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I.
 

Introduction
 

lthough immigrant entrepreneurial activities have 
always been present in Europe, three historical 
circumstances rendered them more visible in 

recent decades. The increase in immigration flows and 
the concentration of immigrants in urban contexts 
stimulated the creation of a

 
different type of demand 

associated with immigrant communities. Also the 
economic growth and expansion of several markets 
during the 1950s and 1960s produced a decline in 
native small and medium enterprises, leaving 
opportunities for immigrants in certain

 
traditional 

sectors. Finally, the oil crisis in 1973/74 had substantial 
impacts in terms of the increase in immigrant 
unemployment. Within this framework immigrants found 
in entrepreneurship an alternative to economic 
integration in European societies. They were therefore 
responsible for the increase in rates of entrepreneurship 
between 1970 and 1980 (Light and Rosenstein 1995: 
12-13, Waldinger et al. 1990: 80).

 Furthermore the present change in consumer 
preferences, linked to globalisation, leads some 
scholars to believe that favourable conditions exist for 
the continuing growth of immigrant entrepreneurial 
strategies (Mars and Ward 1984, Boissevain 1984, 
Sassen 1991). As a result, today it is unthinkable to 
imagine cosmopolitan cities such as London, 
Amsterdam, Paris or Lisbon without immigrant 
entrepreneurs.

 In Portugal, as in other receiving countries, 
during recent decades immigrants achieved higher 
entrepreneurial rates than natives. However, a deeper 
analysis of official data makes it clear that not all 
immigrant groups have the same propensity to become 
entrepreneurs. The Chinese stand out in this respect, 
with the highest rates of entrepreneurship in Portugal, 
although their migration is relatively recent, dating back 
only to the 1990s. Which factors

 
then explain the 

Chinese community’s disproportionate entrepreneurial 
rates? Do the Chinese have particular resources that 
make them more entrepreneurial than the natives and 
other immigrant groups? Does the Portuguese context 
hamper specific opportunities or constrains to their 
economic integration in the labour market ? Or do we 
find similar entrepreneurial strategies among other 
Chinese entrepreneurs residing in different receiving 
societies? Why did Chinese entrepreneurship grow at 

such an exceptional rate  in  the  late 1990s  in Portugal ?

 

In seeking an answer to these questions, this 
article aims to scrutinise Chinese entrepreneurial 
strategies in Portugal and explain these exceptional 
rates in comparison to other immigrant entrepreneurs. 
This assessment will be provided through the analysis of 
data collected in a survey of 309 Chinese entrepreneurs 
residing in Portugal.i

II. Immigrant Entrepreneurship 

Literature Review 

 

Immigrant entrepreneurship has been 
incorporated in academic research since the 1970s. 
This reflects in itself the growth and economic impact of 
immigrant entrepreneurial activities in different host 
contexts.  

Several arguments have emerged to explain 
why certain immigrant groups are more entrepreneurial 
than others. The main contributions emphasise two 
explanatory dimensions. One dimension takes into 
account the characteristics of the immigrant community 
and another highlights the influences of the host context, 
including economic, social and institutional spheres. 

The first explanatory dimension, developed 
essentially in the United States of America, is founded 
on the idea that entrepreneurial behaviour is a 
consequence of specific cultural motivations and of 
solidarity within the community. In this context the 
importance of certain family and ethnic resources was 
emphasised (Light and Gold 2000). Some researchers 
even found evidence of immigrant entrepreneurial 
communities who built closed and protected markets – 
ethnic enclaves – where immigrants were guaranteed 
higher incomes than they would attain in the open 
economy (Wilson and Portes, 1980, Portes and 
Manning, 1986, Portes and Stepick, 1993). 

However, evidence from other research 
conducted has indicated that analyses based purely on 
cultural attributes and ethnic resources are responsible 
for the stereotyping of different immigrant groups. 
Furthermore, differences in entrepreneurial rates among 
identical ethnic groups in diverse countries and cities 
confirm the necessity of finding other explanatory 
variables (Oliveira 2007: 62). 

Bearing in mind some of the criticisms aimed at 
the former explanatory models, new arguments have 
appeared that take into account the influence of both 
the opportunities and the constraints of the host 
contexts in the immigrants’ definition of entrepreneurial 
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strategies. Several researchers have highlighted the 
phenomenon of entrepreneurial behaviour as a reaction 
by immigrants to discrimination or unemployment in the 
receiving country’s labour market, or even to obstacles 
to accessing opportunities for upward social mobility 
(Ward and Jenkins, 1984, Aldrich and Waldinger, 1990, 
Sassen 1995, Jones et al 2000). Furthermore, the 
policies of the host context (including the banking 
system and regulatory and institutional frameworks) can 
also imply different opportunities or constraints that 
affect immigrants’ options in the host labour market. In 
other words, immigrants can only become 
entrepreneurs if they have the opportunity to do so. 

The study of immigrant entrepreneurship all 
over the world has shown that these explanatory 
dimensions are not mutually exclusive. Immigrant 
entrepreneurial strategies are the result of the 
combination of several factors and not only the result of 
ethnic resources (Waldinger et al. 1990, Kloosterman 
and Rath 2001, Oliveira 2007). 

In this context, several models have been 
developed, taking into account both the influence of the 
opportunity structures of the host societies and of the 
immigrant community’s resources. The interactive model 
of Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward (1990) was the first effort 
at a multidimensional approach. The authors argued 
that group characteristics should be considered in their 
interaction with an opportunity structure. Therefore 
immigrant entrepreneurship was explained in 
accordance with the relationship between supply and 
demand, that is, what customers wanted to buy and 
what immigrants could provide. 

