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Abstract

This study explores the resilience of Brazilian businesses in Porto, Portugal, focusing on those that survived the COVID-19 pandemic. Entrepreneurs were interviewed before and after the pandemic, providing insights into the local entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) from a migrant perspective. Using a mixed embeddedness approach, the research examines the pandemic’s impact on these businesses and identifies attributes critical to their survival. This study highlights conceptual gaps in the EE framework, particularly regarding small businesses and migrant entrepreneurship during crises. Through Eisenhardt’s case study methodology, data were collected via 32 in-depth interviews before the pandemic, with follow-ups revealing that only 15 businesses remained operational. Five surviving entrepreneurs were interviewed in detail. Resilient businesses, such as restaurants and computer/cell-phone repair shops, adapted by offering in-home services and leveraging social media to engage clients, demonstrating creativity and risk-taking. Unlike many local entrepreneurs, Brazilians exhibited higher risk tolerance, using government financial aid not only for personal needs but also to sustain their businesses. This research contributes to the literature by addressing theoretical gaps in mixed embeddedness and EE concepts, while applying an innovative analytical framework combining mixed embeddedness, resilience strategies, and resource orchestration theory. It offers practical implications for policymakers and stakeholders, emphasizing the economic and social integration of migrants. Tailored support strategies are recommended to address the unique challenges migrants face, underscoring the broader contributions of migrant businesses to economic growth and social cohesion in host communities.
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INTRODUCTION

Migrant entrepreneurship encompasses the activities of starting and managing businesses by migrants in a foreign country, often motivated by the need to overcome employment barriers and achieve economic and social mobility. However, the literature has largely focused on individual business trajectories rather than the broader systemic factors that influence entrepreneurial success (Falcão et al., 2021; Ramos-Escobar et al., 2022). This paper seeks to fill this gap by integrating entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) theory, mixed embeddedness theory (MET), and the effects of external shocks, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, to provide a holistic understanding of migrant entrepreneurship.

This paper seeks to answer the following research questions: How did Brazilian businesses manage the COVID-19 pandemic in the Portuguese EE? What characteristics are shared by businesses that endured the crisis? How do these cases enhance our understanding of the regional EE from the perspective of migrant businesses? In this regard, this paper focuses on the Portuguese regional EE from the standpoint of migrant businesses to address under-explored aspects in the literature.

EE research highlights the interplay of various interdependent factors that shape the creation, growth, and sustainability of entrepreneurial activities within a specific context (Cavallo et al., 2019). It emphasizes the role of regional-level factors in shaping opportunities and constraints for entrepreneurship, as identified by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (Levie & Autio, 2008). However, while EE studies have advanced significantly (Hartman & Kear, 2023), gaps remain regarding the outcomes of EE, the influence of institutional and contextual factors, and their social implications (Cavallo et al., 2019; O’Connor & Audretsch, 2023). Notably, the role of small businesses and minority entrepreneurs is still underexplored (Hartman & Kear, 2023), despite emerging discussions on diasporic agility (Elo & Silva, 2022) and strategic approaches to overcoming liminality (Elo et al., 2024). The MET offers a valuable lens for understanding the intersection between migrant entrepreneurship and EE. It examines how structural conditions, institutional frameworks, and social networks influence migrant entrepreneurs’ access to resources and opportunities (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). Cultural adaptation, social integration, and network creation play critical roles in the business development and resilience of migrant entrepreneurs. This study builds on this perspective by exploring how Brazilian entrepreneurs in Portugal navigate these challenges within their host country’s EE.

The COVID-19 pandemic serves as an external shock that significantly disrupted EE worldwide. The crisis tested the resilience of small businesses, particularly those led by migrant entrepreneurs, highlighting the role of adaptability and resource orchestration in business survival and growth (Elo et al., 2024; Elo & Silva, 2022). Despite the increasing attention on EEs, research remains scarce on their dynamics during crises (Pattinson & Cunningham, 2022). This study contributes to this discourse by examining how Brazilian entrepreneurs in Portugal adapted to the pandemic, drawing on the resource orchestration theory (ROT) (Sirmon et al., 2011) to explain how they leveraged available resources, built resilience, and sustained their businesses.

