for instance, people call us ‘Chinoca’. . . and
customers urinate in the dressing room. . .”
(Participant D)

Ethnic
discrimination

Table 2.
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parents’ reunion, and Participant M, who come for the same reason. M said: “I come to
Portugal for family reunion. I was eight years old then [. . .] my parents had a retail store in
Portugal”. Participant N added:

My parents moved to Portugal from Italy, maybe for a better business opportunity in Portugal
[. . .]. After they started a retail store, I went to Portugal for a family reunion in 2000. I was 5 years
old then.

This interplay between family and business leaves us with the secondmain category.

Co-ethnic embeddedness
The links between family and business emerged in the interviewees’ discourse from the
start. The choice of the destination and the type of business to launch (or in which to take
part) were made within a Web of co-ethnic connections. The process of coding revealed two
subordinate themes:

(1) business/family planning; and
(2) family support in the host country.

Family/business planning. The decision to go abroad was backed by the extended family.
For example, several women mentioned that an arranged marriage was often a first step
toward international mobility and venture, with the family participating in the groom’s
selection. Participant D shared her own experience:

I knew him by marriage interview (Xiangqin) [. . .] in Madrid, my husband and I first met on a
blind date arranged by his uncle who knew me in Uganda [. . .] [. . .] I knew clearly that I had to
consider marriage at the age of 22 (pause). I wanted to leave the Chinese restaurant and changed
my destiny through marriage, so I come to Portugal (to make business) with him (her husband)
after the first blind date.

Participant G added:

Both of us are Qingtianness, having the same outlook on life, values, and family, and these will be
easier for us to communicate and understand each other [. . .] he is running a Chinese restaurant there
[Austria] [. . .].we knew each other by computer game [. . .]. We plan to marry next year, and then I
will go to Austria and join his family and business [. . .]. Wherever my husband is I will follow.

For women, an arranged marriage seems to be a necessary condition for starting their own
business, as Participant C explained:

We Chinese employers clearly know that Chinese employees will not always work for us.
Whenever there is an opportunity, they will think about starting their own business [. . .]
Marriage often means a great possibility of leaving. Most Chinese couples will try their best to
start a business, even a small one [. . .].

The intersection of family and business implies a subordination of all other personal and
family expectations to doing business. This subservience was stronger among women but
was accepted by most interviewees. Only one expressed a desire to escape, although
recognizing the burden of such a deviant decision:

I have a Portuguese girlfriend, and want to marry her (pause), but my parents did not agree and
thought we were from a different world, it was not easy to live together (pause). My parents
cannot understand, but I will stick to my own ideas. (Participant O)

Family support in the host country. The challenges associated with the resources needed to
do business abroad were provided by the extended family. As for Participant C, the mobility
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to Portugal was conditioned by the presence of a married sister having a company in the
country, and the same happened to Participant F:

My small food shop in Madrid, which was instantly from slight profit to loss [. . .] there was no
way out for me. I can only seek refuge with my sister’s daughter who was in Portugal, from being
an employee for her until now partnered with her in running retail stores.

Participant K also moved from The Netherlands and changed the business (restaurant) after
accepting the support of a brother: “Under such circumstances, I come to Portugal in 2004
after the suggestion of my brother who had a retail store in Portugal”.

These narratives illustrate how the diaspora and family networks prompted and
supported multiple self-initiated assignments and Chinese transnationalism. Overall, family
arrangements were made to do business but were only granted within the Chinese ethnic
community. The dynamics within the Chinese diaspora and family network portrayed an
over-subordination to the higher purpose of “doing business” and “making money”, which
enacted a utilitarian and distant relationship with the host country, as further explained.

The host country: an instrumental relationship
The challenges of contacting and interacting socially with the locals were absent in the
interviewees’ speeches. Most were unwilling to be part of Portuguese routines and traditions
and, consistently, their daily life occurred almost exclusively within the ethnic community.
Hence, the interviewees enacted an instrumental connection with the host country, which
was coupled with four main ideas:

(1) a strict focus on work, business and money;
(2) host country coming second when doing business;
(3) language issues; and
(4) no affective commitment to the host country.