Later, Kloosterman and Rath (2001), in a critical 
overview of research on immigrant entrepreneurship, 
provided an even more wide-raging explanation with the 
mixed embeddedness hypothesis. The authors 
suggested that immigrant entrepreneurship is a much 
more complex field than analyses of supply and 
demand indicate, stressing that the opportunities on the 
demand side have to be accessible for aspiring 
entrepreneurs. 

Even though Kloosterman and Rath recognised 
that immigrants’ embeddedness in cultural, social, 
economic and political spheres is quite complex and 
can be relatively diverse, they did not take into account 
that immigrants do not necessarily mix all spheres in 
which they are embedded to define entrepreneurial 
strategies (Oliveira 2007:63). On the other hand, not all 
immigrants have access to the same resources and 
opportunities in defining their entrepreneurial activity 
(Oliveira 2005). 

Therefore the definition of an entrepreneurial 
strategy is a creative process that can include different 
economic strategies, depending on the combination of 
resources and opportunities chosen. Immigrants do not 
necessarily bring together or capitalise on all spheres of 
their embeddedness (cultural, social, economic and 

political) in setting up an entrepreneurial activity, but 
only those that guarantee better outcomes for their 
economic purposes. 

Taking all of this into account, the analysis that 
will be undertaken in this article is based on the heuristic 
model created in previous research undertaken in 
Portugal. This summarises the most relevant explanatory 
elements - and their relationships with each other - in the 
definition of immigrant entrepreneurial strategies in host 
contexts (Oliveira 2005, Oliveira 2007). The model 
follows other attempts to show that there are no random 
factors in immigrant entrepreneurship and aims to 
reflect the resourceful dealings that immigrants establish 
within the context of their personal resources, social 
networks and structural opportunities, with the aim of 
defining entrepreneurial tactics (see figure 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) Personal 
Resources

(2) Community 
Opportunities

Immigrants Entrepreneurial 
Strategies

(3) Host Society Opportunities

Labour and 
Entrepreneurial 

Market

Regulatory 
and Political 

Context

Public 
Opinion and 

Social 

Figure 1 : The main components of entrepreneurshipii

Viewed within this model, immigrant 
entrepreneurs are not seen as passive, but as actors 
who react to the opportunities and constraints with 
which they are confronted during the process of 
business creation. Furthermore, bearing in mind that 
opportunities are not necessarily obvious or transparent 
to all actors, nor are they available to all individuals or 
ethnic groups, these theoretical hypotheses consider 
that immigrant entrepreneurial strategies are a result of 
negotiation, adaptation, imagination and even 
reproduction of entrepreneurial options already pursued 
by others. 

The application of this heuristic model to 
immigrant entrepreneurs in Portugal (Oliveira 2005) 
highlighted the fact that immigrant entrepreneurial 
strategies emerge from an inventive and lively 
interaction of three different components: 
1) The individual with his or her personal resources. 

These personal resources include predisposing 
factors to entrepreneurship such as savings, 
education, entrepreneurial and work experience, 
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age, legal status in the receiving country, language 
skills, migratory experience and ambitions.

 

 

 

 

 

2)

 

The

 

immigrant community, that is, the social 
networks in which immigrants are embedded and 
their resources. The importance of ethnic resources

 

to immigrant entrepreneurship has been highlighted 
by several authors.iii

 

 

These resources include 
financial support, labour, 

 

 
 

3)

 

Consumers, suppliers and advice based on the 
community’s entrepreneurial experience. 

 

4)

 

The

 

host society, including both the labour market, 
the policy and the regulatory framework and public 
opinion. In other words, this component 
emphasises the opportunity structure

 

that 
immigrants find in the receiving country. To do well 
in business, immigrants have to find openings in the 
entrepreneurial market, no constraints in the 
receiving country’s regulatory regime and no 
negative public opinion, especially if their business

 

is dependent on native customers.

 

The absence of opportunities in either one or 
two of these components does not necessarily mean 
that immigrants will not develop an entrepreneurial 
strategy, since they can also rely on only one strong 
source of resources. However, the lack of certain key 
resources can affect the levels of profit or success of the 
business. As will be shown in further detail, this is 
particularly true of Chinese entrepreneurs in Portugal, 
who belong to a group with a prior history of 
entrepreneurship and strong ethnic resources. 
Nevertheless they have been significantly affected by 
the Portuguese opportunity structure at certain periods 
of time.It is important to take into account that resources 
and opportunities that immigrants have access

 

to the 
definition of entrepreneurial strategies are not 
necessarily constant in time or space. The change of a 
policy or a certain incident that generates negative or 
positive public opinion on immigration -

 

or about a 
certain ethnic group -, for example,

 

can define clear 
alterations in the opportunity structure for immigrant 
entrepreneurship.

 

In sum, the interaction and flow of resources 
between these three components is the vibrant core of 
the explanation as to why some immigrants develop 
entrepreneurial

 

activities and others are not able to do 
so in certain spatial contexts and through time (Oliveira 
2004a).

 

III.

 

Chinese entrepreneurial 
and resources in Portugal

 

Historical relations between Portugal and China 
date back to the sixteenth century, when Macao was 
colonised and gradually occupied by the Portuguese. 