By integrating EE theory, mixed embeddedness, and resource orchestration within the context of an external shock, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive framework for understanding migrant entrepreneurship beyond productivity and growth metrics (Tsujimoto et al., 2018). ROT (Sirmon et al., 2011) enhances both MET (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001) and Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Theory (EET) (Cavallo et al., 2019) by introducing a dynamic perspective on how entrepreneurs strategically acquire, configure, and deploy resources within their environments. While MET explains how migrant entrepreneurs are embedded in institutional, market, and social structures, it lacks a detailed account of how they actively mobilize and reconfigure resources to overcome barriers such as regulatory constraints or limited financial access. Similarly, EET focuses on the external conditions that enable or constrain entrepreneurship but overlooks the agency of entrepreneurs in engaging with and shaping ecosystem elements. ROT fills these gaps by emphasizing how entrepreneurs do not merely respond to external conditions but proactively orchestrate resources—leveraging social networks, institutional support, and market opportunities—to adapt and grow their businesses. This integration provides a more comprehensive understanding of migrant entrepreneurship, highlighting both structural constraints and the strategic actions entrepreneurs take to navigate and thrive within them.

The findings contribute to the literature by illustrating the dynamic interactions between EEs, institutional environments, and migrant entrepreneurs’ agency in overcoming crises.

This study is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses the COVID-19 pandemic as a critical incident and provides the theoretical background, encompassing the “Migrant Entrepreneurship and MET,” continuing with the second section of “EEs,” and ending with “External Shocks and Ecosystem Resilience”. Section 3 outlines the methodology, followed by the empirical analysis and discussion in Section 4. Section 5 draws final considerations and highlights the study’s value and implications.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Migrant Entrepreneurship and MET

Migrant entrepreneurship is a dynamic process that involves individuals establishing and operating businesses in a new country while navigating social, institutional, and economic constraints (Falcão et al., 2021). Migrant entrepreneurs frequently demonstrate resilience and adaptability as they confront challenges such as language barriers, limited access to financial resources, and cultural differences (Ramos-Escobar et al., 2022). These entrepreneurs rely on their social and commercial networks to gain access to capital, knowledge, and customer bases, which are critical for business survival and growth (Kloosterman, 2010). Over time, successful migrant entrepreneurs integrate into their host country’s economy by developing strategic partnerships and leveraging transnational connections that facilitate market access and innovation (Silva et al., 2022).

The MET provides a valuable framework for understanding the specific constraints and opportunities migrant entrepreneurs face (Kloosterman, 2010). It considers the broader institutional, regulatory, and socio-cultural contexts that shape entrepreneurial activity, emphasizing how opportunity structures influence business success (Rath & Kloosterman, 2000). Regulatory barriers, market segmentation, and sociocultural factors affect migrant entrepreneurs’ business decisions, determining whether they operate in formal or informal markets (Bagwell, 2018). Moreover, MET highlights how migrants utilize ethnic and transnational networks to overcome institutional barriers and create niche market opportunities, reinforcing the idea that embeddedness in multiple contexts plays a significant role in entrepreneurial success (Granovetter, 1985).

Migrant entrepreneurs in Portugal navigate a complex business environment shaped by immigration policies, market demand, and support mechanisms provided by the state and private sectors (Silva et al., 2022). The Portuguese government has implemented measures to facilitate business development among migrant entrepreneurs, including financial support programs, simplified business registration procedures, and legal frameworks ensuring equal access to resources (Gomes, 2021). However, migrant entrepreneurs still face obstacles such as discrimination in the labor market, legal uncertainties regarding residency status, and difficulties in securing business financing (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). These challenges underscore the importance of mixed embeddedness as a lens to analyze how institutional and social structures intersect to influence migrant entrepreneurship (Wang & Warn, 2018).