Focus on work, business and money. To a large extend, all interviewees limited their contact
with the locals, despite providing services to the local community. For them, there was no
life outside the Chinese diaspora, which, in turn, did not let them nurture other ties with
locals. Being in Portugal or in another host country was virtually irrelevant, given the focus
and effort on “doing business” and “making money”, as explained by Participants D and F:
“Life looks like a wheel to run, and money is a lubricant and many contradictions in life and
work can be solved with it”:

If I did not make enough money, how can I keep my parents get good treatment in hospital?
Money is not all powerful, but it gives me the confidence and belief to face the difficulties of life.
Money kept my parents’ life longer [. . .]. Making money is a way to protect family. (Participant F)

As many interviewees mentioned, the long work journey did not leave them time or energy
for anything else outside work and/or business:

Every day I open the store from 9:00 in the morning and close it around 21:00. It will be 22:00
when I arrive at home. When I finish all and lie down, it is around 23:00. Every day is the same
and keeps repeating. (Participant O)

Likewise, leisure activities were instrumental for continuing the business, as explained by
Participant D:

[. . .] I need to do fitness to keep healthy (pause). My sick father and sick friends vividly told me
the importance of keeping healthy. I cannot be sick: my family and business need me.
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Host country coming second when doing business. Portugal was a suitable destination to be
an expat-preneur as long as it offered economic profit. The ties to the host country were then
utilitarian, as illustrated by Participant H: “I hope Portugal always keep safe [. . .] the
economy keeps stable and developing [. . .] such we could do the business longer [. . .]”. This
reflection was also produced by Participant K regarding The Netherlands and the decision
to come to Portugal: “The living environment and benefits in The Netherlands were better
than those in Portugal [. . .] but the increasingly stringent labour policies [. . .] made business
easily in the loss”.

Language issues. Most interviewees were not proficient in Portuguese, despite
considering such a skill critical to make business. While some interviewees tried to learn the
basics to communicate with Portuguese costumers, others employed local workers
(including Brazilian employees) to do so, as described by Participants J:

Even now, having worked here for five years, knowing how to communicate effectively
with customers is still an issue that I have to face from time to time. For troubled
customers, I can only let the Portuguese staff solve their problems; after all, the language is
very important.

No affective commitment to the host country. The lack of communication and identification
with locals were, to some extent, reinforced by the fact that few meaningful social
interactions were fostered outside the Chinese community. Most interviewees spent their
free time (re)connecting with the Chinese lifestyle. They saw Chinese programs and
regularly used Chinese social networks as explained by Participants M and N:

I can only play a computer game and watch (Chinese) variety shows to waste time [. . .] it is so
boring in Portugal that I am always thinking about going back to China.

I almost have no time to socialize with anyone [. . .] in the only spare time, I socialize with my
friends in China or in other countries with Wechat [. . .] Wechat and business take up most of my
life [. . .].

Some interviewees considered the possibility of staying longer and eventually retire in
Portugal but again, this intend was subordinated to a stable economic and family
lifestyle: “Nobody preferred to stay in Portugal without making money [. . .]”
(Participant D).

Ethnic discrimination
Episodes of racial prejudice and ethnic discrimination occurred predominantly in the
workplace and with some local customers. Participant D summed the verbal and behavioral
violence against the Chinese community:

The Chinese retail stores in Portugal belong to the low-end service industry. We work in this
industry, whether in China or in Portugal, so the unfair treatment or contradictions with
customers are inevitable, which cannot be all classified as a race issue. And most of the
contradictions are caused by language communicating obstacles [. . .] [but] the invisible
discrimination has always existed in the store, for instance, people call us “Chinoca” [. . .] and
customers urinate in the dressing room [. . .].

The violence and prejudice in the workplace against the participants create a feeling of
impotence and suspicion regarding local institutions and authorities. The inertia of the local
agents to the request for help from the participants and in the condemnation of ethnic
discrimination is well illustrated by Interviewee E:
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When a thief stoles away goods and we call the police, the policeman always arrives at the scene
after one hour [. . .] the police station is next to my shop [. . .] when a local calls the police, they
arrive at the scene in 10 minutes.

The attachment of the new generations to the family business and entrepreneurial live was
in some of the narratives related to the lack of opportunities for the young Chinese in the
Portuguese labor market due to ethnic discrimination: “My friend’s son, finishing high
school education in Lisbon, was unable to find a good job and finally works at his mother’s
whole store”. (Participant F).