 

Nevertheless, the presence of Chinese 
immigrants in Portugal only became noticeable during 
the twentieth century, and they mainly hailed from 

Zhejiang Province, namely from Qingtian and Wenzhou 
(Oliveira 2002:229, Oliveira and Costa 2008: 254).

 

The increase in Chinese immigrants was 
particularly intense during the 1990s, when two 
extraordinary regularisation processes took place in 
Portugal (one in 1992/93 and another in 1996). In 1985 
there were 785 Chinese immigrants officially registered 
in Portugal, while in 1995 that figure grew to 2,202, 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

opportunities

reaching 9,695 in 2006. Close to 71% of the Chinese 
entrepreneurs surveyed declared that they had arrived in
Portugal during the 1990s (see table 1). 

Table 1 : Decade of arrival of Chinese entrepreneurs
                                 in Portugal

Decade of arrival to 
Portugal

Chinese Entrepreneurs

N %
1960s 3 1.0

1970s 9 3.0

1980s 76 25.1

1990s and after 215 71.0

Total 303 100

Source : Oliveira (2005 : 77). 
ote : 6 entrepreneurs declined to answer this question

The framework that justified the Chinese flow 
during the 1990s highlights very well the influence of the 
opportunity structure of Portugal on Chinese 
entrepreneurial strategies in the country. The fact is that 
some of these Chinese migrants did not intend to come 
and invest in Portugal, but merely to acquire a legal 
status within Europe (Oliveira 2003). A significant 
number of the Chinese people surveyed declared that 
they had come from another European country, and that 
they had eventually stayed when they discovered the 
lack of competition in their business sectors in Portugal 
(see table 2).

Table 2 :
 
Migratory Experiences of Chinese Entrepreneurs

Countries of passage Chinese Entrepreneurs
N %

Directly from China to Portugal 177 57.3
Through European countries 116 37.5

Spain 48 15.5
France 20 6.5
The Netherlands 15 4.9
Germany 8 2.6

Through non-European countries 16 5.2
Total 309 100

The arrival of the Chinese, and the Asians in 
general, contributed to the diversification of both the 
nationalities and the occupations of immigrants in 
Portugal. Immigration in the country until the 1980s was 
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N

essentially dominated by Africans from former 



 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

  
   

   

   

   

   

 

           
  

 

  
  

   
   

        
        
        
        

   
   

Portuguese colonies, who entered the low-skilled 
sectors of the labour market, mainly in construction and 
cleaning. Hence the Chinese immigrants not only 
defined     alternative   forms   of   immigrant   economic 

 

integration in the Portuguese labour market, by revealing 
an aptitude for entrepreneurship and self - employment, 
but also defined new economic niches for immigrants, 
for example, retail and ethnic restaurants. As a result, 
gradually during the past decades, the Chinese have 
become the immigrant group with the

 

highest rates of 
entrepreneurship in Portugal (see table 3).

 

 

Table 3 : 

 

Entrepreneurship Rates1

 

 

among immigrants 
between 1981 and 2001

 

 

 

                                                
1
 The entrepreneurship rate corresponds to the number of employers 

per 100 active workers. 

Nationality
Rate of 

Entrepreneurship
1981

Rate of 
Entrepreneurship 

1991

Rate
 
of 

Entrepreneurship 
2001

Europeans 12.0 13.3 9.9

Africans 1.1 3.4 6.7
Americans 5.1 8.8 13.6

Asians 9.8 21.3 19.1

Chinese 22.2 24.1 36.0

Indians 7.9 17.6 7.6

Pakistanis 1.7 30.7 6.3

TOTAL 3.2 6.2 9.8
Foreigners 5.1 7.7 10.2

Portuguese 3.1 6.2 9.8

In this context, what explains the growth of 
Chinese entrepreneurial rates in Portugal from 1981 to 
2001? And what explains the exceptional entrepreneurial 
rates of Chinese immigrants in comparison to the other 
immigrant groups? 

As discussed above, in order to understand the 
patterns of entrepreneurial strategies, different 
explanatory components should be considered, and not 
only ethnic or community resources. Nevertheless, the 
influence of the Portuguese opportunity structure and 
community resources will be emphasised as the most 
relevant explanatory dimensions to Chinese 
entrepreneurship in Portugal.

IV. The Opportunity Structure for 

Chinese Entrepreneurs in Portugal

Similarly to other Southern European countries, 
Portugal only started experiencing immigration in the 
end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s, after the 
end of the dictatorial regime. The first immigration act 
dates back only to 1981, when Portugal was in a 
transition period, preparing for accession to the 

European Economic Community. In reference to the 
particularities of Portugal, several researchers have also 
proven the existence of a relatively large informal 
economy and a fragile welfare state (Baganha et al. 
1999). Others contend that Portugal as a host context 
for immigrants represents a strong market and a weak 
state (Peixoto, 2002). 

With respect to entrepreneurship, Portuguese 
policies do not construct explicit or formal barriers to 
immigrant investment. The law recognises equal rights 
for national and foreign citizens with legal residence in 
Portugal. However, certain laws had indirect effects on 
immigrant entrepreneurship. 