By integrating MET with an analysis of business strategies, researchers can better understand how migrant entrepreneurs leverage their social and human capital to navigate host-country economic environments (Hartman & Kear, 2023). While institutional constraints may limit access to formal resources, social embeddedness often provides alternative pathways for business success (Bagwell, 2018). For instance, co-ethnic networks can serve as a substitute for mainstream financial institutions, while cultural familiarity with home-country products enables the development of niche markets (Dheer, 2018). Thus, MET offers a nuanced understanding of how migrant entrepreneurs operate within and across multiple embedded structures to achieve economic mobility (Meister & Mauer, 2019).

Entrepreneurial Ecosystems

EEs provide a structured framework for understanding how various actors, institutions, and networks interact to support entrepreneurial activity (O’Connor & Audretsch, 2023). The concept of EEs has gained prominence as researchers seek to explain how businesses thrive within regional and national economies (Cavallo et al., 2019). These ecosystems consist of interconnected entities, such as policymakers, financial institutions, support organizations, universities, and the private sector, which collectively influence the success of entrepreneurs (Jacobides et al., 2018). By fostering access to funding, mentorship, skilled labor, and innovation networks, EEs create an enabling environment that encourages business growth and sustainability (Tsujimoto et al., 2018).

While EEs offer valuable insights into the external conditions affecting entrepreneurship, they often assume that all actors have equal access to resources and support mechanisms (Krome & Pidun, 2023). However, migrant entrepreneurs may experience unequal access due to institutional and social barriers (Kloosterman, 2010). Integrating MET with EE theory addresses this gap by highlighting how embeddedness within regulatory, market, and social structures influences participation in the EE (Granovetter, 1985). For instance, migrant entrepreneurs may struggle to access venture capital funding or business incubation programs due to limited social networks and unfamiliarity with local regulatory frameworks (Dheer, 2018).

EEs are complex and dynamic environments that facilitate the emergence and growth of entrepreneurial ventures. These ecosystems comprise various interdependent actors, institutions, and resources that collectively shape entrepreneurial activities (Roundy et al., 2018). The emergence and development of EEs can be analyzed through the lens of complex adaptive systems (CAS), which emphasize interconnectivity and feedback loops within an ecosystem (Roundy et al., 2018). EEs are not static but evolve in response to environmental changes, technological advancements, and policy shifts. According to Spigel and Harrison (2018), EEs undergo continuous transformation as new ventures emerge, institutional support structures evolve, and entrepreneurial culture strengthens. This dynamism highlights the necessity of adaptability in sustaining ecosystem growth and fostering entrepreneurial success.

Resilience is a fundamental attribute of EEs, enabling them to withstand and recover from disruptions such as economic crises, technological shifts, and regulatory changes. Roundy et al. (2017) argue that resilient ecosystems exhibit strong networks, robust knowledge exchange mechanisms, and adaptive governance structures. The ability to absorb shocks and maintain functionality is crucial for long-term sustainability. Furthermore, resilience in EEs is closely linked to the capacity of individual ventures to innovate and pivot in response to external pressures. Van Der Vegt et al. (2015) emphasize that managing risk and resilience within organizations requires fostering collaboration, leveraging diverse knowledge sources, and enhancing adaptive capabilities. These elements collectively contribute to the endurance and competitiveness of EEs.

EEs, like individual firms, must undergo transformation to remain viable amid environmental shifts. Suarez and Oliva (2005) highlight the relationship between environmental change and organizational transformation, noting that firms must develop strategic flexibility to navigate evolving market conditions. In the context of EEs, transformation may involve policy adjustments, infrastructure development, and shifts in cultural attitudes toward entrepreneurship. Shrivastava (1993) underscores the role of crisis management in fostering sustainability. By integrating sustainable practices and proactive risk mitigation strategies, EEs can enhance their ability to withstand crises and support long-term economic development. This perspective aligns with the broader need for ecosystem actors—government agencies, educational institutions, and private enterprises—to collaborate in fostering an environment conducive to entrepreneurial success. The interaction between MET and EEs demonstrates how migrant entrepreneurs engage with and shape ecosystem elements (Hartman & Kear, 2023). While some entrepreneurs successfully leverage support mechanisms such as government grants or mentorship programs, others rely on informal networks to secure resources (Bagwell, 2018). This variation underscores the importance of agency in EEs—migrants do not merely respond to ecosystem conditions but actively reconfigure and mobilize resources to fit their needs (Meister & Mauer, 2019). Consequently, policymakers must design targeted interventions that recognize the specific constraints faced by migrant entrepreneurs, ensuring that ecosystem support structures are more inclusive and accessible (Wang & Warn, 2018).