Overall, these local discriminatory behaviors fostered a sense of injustice among the
interviewees that further promoted their closure within the Chinese community.

Entrepreneurial itinerancy
Throughout the interviews, the phenomenon of “entrepreneurial itinerancy” become clear,
resulting from the observation of two patterns:

(1) several interviewees come to the country following other self-initiated assignments
(as reported in Table 1); and

(2) most participants referred that if they found a better business chance elsewhere,
they would relocate again.

These patterns, coupled with an instrumental relationship with the host country, endorsed a
phenomenon of “entrepreneurial itinerancy” that is well reflected in the following quote from
participant M:

There is a saying in China that a tree moves to die, and a man moves to live. Businessmen must
always be alert to the local market and be flexible enough (pause), only in this way jmaking
moneyjwe can live and have food to eat.

Overall, all interviewees were clearly aware of the constant need for transnational mobility
in favor of business profit, as explained by Participants I and D:

I have no idea of how long I will stay in Portugal since the business is so unsatisfactory [. . .] if we find
a better business chance in another foreign country or China, we will relocate to. (Participant I)

I know clearly that the Chinese retail business in Portugal will be more and more difficult, but I
have the self-belief that I am able to seek other opportunity [. . .] the past experience in Africa
showed me that I have the strong ability to adapt to difficulties and crisis [. . .]. (Participant D)

In some cases, such disposition to entrepreneurial itinerancy was normalized as a cultural
and regional legacy:

We the Chinese, especially Qingtianness and Wenzhouness, no one would think of working for others
[. . .]. Even if being an employee, it is temporary [. . .] being a boss is the goal. (Participant C)

To some participants, this “entrepreneurial itinerancy” was also transferred to the new
generations for whom fluid international mobility was also expected to search for better
conditions to do business. Participant K emphasized this in reference to her children: “when
they grow up and go to other countries, maybe I will leave Portugal to live with them”.

However, the “entrepreneurial itinerancy” condition of these participants and their “fluid
transnational transit” on behalf of doing business come associated with a self-awareness
that this is a road without return to the home country. All participants clearly knew that
going abroad was a road of “no return”. Participant B, as a store manager of a Chinese retail
chain store, expressed her concerns as follows:
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It is impossible for me to go back to China except for retirement [. . .] I am only familiar with tasks
in a retail store. If [. . .] I say [. . .]. If I went back to China, what can I do? Without any knowledge,
or other working experience, and high education background, finding a good job seems an idiotic
nonsense.

And she concludes: “Going abroad [. . .] it is a road of no return to China.”
Participant F also explained:

There is no turning back [. . .]. Most overseas Chinese know that [. . .]. If I was to go back to China,
what can I do in China? Yes, I heard that some overseas Chinese went back to China, they made
investments or started another industry [. . .]. But the end of the returning story was ultimately
the need to find another way to go abroad again before they lost all money [. . .]. Society is very
realistic, they cannot make money in China, where the business rules are completely different
[. . .]. Making money in China is harder than in Europe [. . .].

Most of the participants seem to believe that “going abroad” and stepping into “entrepreneurial
itinerancy” hindered the development of an “appropriate profile” in terms of employability and
business skills to compete and be successful in China: “China is developing rapidly and has lots
of chances [. . .] [. . .] the chances are not ready for me, I know my ability [. . .]” (Participant H).
Therefore, “entrepreneurial itinerancy” comes with a career cost for most participants, even if
theywere proud of their professional and business paths.

Affective costs regarding the family left home were also mentioned by a few participants,
such as Participants B and J:

When my mother got cancer, I did not know that and had not accompanied and care for her [. . .].
Her first surgery was without children’ accompanying, only her sister [. . .].

When I was in China, I never considered the difficulty of my mother [. . .]. Only when I separated from
her, having to face all the difficulties from life and work, and then I deeply understood her [. . .].

Finally, “entrepreneurial itinerancy” also had a distinct impact on the identities of the
participants. Some of them, especially from the new generations, enacted an original and
hybrid identity that reunited andmixed elements from different cultures:

How to define myself? At first, I am Chinese without any doubt. Secondly, I knew both Chinese
and Portuguese cultures, I do not need to define myself as belonging to only one side [. . .] I take
the essence and discard the dregs from both cultures, and combine them [. . .] I am the
combination of both Chinese and Portuguese, or I prefer to define myself as the international
citizen besides as Chinese [. . .]. (Participant O).