Two examples of the previous Portuguese 
regulatory framework highlight very well how the host 
context can inhibit or impose constraints on the formal 
entrepreneurial activities of immigrants. The first was a 
consequence of the previous labour law. Until 1998, 
enterprises with more than five workers (even counting 
unpaid workers) were obliged to employ 90% 
Portuguese workers. Considering that a significant 
number of immigrant entrepreneurial strategies are 
based on employing co-ethnic workers, this imposed a 
clear constraint. The disappearance of that requirement 
in 1998, with the change in the law, is one of the 
explanations for the growth of entrepreneurial rates 
among Chinese from 1991 to 2001 (see table 3). As will 
be shown below, Chinese entrepreneurial strategies in 
Portugal are almost totally based on the employment of 
co-ethnic workers.

The second example is linked to the 
immigration act that was in force until 2007. According 
to the previous law only immigrants with an authorisation 
of residence or with a special work visa for self-
employment could create a (formal) business in 
Portugal. Those who had other statuses would have to 
wait from three to five years before they were able to 
commence a legal entrepreneurial strategy. A limitation 
was also foreseen in the previous law: immigrants who 
had any status other than an authorisation of residence 
or a special work visa for self-employment, and who 
paid social security contributions, could benefit from 
unemployment payments but could not create their own 
job through entrepreneurship.

These impediments stimulated a certain level of 
informal entrepreneurship among Chinese immigrants in 
Portugal. Some of the Chinese entrepreneurs 
interviewed declared that although they were the person 
responsible for all of the business activities, a co-ethnic 
whom they trusted gave the name to the business 
because they were not entitled to do so.

Other obstacles are linked to the private sector. 
In Portugal immigrants have serious difficulties in 
accessing capital other than co-ethnic resources or 
savings. Only very few immigrant entrepreneurs have 
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access to bank loans. As a consequence, the majority 
of foreigners to whom bank loans were refused are 



 

micro-credit schemes, or loans from banks in their 
country of origin. These constraints reduce the range of 
immigrant entrepreneurial options. Apparently this is not 
seen as a constraint by the majority of Chinese 
entrepreneurs. Only 14 Chinese entrepreneurs (out of 
309) declared that constraints in accessing bank loans 
were among the most relevant difficulties in the 
definition of entrepreneurial strategies in Portugal.iv

  

As discussed above, immigrants mobilise and 
take advantage of the most relevant resources and 
opportunities in the different spheres that they are 
embedded in. It is clear that in the Chinese case, 
potential entrepreneurs are able to evade this particular 
constraint in the Portuguese opportunity structure 
through capitalisation on community resources. Similar 
to what has been observed in other receiving countriesv

Among the most relevant difficulties in the 
definition of an entrepreneurial strategy in Portugal, the 
Chinese entrepreneurs interviewed identified lack of 
knowledge and of understanding of Portuguese laws 
(64.9%), and lack of clients (38.2%).

 

, 
Chinese entrepreneurs in Portugal mainly mobilised 
economic support from relatives (66.3%). Some of those 
entrepreneurs also had complementary financial support 
from friends and other members of the Chinese 
community settled in Portugal (44%). Of the 309 
Chinese entrepreneurs interviewed only 10% had access 
to bank loans from Portuguese banks (Oliveira 2005: 
126).

 

These two main difficulties reflect the 
vulnerabilities of Chinese entrepreneurial strategies in 
Portugal. Lack of knowledge of Portuguese laws has 
led, indirectly, to informality and disrespect for certain 
rules among some Chinese entrepreneurs.

 

The media 
has reported that labour inspections in Chinese 
restaurants highlighted the existence, in some cases, of 
certain illegalities in relation to heath and safety 
regulations. In 2006, in particular, the Portuguese State 
undertook several inspections, which degenerated into a 

 
   

 

  

 

 

Table 4 : 

 

Chinese Entrepreneurs’ clients

 

Origin of the Clients

 

Chinese Entrepreneurs

 

N

 

%

 

Co-ethnics

 

6

 

1.9

 

Portuguese

 

200

 

64.7

 

Other immigrant nationalities

 

3

 

1.0

 

Co- ethnics and Portuguese

 

9

 

2.9

 

Co-ethnics and other immigrant nationalities

 

1

 

0.3

 

Other immigrant nationalities and Portuguese

 

3

 

1.0

 

Diverse clientele

 

87

 

28.2

 

Total

 

309

 

100

 

 

The host context can also have other important 
consequences for the characteristics of Chinese 
entrepreneurial strategies. Similarly to other European 
societies and contrary to what was observed in North 
America and Southeast Asia, Chinese immigrants in 
Portugal are dispersed around the country, mainly in 
urban areas (Oliveira 2002: 230). Furthermore, unlike 
what happens elsewhere in the world, the Chinese in 
Portugal have thus far not formed Chinatowns. This

 does not necessarily mean, however, that they did not 
want to do so. In a particular area of Lisbon –

 

Mouraria -

 

Chinese entrepreneurs, acknowledging a commercial 
potential, have been lobbying for the change of the 
neighbourhood’s identity into a Chinatown. However, as 
has been shown above, it is not only the motivation of 
the immigrants that make them succeed, they also need 
to be able to do so. The opportunity structure of the 
local context played a key role in this case. A conflict 
arose as the Municipal Council did not authorise the 
identity change of the area, arguing that the 
neighbourhood was part of the city’s heritage (Oliveira 
2008).