Understanding EEs from a mixed embeddedness perspective allows for a more comprehensive analysis of the opportunities and challenges faced by migrant entrepreneurs (Kloosterman, 2010). By considering both structural constraints and individual agency, researchers can provide more accurate assessments of how migrant businesses contribute to regional economies (O’Connor & Audretsch, 2023). This integrated approach also informs policies that promote inclusive economic development by ensuring that ecosystem resources are equitably distributed across diverse entrepreneurial groups (Tsujimoto et al., 2018).

External Shocks and Ecosystem Resilience

EEs are inherently dynamic and must adapt to external shocks, such as economic crises, political instability, and environmental disasters (O’Connor & Audretsch, 2023). The resilience of an EE depends on its ability to withstand and recover from disruptions while maintaining its core functions (Jacobides et al., 2018). Recent studies highlight the importance of adaptive capacity, institutional flexibility, and social capital in fostering ecosystem resilience (Silva et al., 2022). While economic downturns and crises pose challenges for businesses, they also create new market opportunities, prompting entrepreneurs to innovate and reorganize their business models to survive and thrive in changing environments (Tsujimoto et al., 2018).

A mixed embeddedness perspective enhances our understanding of ecosystem resilience by examining how external shocks disproportionately impact migrant entrepreneurs (Bagwell, 2018). Unlike native entrepreneurs, migrants often lack financial reserves, secure social safety nets, and government support, making them more vulnerable to economic crises (Meister & Mauer, 2019). However, their reliance on co-ethnic networks and transnational ties can serve as resilience mechanisms, allowing them to access alternative funding sources and market opportunities (Granovetter, 1985). This dual perspective illustrates how structural disadvantages can be mitigated through social embeddedness, reinforcing the value of integrating MET and EE theories (Hartman & Kear, 2023).

METHOD

This study examines how Brazilian entrepreneurship has evolved in Porto, Portugal, highlighting the relationship between small groups and the regional EE. This dialectic, in turn, enlarges the scope of migrant entrepreneurship by connecting it to broader concepts, such as regional factors within the EE. Moreover, the comparison of businesses founded before and after the COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique example of how migrant entrepreneurs responded to a crisis, suggesting resilience practices (Pattinson & Cunningham, 2022).

The research followed Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) and Eisenhardt (2021) recommendations for data collection and analysis using a case study strategy. This study followed an exploratory research strategy, starting with an inductive approach by considering insights from the broad research conducted since 2013. This reflection made it possible to select the literature that supports the proposed model. As the literature was analyzed and combined, incorporating new insights from the collected sample interviews, the method shifted toward an abductive style for a more focused analysis and evolving analysis. Thus, the research strategy is exploratory, aiming to set the basis for a more structured data collection and analysis (Pedersen & Blok, 2024). It is a highly iterative and data-driven protocol that involves (1) specifying research questions; (2) defining the problem; (3) selecting business cases; (4) using replication logic to organize the data collection and analysis, (5) conducting within-case and cross-cases analysis; (6) shaping hypotheses; (7) identifying conflicting and aligned points between the cases and the literature.

The first coding was thematic, based on the experience accumulated with the interviews developed by the project. It helped to select the topics of interest for future interviews and define how they would be addressed based on theory. Therefore, initial inductive identification guided the literature review and the collection of sample interviews. The coding proposed in the model (Table 1) is based on the literature and was used to analyze the interviews. Following the abductive method, the construction of the model was influenced by the interviews as they were conducted. Coding is inherently theoretical, based on literature review.