Nonetheless, most of them preserved what they called a “Chinese identity”, albeit their
intensive international mobility. This was further linked to the experience of ethnic
discrimination (category above) as noted by Participant E: “I realized, I am Chinese, never
and ever will be Portuguese or any other foreigner.”

Discussion and implications
This exploratory study examined the lived experiences and challenges of Chinese expat-
preneurs in Portugal, drawing on the expatriate, migration and entrepreneurship literatures.
Specifically, this study aimed to understand how Chinese expat-preneurs in Portugal
account for the decision to move and do business in the country and examine the challenges
arising from such decision.

The findings documented the critical role of the diaspora and the complex
interrelationships between the family and the business in explaining the intentions to go
abroad and start a business in Portugal. Moreover, the Chinese expat-preneurs maintained
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an instrumental relationship with the host country, which was a transient territory that
represented a means to facilitate business and rarely an end in itself. Local ethnic
discrimination further reinforced the distance from the host country and strengthened the
ties among Chinese expat-preneurs and to their ethnic communities and to China, although
everyone knows that “coming home”was unlikely.

Regarding the expatriate literature, the findings challenge the common profile of an SIE,
as an individual in search for adventure and career progress, who is free from work-family
bounds and is willing to embed in the local culture to overcome the stress emerging from
such a life-changing event (Doherty et al., 2011; Shaffer et al., 2012). Unlike Portuguese SIEs,
who do not find support in the diaspora (Pinto and Araujo, 2016), the Chinese expat-
preneurs in Portugal purposeful used their ethnic network to go abroad and yield their
entrepreneurial activities (Oliveira, 2003).

The expat-preneurs portrayed in this study are also distinct from the prototypical profile
of the expat-preneurs originated in Western societies or located in other Asian regions
(Selmer et al., 2018). Although Western expat-preneurs (Vance et al., 2017) and Japanese SIE
entrepreneurs (Yokoyama and Birchley, 2020) activate an individualistic discourse centered
on the personal and psychological agency (Dodd and Anderson, 2007; Selmer et al., 2018),
the Chinese expat-preneurs in Portugal resort to a collective and co-ethnic network. The
destiny of the Chinese expat-preneurs and their families is in itself characterized by a
constant mobility at service of doing business. The preponderance of the diaspora and the
family-business interactions were the strongest determinants of self-initiated expatriation
and entrepreneurship, which is a phenomenon worth of further inquiry with other expat-
preneurs and in other contexts. The findings clearly underscore the conclusion that Chinese
“sojourn is multiple and circular rather than unidirectional or final” (Guo, 2022, p. 847).

Regarding the contributions of this study to the migrant and ethnic entrepreneurial
literatures, the findings are generally supportive of earlier theorizations. First, our findings
are partially consistent with previous ethnographic analyses of the Chinese migrants’ in
Portugal (Gaspar, 2017; Rodrigues, 2013); and are also consistent with earlier reports from
Chinese entrepreneurs in Australia (Collins, 2003) and USA (Morawska, 2004), especially
regarding the importance of the Chinese “transnational diasporas” (Guo, 2022). Such social
and economic Web act as a source of material and affective support. In fact, the Chinese
expat-preneurs of our sample reported a phenomenon of “over-embeddedness” (Schnell and
Sofer, 2002) when it comes to their over-reliance on the diaspora and the extended family for
their mobility and venture planning. They also explained how their collective obligations
could come to include arranged marriages. Second, this study also provides an empirical
foundation for Solano (2016) and Bagwell (2018) concepts of “multifocality” and
“transnational mixed embeddedness”. Overall, the findings reveal how Chinese expat-
preneurs come to do business in Portugal through their ethnic links in multiple locations,
which made it easier to seize local venture opportunities (i.e. multifocality) and how their
transnational social capital (i.e. transnational mixed embeddedness) can further seize new
opportunities outside the destination country. A stronger focus on how Chinese expat-
preneurs navigate through or change their transnational mixed embeddedness is well worth
of further research.