 

This section mainly sought to highlight how 
Portugal –

 

as an opportunity structure for immigrant 
entrepreneurship –

 

has affected Chinese entrepreneurial 
strategies during recent years. However, because other 

negative campaign by the media about Chinese 
restaurants. This affected the demand for those 
restaurantsvi and the Chinese community declared that 
they had been the target of discrimination. As a 
consequence the Commission Against Discrimination 
(CICDR) of Portugal made several public statements 
about the illegality and stigmatisation associated with 
these actions by the labour inspection targeting only 
Chinese.vii

This example underlines very well how public 
opinion about these entrepreneurs has important 
impacts in terms of their entrepreneurial success, 
particularly in view of the fact that the majority of 
Chinese businesses in Portugal are dependent upon 
native clients (see table 4).viii

explanatory components can make the difference in 
terms of business success, a deeper analysis of the 
Chinese community’s resources is crucial in explaining 
why this group has the highest entrepreneurial rates in
Portugal.

V. Ethnic

 

Resources of Chinese 
immigrants in Portugal

Ethnic resources vary from country to country 
and with time. The migratory experiences and the 
situation of each immigrant population in the receiving 
country frame the resources that immigrants can 
mobilise in their community. As outlined above, ethnic 
resources can be crucial for the definition of an 
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entrepreneurial strategy (Waldinger et al 1990, Light and 
Gold 2000).

strictly dependent on community support, savings, 



 

 
 

 
 

 

In the Chinese case in Portugal the resources 
sourced in the community proved to be the key element 
in entrepreneurial behaviour (Oliveira 2005, Oliveira 
2007). The first crucial resource provided by the Chinese 
community is labour. Family workers play a fundamental 
role: only 22.8% of the Chinese entrepreneurs 
interviewed do not employ family workers (see table 5).

 

In comparison with other immigrant entrepreneurs in 
Portugal, Chinese entrepreneurs are also exceptional in 
terms of unpaid family workers: 16.2% of these 
entrepreneurs declared that they did not pay a salary to 
relatives who work in their businesses (Oliveira 2005: 
132).

 

Table 5

 

: 

 

Number of Family Workers in the Chinese

 

Businesses

 

Number of Family 
Workers

 

Chinese Entrepreneurs

 

N

 

%

 

0

 

70

 

22.8

 

1

 

51

 

16.6

 

2

 

96

 

31.3

 

3

 

42

 

13.7

 

4 or more

 

48

 

15.6

 

Total

 

307

 

100

 

 Moreover, as observed in other countriesix

The same social networks also provide relevant 
information and strategic knowledge for entrepreneurial 
strategies. The majority of Chinese entrepreneurs 
(70.6%) meet their suppliers through informal contacts 
within the community (see table 6). 

 

, co-
ethnic workers are vital to Chinese businesses. Chinese 
entrepreneurs in Portugal prefer to contract co-ethnic 
workers -

 

only 22.7% declared that they preferred to 
contract non co-ethnic workers. The social networks that 
these entrepreneurs mobilise support them with a 
workforce who accepts longer working days and lower 
salaries. The Chinese entrepreneurs interviewed justified 
their choice because they trust co-ethnics more and 
because it is easier to communicate in their native 
language.

 

Table 6 :

 

How the Chinese entrepreneur met his or her supplier

 

How the entrepreneur met the suppliers

 

Chinese Entrepreneurs

 

N

 

%

 

Through relatives, friends and community members

 

218

 

70.6

 

Through publicity, Chambers of Commerce

 

39

 

12.6

 

Mixing formal and informal contacts

 

38

 

12.3

 

Do not remember

 

14

 

4.5

 

Total

 

309

 

100

 

 

71.8% declared that they had contacts with co-ethnic 
entrepreneurs in the same business sector. Most also 
declared that the co-ethnic community guaranteed 
access to their first job in Portugal (69.9%), and 50.8% 
had actually arrived to the country already contracted by 
a co-ethnic entrepreneur (Oliveira 2005: 135).

 

 

The professional experience acquired in co-
ethnic enterprises was also an important resource for 
some of the entrepreneurs in defining their own strategy, 
because it provided the necessary information about 
Portugal for them to make a safer investment. 

 

However, these same privileged relations of solidarity 
and trust that characterise Chinese entrepreneurship in 
Portugal can also result in conflicts. As Waldinger et al 
(1990: 146) stressed, competition between co-ethnics is 
quite common among entrepreneurs with similar 
entrepreneurial experiences and social mobility plan

Table 7 : Origin of the Chinese Entrepreneurs’ Competitors

Origin of the Competitors Chinese Entrepreneurs
N %

Without competitors 21 6.8

Co-ethnics 223 72.2

Portuguese 21 6.8

Other immigrant nationalities 5 1.6

Co-ethnics and Portuguese 25 8.1

Co-ethnics and other immigrant nationalities 9 2.9
Other immigrant nationalities and Portuguese 1 0.3

Diverse competitors 4 1.3

Total 309 100

As observed in table 7, the majority of the 
Chinese entrepreneurs interviewed declared that the 
most relevant competitors for their business were co-
ethnics (72.2%). The formation of an ethnic business 
niche by Chinese immigrants, within the retail and ethnic 
catering sectors, also explains the competition within the 
community.

The analysis of the proliferation of immigrant 
entrepreneurial strategies, however, is not complete if 
does not take into account the individual competences 
and the personal resources of the individual. As Light 
and Gold (2000: 83) reinforce, ethnic resources are not 
accessible to all members of a community. The capacity 
to mobilise ethnic resources is not homogeneous for all 
the community members. In other words, other factors 
can affect the mobilisation of ethnic resources. 
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Source : Oliveira (2005 : 131).
Note : 2 entrepreneurs declined to answer to this question. 