TABLE 1:Analytical framework


	Code
	Analytical Framework
	Parameter
	





	D1
	Ecosystem / Mixed Embeddedness - Macro level



	C1
	The IEB shows interconnection with local entities, such as organizations, individuals, and resources.
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative
	Krome and Pidun, 2023; Kloosterman & Rath, 2010



	C2
	The IEB suggested collaboration with local entities, such as organizations, individuals.
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C3
	The IEB suggested competition with local entities, such as organizations, individuals.
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C4
	The IEB has distinctive complementarities with local entities, such as organizations, individuals.
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative
	Jacobides et al., 2018



	C5
	Effect of lockdown policies on IEB activity
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative
	Kloosterman & Rath, 2010



	C6
	Financial aid policies to help IEB
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	D2
	Ecosystem / Mixed Embeddedness - Meso level



	C7
	Business activity growth (number of transactions)
	1 increase; 0 neutral; -1 decrease
	O’Connor and Audretsch, 2023



	C8
	Access social networks within Brazilian community
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative
	Kloosterman & Rath, 2010; Elo, 2016



	C9
	Access local social networks
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C10
	Access Brazilian community associations
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C11
	Ties with social networks within Brazilian community
	1 strong; 0 neutral; -1 weak



	C12
	Ties with local social networks
	1 strong; 0 neutral; -1 weak



	C13
	Ties with Brazilian community associations
	1 strong; 0 neutral; -1 weak



	C14
	Local competition
	1 strong; 0 neutral; -1 weak



	Ecosystem / Mixed Embeddedness - Micro level



	C15
	Examples of decision-making principles
	Yes/No (Frequency)
	Tsujimoto et al., 2018;



	C16
	Examples of behavioural chains that strongly affect the ecosystems
	Yes/No (Frequency)



	C17
	Behaviour alignment with the decision-making and behavioural principles of the ecosystem before COVID-19
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C18
	Behaviour alignment with the decision-making and behavioural principles of the ecosystem after COVID-19
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	Mixed Embeddedness - Micro level



	C19
	Degree of cultural adaptation
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative
	Kloosterman & Rath, 2010



	C20
	Examples of cultural adaptation
	Yes/No (Frequency)



	C21
	Degree of social integration
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C22
	Examples of social integration
	Yes/No (Frequency)



	C23
	Degree of Network creation
	1 positive; 0 neutral; -1 negative



	C24
	Examples of Network creation
	Yes/No (Frequency)



	C25
	Personal experience
	1 High; 0 neutral; -1 Low



	C26
	Individual motivation
	1 High; 0 neutral; -1 Low



	C27
	Family resources available for the business
	1 High; 0 neutral; -1 Low



	C28
	Problem-solving skills
	1 High; 0 neutral; -1 Low



	C29
	Educational attainment
	Educational level 1-8



	C30
	Accent ceiling
	1 Low; 0 neutral; -1 High



	C31
	Credential recognition barrier
	1 Low; 0 neutral; -1 High



	Resilience Strategies - Business classification after interview thematic analysis



	C32
	Survival (passive to reactive)
	Classification
	Elo, Ermolaeva, Ivanova-Gongne & Klishevich, 2022



	C33
	Business as unusual (reactive)



	C34
	Survival plus (proactive to Planned)



	C35
	Adaptation-reorchestration (proactive to on-going change)


	Source: own elaboration.





It guided the within-case analysis of the five interviews considered emblematic case studies from the 32 sample. These cases highlight how Brazilian entrepreneurship has evolved in Porto, Portugal, surviving the challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic. They provide a unique example of how migrant entrepreneurs coped with COVID-19 in the Portuguese EE.

Context of Pre- and Post-COVID-19 Pandemic and Migrant Entrepreneurship

Crises, such as pandemics, can impact socioeconomic activities within a region and shape the regional EE (O’Connor & Audretsch, 2023). COVID-19, a pandemic that occurred between 2019 and 2022, had significant social, economic, and health impacts worldwide, resulting in lockdowns, travel restrictions, and disruptions across various sectors. People were required to stay at home to practice social distancing and reduce infection risks (Galindo-Martin et al., 2021). The pandemic posed unprecedented challenges for small businesses, including forced closures, reduced operating hours, job cuts, supply chain disruptions, business shutdowns, and the loss of key customers. Small businesses were impacted differently from larger firms, facing unique challenges such as business model adaptations and restrictions on products and services (Belitski et al., 2022).