Finally, the data showcased how Chinese expat-preneurs were not concentrated
exclusively in a co-ethnic business enclave in Portugal but instead were open to leave again
in search of other business opportunities. While the Chinese expat-preneurs of this study are
seemingly similar to other transilients or transmigrants entailed in the transnationalism
paradigm (Guo, 2022), they are also dissimilar. Although the transnationalism framework
emphasizes that international mobility is not unidirectional nor final but rather multiple and
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circular (Guo, 2022), our findings go beyond these issues and illustrate how the Chinese can
be involved in entrepreneurial itinerancy, which is the most intriguing finding of this study.
While these Chinese expat-preneurs were part of a collective Web that determined their
international mobility and their personal destiny, this network also endorsed opportunities
for mobility and business break-out (Wang and Warn, 2018). In a recent study, Wang and
Warn (2018) observed how low and high-skilled Chinese immigrants in Australia forged
different patterns of horizontal and vertical business break-out to expand their businesses in
the destination country. A horizontal break-out “means that ethnic businesses
geographically relocate to locations that provide access to a mainstream clientele rather than
being exclusively concentrated in a co-ethnic enclave” (Wang andWarn, 2018, p. 219), and a
vertical break-out refers to changes in the business model to “shift along the value chain
towards more lucrative mainstream spheres of business” (Wang and Warn, 2018, p. 224).
The success factors supporting these break-out experiences in Australia were sufficient
financial capital, business understanding, a stable relationship with suppliers and buyers
and appropriate local staffing (Wang and Warn, 2018). These factors were also observed in
this study. However, the entrepreneurial itinerancy observed among the Chinese expat-
preneurs in Portugal implied, first, individual mobility and, second, a capacity to recognize
and seize self-employment and venture opportunities across borders, including out of the
Chinese diasporas. It must be noted that migration studies have already reported cross-
border business activities carried out by migrants (Santamaria-Alvarez, 2019). However,
these studies emphasize the creation of transnational businesses through migrants’ mixed
embeddedness [for a review, see Barberis and Solano (2018)] and engagement in the life of
the destination country with an intent to stay permanently. Our findings, instead,
documented an international itinerancy generally absent from earlier accounts (Fei, 2022;
Guo, 2022), and that echoed how the initiation of an international assignment can set off
other assignments. Additional work is then required with respect to this phenomenon,
specifically in other contexts and with other groups. In other words, future research can
explore how entrepreneurial itinerancy can result from a certain position of privilege based
on ethnicity, education, human, social and financial capital; and how is it linked to the
opportunities generated by other institutional factors and macro policies, such as the
Golden-Visa and the free movement of people within the European borders.

Limitations and implications for research
While the research findings are informative and advance our understanding of Chinese
expat-preneurs, some limitations should be noted. First, the findings are limited to the
sample size and composition. The 15 participants were mainly from Qingtian andWenzhou,
so the other Chinese living in Portugal were overlooked in this study. In fact, the Chinese
expat-preneurs surveyed had international experience and ethnic resources that allowed
them to start new businesses that provided services outside their ethnic community. As
shown, they were not economically disadvantaged, and they plan do business in Portugal
until it is profitable and before new opportunities are seized elsewhere. While the Golden-
Visa policy built an opportunity structure in Portugal, it does not explain the transnational
entrepreneurship nor the entrepreneurial itinerancy observed. Furthermore, this finding
opens up additional avenues for transnational entrepreneurship research examining how
and under which conditions do the Chinese expat-preneurs persist in doing business in a
certain location or decide to exit and venture away. Research comparing how expat-preneurs
from similar and different ethnic backgrounds seize and exploit venture opportunities in a
single destination might also extend our understanding of different and multiple forms of
agency.
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Another limitation of this study is the ethnic origin of the interviewer, a Qingtianness in
Portugal. While the immersion into the context was helpful to target the research
participants, who would be hardly available otherwise, this cultural background might have
bounded the interpretation of the data. Given the procedure of data analysis employed to
ascertain the internal consistency and validity of the findings, we believe this is a minor
concern in this study.