Source : Oilveira (2005 :138). 

Source : Oliveira (2005 :122). 

The same entrepreneurs also confirmed that 
privileged contacts with the community were crucial for 
the definition of their entrepreneurial strategy in Portugal: 

 

VI. Chinese entrepreneurs’ Personal 
Resources

Different immigrant nationalities has been 
characterised as having special cultural and 
psychological qualities that make them more inclined to 
entrepreneurship or even to develop successful 
entrepreneurial strategies. Asians are very often 



 

  

  
  

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

 
 

 
 

described as more ambitious, hard-working people who 
tend to risk more, while Africans have difficulties in 
giving up work as an employee (Portes and Zhou 1999: 
165).Due to the risk of resorting to stereotypes, it is 
difficult to prove that it is cultural characteristics that 
explain the different propensities of immigrant groups 
towards entrepreneurship. The data that have been 
collected in Portugal make it clear that other factors 
explain the higher inclination of certain immigrants to 
develop a business. Among these factors are personal 
resources.

 

Asked about the three main reasons that 
prompted them to become an entrepreneur in Portugal, 
Chinese immigrants identified mainly personal 
motivations, such as “because I wanted to be 
independent” (34.6%); and “because I wanted a better 
life” (48.9%).

 

 

Table 8 : 

 

Motivations to become an entrepreneur in Portugal

Motivations to become an entrepreneur

 

Chinese Entrepreneurs

 

N

 

%

 

Family pressure

 

78

 

25.2

 

I wanted to become independent

 

107

 

34.6

 

I saw that others were successful

 

43

 

13.9

 

I knew the business sector very well

 

64

 

20.7

 

Because I felt some discrimination in the labour market

 

1

 

0.3

 

Because I had some capital available to invest

 

13

 

4.2

 

Because I wanted a better life

 

151

 

48.9

 

For reasons of prestige

 

8

 

2.6

 

I did not find work

 

0

 

0

 

It happened by coincidence

 

7

 

2.3

 

Source : Oliveira (2005 : 141).

 

In addition, some entrepreneurs also referred to 
the reason “because I knew the business sector very 
well” (20.7%). In other words, professional experiences 
proved to have a positive influence on entrepreneurial 
initiative, particularly in the choice of a certain business 
sector. Chinese immigrants first work in co-ethnic 
businesses before defining their own entrepreneurial 
strategy. This is usually in the same sector where they 
worked before, mainly in ethnic restaurants or retail 
activities. This professional experience also set the 
entrepreneurial networks that are crucial for the business 
(e.g. information about suppliers, labour, suppliers of 
credit). As Waldinger et al (1990:140) suggest, 
immigrants’ entrepreneurial investments become safer 
due to the experience and knowledge acquired in the 
labour market.The majority of these entrepreneurs had 
one or two employers (62.8%) before creating their own 
business. A fewer number of employers before creating 
a business does not necessarily mean less time working 
as an employee (Oliveira 2005: 142). In the research 
undertaken in Portugal, Chinese entrepreneurs proved 
to be the immigrant group most likely to create a 
business later on in life – at an average age of 31, while 
on average immigrant entrepreneurs started at the age 
of 25 (Oliveira 2005 : 143).

Table 9 : Qualifications of Chinese Entrepreneurs

Qualifications Chinese Entrepreneurs
N %

No schooling 1 0.3

Primary School 56 18.1

Middle School 42 13.6

High School 181 58.6

University level 29 9.4

Total 309 100

The qualifications of the entrepreneurs were 
also analysed as an entrepreneurial resource of the 
Chinese people interviewed. However, as Portes and 
Zhou (1999: 152) also verified in the United States, 
qualifications prove not to be a determinant for 
immigrant entrepreneurial behaviour. The majority of the 
Chinese interviewed had only a high school qualification 
(59%) – see table 9. It is important to contextualise these 
results with the fact that immigrants invest mainly in 
sectors where no special qualification is needed.

VII. Chinese Entrepreneurs in Portugal : 
Traditional Ethnic

 

Entrepreneurial 
Strategies?

Bearing in mind the heuristic model of 
immigrant entrepreneurial strategies developed before, 
it is clear that it is not cultural reasons that make some 
immigrants more entrepreneurial than others (Oliveira 
2007). The research undertaken in Portugal highlights 
the fact that the resources and the opportunities 
mobilised by immigrants in the different spheres that 
they are embedded in – including the host society, the 
community and the individual - explain the main 
differences in entrepreneurial behaviour (Oliveira 2005).
Hence, immigrant entrepreneurial strategies are neither 
uniform nor constant, but vary by group and through 
time and space in a constant process of adaptation and 
negotiation.

As highlighted by the results of the interview 
process, Chinese entrepreneurs mobilise different 
opportunities and resources in the definition of their 
strategies in Portugal and to overcome the main 
obstacles that they face in the Portuguese opportunity 
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Source : Oliveira (2005 : 144). 

structure. In other words, it is important to acknowledge 
that Chinese entrepreneurial behaviour in Portugal 
cannot be understood solely through the analysis of 
ethnic resources.