The pandemic has created new market opportunities for small businesses, but the long-term effects on turnover, productivity, innovation, and entrepreneurship in developed countries require further investigation (Belitski et al., 2022). Evidence suggests that monetary policies, such as a greater volume of credit and low interest rates, have a positive effect on entrepreneurship during the economic crisis caused by the pandemic (Galindo-Martin et al., 2021).

Portugal’s response to the pandemic was considered quick and effective, resulting in fewer casualties compared to neighboring countries. The COVID-19 pandemic had significant effects on businesses and the economy in Portugal. The implementation of measures such as quarantine, closure of nonessential businesses, and travel restrictions resulted in a decline in economic activity. Many businesses faced challenges due to reduced consumer demand, supply chain disruptions, and financial constraints. The tourism sector, which is a vital contributor to Portugal’s economy, was particularly impacted, with a significant decrease in international travel and tourism activities.

The government implemented support measures to mitigate the economic impact, including financial aid, tax relief, and credit facilities for businesses (Tavares et al., 2021). Entrepreneurship in Portugal suffered and decreased as well (GEM, 2019).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Portuguese government implemented extraordinary measures to mitigate the crisis’s impacts, including policies aimed at the immigrant population. The temporary suspension of immigration enforcement and the automatic extension of residence visas demonstrated a commitment to ensuring that everyone, regardless of their immigration status, had access to healthcare and could fully comply with the public health regulations imposed during the state of emergency (Ferreira & Rodrigues, 2021). This humanitarian and inclusive approach sought to prevent legal barriers from becoming obstacles to the collective fight against the pandemic (Silva et al., 2022). In this context, we argue that these proactive policies minimized potential difficulties faced by Brazilian Immigrant Entrepreneurs (IEB) regarding immigration regularization. By eliminating uncertainties related to legal residency during the crisis, these measures allowed entrepreneurs to focus on the survival and adaptation of their businesses during a time of great economic uncertainty (Mazzilli, 2022). As a result, issues related to migration status were effectively neutralized in the short term, significantly reducing the vulnerabilities of these groups.

Moreover, the Portuguese government implemented a range of financial support measures to alleviate the economic effects of the pandemic on businesses of all sizes (Gomes, 2021). These aids included the simplified layoff scheme, which allowed for temporary reductions in working hours and salaries with state subsidies, loans with favorable conditions, and direct subsidies for small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Mazzilli, 2022; Silva et al., 2022).

One of the most obvious changes has been the huge growth in the digitalization of both public and private sectors (Tavares et al., 2021). Small business resilience as a disaster response is influenced by measures and processes, community support, and the role of organizational resilience (Belitski et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need to enhance the readiness and preparedness of entrepreneurs to effectively deal with crises; however, literature on this topic is underdeveloped (Pattinson & Cunningham, 2022). In this sense, the cases of migrant entrepreneurship in Portugal offer a valuable opportunity to better understand a critical incident impact on EE, considering small business and minorities.

Migrant entrepreneurs often display remarkable resilience and creativity (Falcão et al., 2021). This kind of entrepreneurship involves migrants establishing and operating businesses in a new country. They overcome challenges such as language barriers, limited access to essential resources, and cultural differences while utilizing their skills and networks to contribute to the local economy. This dynamic phenomenon spans diverse sectors and brings benefits like job creation and cultural diversity. The longer a migrant stay in business, the more successful they are likely to be, as they develop social and commercial networks and gain access to resources that provide an economic advantage to their companies (Ramos-Escobar et al., 2022).