Finally, women were well represented in the sample, which is not uncommon among the
ranks of expat-preneurs (Vance et al., 2017). However, Chinese female expat-preneurs require
further attention and research because most entrepreneurial ventures were, in fact, family
businesses where women played an intertwined role in running the business and the family
(Collins, 2003; Fu-Lai Yu, 2001). Furthermore, women subordination and disadvantaged life
conditions that were reported are not unique (Cooke et al., 2013), which warns of the need to
examine the specific barriers affecting women expat-preneurs that end up framing their
aspirations, career patterns and identity. Following the recent contributions of Zhang and
Chun (2018), an intersectionist approach might be useful to deepen our understanding of
howmale and female Chinese expat-preneurs build their unique entrepreneurial identities.

In addition, and given the limited scope of this study, future research may further
examine the individual characteristics of first and second-generation of Chinese expat-
preneurs. Our findings uncovered a gap in the study of SIEs, with the Chinese expat-
preneurs in Portugal emphasizing the centrality of the family and the diaspora rather than
their autonomy and self-directedness, as traditionally reported by other SIEs. These
findings warrant further research on the individual characteristics of these expat-preneurs,
as well as the roles played by the family and the diaspora in the transition process to new
transnational ventures. Furthermore, there are an increasing number of international
students who have been studying in the USA and Europe and who might be tempted to
create their own startups, which is another promising research avenue. Empirical evidence
from other underrepresented ethnic groups of business SIEs and expat-preneurs constitute
an opportunity to extend this stream of research.

Finally, the return to China and the domestic economic contribution of these expat-
preneurs have also been neglected (e.g. for an exception, see Tharenou, 2015) and are much
required. For example, Souhu (2017) reported an increasing number of Chinese returning to
Qingtian, making local investments that far exceed RMB 200bn and total donations to social
welfare funds over RMB 300m. These figures reveal the economic relevance of the
transnational entrepreneurship originated in this region and point out the need for further
research.

Implications for practice
The findings of this study have also some practical implications for different stakeholders.
As shown, Chinese expat-preneurs are contributing to the Portuguese economy, which
supports the “Golden Visa” policy. However, the findings also have implications to
migration and integration policies. First, a basic level of Portuguese language should be
required to renew a residence permit. As shown, the knowledge of the local language is a
key issue in dealing with daily challenges and pursuing local business. The acquisition of
some basic host languages is also a first step to develop a greater commitment to the
country. Second, the signs of ethnic discrimination from locals should not be overlooked,
given the country’s efforts to attract foreign investment. Local communities, schools and
families are better off working together to prevent and eliminate racism toward foreigners
and Chinese entrepreneurs who have a role to play and are contributing to the local society.
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To the Chinese expat-preneurs in Portugal, the findings suggest they can further
strength their ethnic social ties in connection with the country. Given the emphasis on social
networks and the common use of WeChat, this communication instrument can be further
used. For instance, “Portuguese BaoMaJie” is an official WeChat account that publishes all
types of information, including local business investment offers and travel services,
providing easy access to various Chinese groups in Portugal. This Chinese channel can then
be used to enact other social contacts and untap new business opportunities.

To Chinese families and newcomers, the findings of this study also draw attention to the
importance of holding realistic expectations about the success of a transnational
entrepreneurial venture despite the key role played by the family and the diaspora. As
shown, learning the host language to widen the interaction with locals might decrease
potential conflicts and improve entrepreneurial success.

Conclusion
The main purpose of this exploratory study was to understand how Chinese expat-preneurs
decide to go abroad and perceive their mobility challenges, especially in pursuing
entrepreneurial ventures. Drawing on the SIE literature and the Chinese migrant and ethnic
entrepreneurship, a qualitative and phenomenological approach was followed to uncover
the lived experiences of 15 Chinese expat-preneurs doing business in Portugal. The findings
reveal the strong weight of the diaspora in the international experiences of the expat-
preneurs as most of them were not in their first international venture nor considered it to be
the last, which illustrates a phenomenon of entrepreneurial itinerancy. Contrary to the
“necessity entrepreneurs”who are pushed into entrepreneurial activity by the barriers of the
host labor market (Nazareno et al., 2019; Vance et al., 2016), the Chinese expat-preneurs in
Portugal resort to the family and the diaspora to initiate and transition between
transnational entrepreneurial ventures. This transnationalism requires a high level of
collective and ethnic embeddedness but also implies high agency and capacity to recognize
and seize opportunities for self-employment and entrepreneurship. Despite being
exploratory, the findings support our interdisciplinary approach to the study of expat-
preneurs and encourage further research in other contexts and with other ethnic groups.
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