In fact, constraints, difficulties and lack of 
opportunities experienced in the Portuguese host 
society in the definition of entrepreneurial strategies –
namely previous impediments in the legal framework, 
lack of knowledge of Portuguese laws, difficulties in 
understanding the Portuguese language, episodes of 
negative public opinion - explain Chinese choices and, 



 

 

 

  

  
  

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

as a consequence, clarify the dependence on 
community resources for their economic integration in 
Portugal.The analysis undertaken shows

 

that certain key 
entrepreneurial resources sourced in privileged social 
networks explain Chinese entrepreneurial success in 
Portugal -

 

for example, access to labour, financial 
support, entrepreneurial advice, and links to suppliers -

 

and the higher entrepreneurial rates among Chinese 
people in comparison to other immigrant groups.Do 
Chinese entrepreneurs therefore define ethnic strategies 
in Portugal? The ideal type of ethnic strategy essentially 
mobilises opportunities and resources from a certain 
ethnic group. Networks of solidarity and reciprocity 
inherent to the ethnic group can provide the immigrant 
with cultural, financial, human, political and social 
resources. Hence the Chinese entrepreneurs analysed 
here constitute the group who best illustrate this strategy 
in Portugal. 

 

However, these ethnic strategies do have 
certain specificities in Portugal. Contrary to what was 
observed in other host societiesx, ethnic populations did 
not constitute a consumer market that encouraged the 
growth of a Chinese entrepreneurial class in the country. 
As examined above, the majority of Chinese 
entrepreneurs in Portugal target a market of Portuguese 
consumers. This tendency may be related to the 
investment sector of these entrepreneurs, but it could 
also be a temporary pattern given the recent settlement 
and small size of the Chinese population in Portugal.

 

Also, in contrast to what has been observed in other 
research studies, the majority of Chinese immigrants in 
Portugal give personal reasons for their decision to 
become an entrepreneur, not making reference to the 
necessities of the community.

In conclusion, this article highlights the multiple 
factors that explain immigrant entrepreneurship and 
makes it clear that Chinese entrepreneurial strategies 
are not homogeneous all over the world. If one takes 
into account, on the one hand, the diversity of 
characteristics and resources of Chinese communities 
in different countries and the particularities of the 
opportunity structures of host societies, and, on the 
other hand, that the definition of an entrepreneurial 
strategy is a creative process that results from an 
individual’s ability to gather resources in a given space 
and period of time, this conclusion is not surprising.

References References

 

Referencias

1. Aldrich, H. e R. Waldinger (1990), “Ethnicity and 
Entrepreneurship”, in Annual Review of 
Sociology 16:111-35.

2. Baganha, Maria, João Ferrão and Jorge 
Malheiros (1999), “Os imigrantes e o mercado 
de trabalho: o caso português”, in Análise

 

Social, vol.

 

XXXIV (150), pp. 147-173.

3. Beltrán, Joaquín and Amélia Sáiz (2007), 
«Sortier dês niches ethniques: les Chinois au 
sein at en marge du marché du travail 
espahnol », in Roulleau-Berger (ed.), Nouvelles 
migrations Chinoises et travail en Europe, 
Toulose: Presses Universitaires du Mirail, pp. 
207-228.

4. Beltrán, Joaquín, Laura Oso and Natalia Ribas 
(org.) (2006), Empresariado Étnico en España, 
Madrid: Ministerio de Trabajo y Asuntos 
Sociales y Fundació CIDOB.

5. Boissevan, J. (1984), “Small entrepreneurs in 
contemporary Europe”, in R. Ward e R. Jenkins 
(eds.), Ethnic communities in business. 
Strategies for economic survival, London: 
Cambridge University Press, pp. 20-38.

6. Chan, J. and Cheung, Y. (1985), “Ethnic 
Resources and Business Enterprise: A study of 
Chinese business in Toronto”, in Human 
Organization, volume 44, number 2, summer, 
pp. 142-154.

7. Góis, Pedro, José Carlos Marques and Catarina 
Reis Oliveira (2007), «Dévoilement des liens 
transnationaux des migrants chinois au 
Portugal», in Roulleau-Berger (ed.), Nouvelles 
migrations Chinoises et travail en Europe, 
Toulose: Presses Universitaires du Mirail, pp. 
121-140.

8. Jones, T., G. Barrett and D. McEvoy (2000), 
“Market Potential as a Decisive Influence on the 
Performance of Ethnic Minority Business”, in J. 
Rath (ed.), Immigrant businesses. The 
economic, political e social environment, 
London: Macmillan Press, Ltd, pp. 37-53. 

9. Kloosterman, R. and J. Rath (2001), “Immigrant 
entrepreneurs in advanced economies: mixed 
embeddedness further explored”, in Journal of 
Ethnic and Migration Studies, volume 27, nº.2, 
April, pp. 189-201.

10. Light, I. and Gold, S. (2000), Ethnic economies, 
San Diego and London: Academic Press.

11. Light, I. and Rosenstein, C. (1995), Race 
ethnicity and entrepreneurship in Urban 
America, New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

12. Mars, G. e Ward, R. (1984), “Ethnic business 
development in Britain: opportunities and 
resources”, in R. Ward e R. Jenkins (eds.), 
Ethnic communities in business. Strategies for 

Chinese Entrepreneurship in Portugal : Traditional Ethnic Strategies?
G
lo
ba

l 
Jo

ur
na

l 
of
 H

um
an

 S
oc

ia
l 
Sc

ie
nc

e 
 

V
ol
um

e 
X
I 
Is
su

e 
IV

 V
er

si
on

 I

8

Ju
ly
  

20
11

© 2011  Global Journals Inc.  (US)

13. Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2002), «Chinese in 
Portugal: an immigration cartography», in 
Fonseca et al. Immigration and Place in 
Mediterranean Metropolises, Metropolis 
Portugal, Lisbon: Luso-American Foundation, 
pp.229-254.

economic survival, Londres: Cambridge 
University Press, pp.1-19.