Migrant entrepreneurs may focus on specific niches, and they often have a better perception of business opportunities due to their unique background (Ramos-Escobar et al., 2022). Brazilian entrepreneurs in Portugal may see entrepreneurship as an alternative to local employment and may strategically target local or co-ethnic clients. Language and accent differences potentially lead to discrimination in work matters and housing. Their businesses are often started by individuals with higher financial and entrepreneurial capacity as well as high levels of professional qualification (Cruz et al., 2020).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the business environment in Porto faced unprecedented challenges. The city’s economy, deeply intertwined with tourism, experienced a sharp decline as international travel came to a halt (Carvalho & Sgambati, 2023). Hotels, restaurants, and souvenir shops, which rely heavily on visitors, saw their revenues plummet. SMEs, the backbone of Porto’s economy, struggled with cash flow issues, as lockdowns and restrictions forced many to close their doors or operate under reduced capacity. Retailers of nonessential goods faced prolonged closures, leading to significant financial strain, and in some cases, permanent shutdowns.

The hospitality sector, a vital component of Porto’s vibrant culture, was particularly hard-hit. Restaurants, cafes, and bars were subjected to strict capacity limits, curfews, and health protocols, which dramatically reduced their ability to operate profitably. At the same time, startups and entrepreneurial ventures in the city faced their own set of challenges. While some sectors, such as health technology and e-commerce, found opportunities to thrive, many others struggled with declining investments as venture capital became more cautious during the uncertainty of the pandemic (Silva Lopes et al., 2021).

Despite these hardships, Porto’s business community showed remarkable resilience and adaptability. Many businesses turned to digital solutions, with restaurants and retailers pivoting to online platforms and delivery services. E-commerce became a lifeline for many entrepreneurs, helping them maintain operations despite physical restrictions (Dias et al., 2022). Meanwhile, the Portuguese government provided financial relief through grants, loans, and simplified layoff schemes to mitigate the economic fallout. These policies were crucial in providing an economic safety net, helping many entrepreneurs, including immigrants, to avoid bankruptcy and maintain employment (Mazzilli, 2022; Silva et al., 2022). However, the interviewees reported that the financial aid provided to each company was limited in amount, making it insufficient for businesses to sustain themselves. The relief primarily came in the form of loan credits. Local communities also played a critical role in supporting businesses. Initiatives encouraging residents to shop locally and invest in vouchers for future use helped sustain small businesses during the crisis.

Data Collection

This study used both primary and secondary data, including field observations, interviews, Facebook groups documentary analysis, and photographic material, to create a context-embedded view of the case (Elo, 2016; Falcão et al., 2023). Snowballing and purpose-sampling methods were used to select entrepreneur cases, focusing on individuals who were part of the diaspora and had business activities (Elo, 2016). Data collection occurred at two points: (1) 1-month pre-COVID-19—January/2020, and (2) post-COVID-19 during 2.5 weeks in March/2022.

Accessibility to respondents was crucial when studying immigrant businesses, as it directly affects the researcher’s ability to locate, reach, and effectively engage with these businesses. Therefore, researchers employed several strategies to initially locate Brazilian entrepreneurs in Porto and improve effectiveness while recruiting respondents: (1) geographic and cultural clustering; (2) building trust and rapport; (3) navigating language and cultural barriers; (4) time and resource efficiency; (5) capturing diverse perspectives; (6) minimizing respondent attrition.

Regarding geographic and cultural clustering, migrant businesses often concentrate in specific neighborhoods or regions where other migrants reside (Rebelo, 2010). This clustering allows them to better serve their communities and access relevant social and economic networks. Identifying these clusters enhances accessibility for researchers, enabling them to strategically focus on areas with higher concentrations of migrant-owned businesses. For Brazilians in Porto, three primary locations have emerged as main clusters: a shopping mall housing the SEF (Portuguese Foreigners and Borders Service), the area surrounding Bolhão Market and Poveiros Square, and the vicinity of the Brazilian Consulate in Porto, including La Vie Shopping and Shopping Brasília (see Figures 1 and 2).

FIGURE 1Touristic region—2020 observation.
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FIGURE 2Businesses close to the Brazilian consulate—2020 observation.
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Figures 1 and 2 show the location of businesses.