 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

14.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2003), «Immigrants’ 
entrepreneurial opportunities: the case of 
Chinese in Portugal», special issue on 
Economic Growth and Innovation in 
Multicultural Environments (ENGIME), 
Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei: Milano, Note di 
Lavoro 75.2003. 

 

15.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2004a), Estratégias 
empresariais de imigrantes em Portugal, 
Lisbon: Immigration Observatory, volume 10.

 

16.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2004b), «Estratégias 
Empresariais de origem imigrante em Portugal. 
Oportunidades Étnicas e Estruturais e Recursos 
Pessoais», in Sociologia Problemas & Práticas, 
nº 45, pp. 71-98.

 

17.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2005), Empresários de 
origem imigrante: estratégias de inserção 
económica em Portugal, Lisbon: ACIDI.

 

18.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis (2007), «Understanting 
the diversity of immigrant entrepreneurial 
strategies», in Léo-Paul Dana (ed.), Handbook 
of Research on Ethnic Minority 
Entrepreneurship, Cheltenham/Northampton, 
Edward Elgar, pp. 61-82.

 

19

 

Oliveira, C.R. (2008), “When the Diver-City 
meets the City Heritage: challenges to 
Immigrant Entrepreneurs in Lisbon”, paper 
presented in the Workshop Ethnic 
Neighbourhoods as Places of Leisure and 
Consumption, organized by Jan Rath and 
Volkan Aytar, Istanbul, from 31 January to 2 
February.

 

20.

 

Oliveira, Catarina Reis and Francisco Costa 
(2008), «Being your own boss: Entrepreneurship 
as a lever for Migration?» (2008), in Fonseca et 
al. (org.), Cities in Movement: Migrants and 
Urban change, Lisboa: Centro de Estudos 
Geográficos – Universidade de Lisboa, pp. 241-
266. 

21. Peixoto, João (2002), “Strong market, weal 
state: the case of recent foreign immigration in 
Portugal”, in Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies, volume 28, number 3, July, pp.483-
497.

22. Portes, Alejandro (1999), Migrações 
Internacionais. Origens, Tipos e Modos de 
Incorporação, Oeiras: Celta Editora.

23. Portes, A. and Manning, R. (1986), “The 
Immigrant Enclave: Theory and Empirical 
examples”, in S. Olzak e J. Nagel (eds.), 
Competitive Ethnic relations, London: Academic 
Press Inc., pp.47-68.

24. Portes, A. and A. Stepick (1993), City on the 
Edge. The transformation of Miami, Berkeley, 
Los Angeles and London: University of 
California Press.

25. Portes, A. and Min Zhou (1999), 
“Entrepreneurship and Economic Progress in 
the 1990s: A comparative analysis of 
Immigrants and African Americans”, in F. Bean 
and S. Bell-Rose (eds.), Immigration and 
Opportunity. Race, Ethnicity and Employment in 
the United States, New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, pp. 143-171.

26. Sassen, S. (1991), The global city. New York, 
London, Tokyo, Princeton: Princeton University 
Press.

27. Sassen, S. (1995), “Immigration and Local 
Markets”, in A. Portes (eds.), The economic 
sociology of immigration, New

 

York: Russel 
Sage Foundation, pp. 87-127.

28. Waldinger, R., Aldrich, H. and Ward, R. (1990), 
Ethnic entrepreneurs. Immigrant business in 
industrial societies, Sage Publications.

29. Ward e Jenkins (ed.) (1984), Ethnic 
communities in business. Strategies for 
economic survival, London: Cambridge 
University Press.

30. Wilson, K. e Portes, A. (1980), “Immigrant 
Enclaves: An Analysis of the Labor Market 
Experiences of Cubans in Miami”, in American 
Journal of Sociology, volume 86, number 2, pp. 
295-319. 

Chinese Entrepreneurship in Portugal : Traditional Ethnic Strategies?

G
lo
ba

l 
Jo

ur
na

l 
of
 H

um
an

 S
oc

ia
l 
Sc

ie
nc

e 
 

V
ol
um

e 
X
I 
Is
su

e 
IV

 V
er

si
on

 I

9

Ju
ly
  

20
11

© 2011  Global Journals Inc.  (US)



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This page is intentionally left blank 

G
lo
ba

l 
Jo

ur
na

l 
of
 H

um
an

 S
oc

ia
l 
Sc

ie
nc

e 
 

V
ol
um

e 
X
I 
Is
su

e 
IV

 V
er

si
on

 I

10

Ju
ly
  

20
11

Chinese Entrepreneurship in Portugal : Traditional Ethnic Strategies?

© 2011 Global Journals Inc.  (US)© 2011 Global Journals Inc.  (US)


	Chinese Entrepreneurship in Portugal:Traditional Ethnic Strategies?
	Author
	I. Introduction
	II. Immigrant EntrepreneurshipLiterature Review
	III. Chinese entrepreneurialand resources in Portugal
	IV. The Opportunity Structure forChinese Entrepreneurs in Portugal
	V. EthnicResources of Chineseimmigrants in Portugal
	VI. Chinese entrepreneurs’ PersonalResources
	VII. Chinese Entrepreneurs in Portugal :Traditional EthnicEntrepreneurialStrategies?
	References References Referencias