Building trust and rapport (Gagné, 2014) with migrant business owners was essential, even when both entrepreneurs and researchers shared a Brazilian background. Migrants may be cautious about external inquiries due to past negative experiences or unfamiliarity with research processes. In this context, the absence of language or cultural barriers simplified engagement, eliminating the need for translators or intermediaries. Frequent, face-to-face contact proved crucial in fostering trust and obtaining honest, detailed data. The snowball technique was also employed to recruit additional respondents, further ensuring access to a diverse sample.

Time and resource efficiency were crucial for in loco data-collection, especially when researchers came from overseas (Brazil to Portugal) and relied on limited budget for their expenses. Thus, improved accessibility reduced the time and resources needed to locate and approach respondents, making the research process more efficient. This is especially relevant for migrant business research, as entrepreneurs may have irregular working hours, multiple responsibilities, or limited availability due to business demands, making it challenging to coordinate interviews or data collection (Falcão et al., 2024). Having an ethnographic approach also allowed researchers to capture diverse perspectives and to sample a wider range of migrant businesses (Düvell, 2024).

That also enriched the data and helped ensure that the research findings were representative of the broader immigrant business landscape, accounting for differences in sectors, business sizes, and stages of business development. About minimizing respondent attrition, accessibility reduced logistical challenges for respondents, such as travel time or unfamiliar environments, which can contribute to lower participation or drop-out rates. When respondents feel that participation is convenient, they are more likely to commit to the study, leading to a more robust data set and in-depth interviews (Düvell, 2024). In-depth interviews were conducted with guiding questions to explore the entrepreneurial trajectory, motivations, and sociocultural settings of the entrepreneurs, as well as aspects of business strategies and resource orchestration that occurred before and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Case Analysis

To apply this framework to case analysis following Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) and Eisenhardt (2021) recommendations, a structured comparative approach was used to examine and understand variations across cases, encompassing:


	(i) Quadrants/Classification: definition of categories or “quadrants” that classify cases according to relevant variables, using a grid (or spreadsheet), encompassing the mixed embeddedness framework (Kloosterman & Rath, 2010).

At the macro-level (interconnection, complementarities, and collaboration with local entities, such as organizations, individuals, and resources; the effect of lockdown policies on entrepreneurial activities and financial aid policies). At the meso-level (business activity growth, access to social networks within the Brazilian community and local associations, and competition). At the micro level (examples of decision-making principles and behaviors, degree of cultural adaptation and examples; degree of social integration and examples; degree of network creation and examples; personal experience; individual motivation; family resources available for the business; problem-solving skills; educational attainment; accent ceiling; credential recognition barriers).

In addition, using the ROT (Sirmon et al., 2011), we identified the resilience strategies (Survival—passive to reactive; business as unusual—reactive; survival plus—proactive to planned; adaptation-reorchestration—proactive to on-going change). This helped researchers in grouping cases to identify patterns within and across these categories, aligning with Eisenhardt’s approach of analyzing multiple cases for deeper theoretical insights. By using classification, it enabled managing complexity by creating a manageable framework to explore diverse scenarios while staying grounded in theory.


	(ii) Emblematic cases of each type: identify and analyze a few “emblematic” or representative cases for each category, which exemplify the characteristics or challenges unique to that quadrant. These cases serve as core examples from which to derive patterns, allowing the researcher to draw parallels, contrasts, and specific insights about each type. Following the Eisenhardt’s method, this allows for the development of theory by grounding it in concrete, context-rich cases that highlight each quadrant’s nuances. Five emblematic cases were described.


	(iii) Strategies/best practices for overcoming adversities: for each quadrant, identify strategies or best practices that organizations use to overcome specific adversities. By emphasizing the role of culture as a form of “soft power,” researchers can capture how cultural resources are leveraged in practice, which Eisenhardt advocates by encouraging the identification of factors that lead to success or failure. This step enables researchers to recognize actionable strategies that can be generalized or adapted across similar cases. In this research, we were able to perform five interviews post COVID-19, which allowed us to illustrate the survival strategies and other elements used for classification into the quadrants.




This methodological approach, based on Eisenhardt and Graebner’s (2007) and Eisenhardt’s (2021) case study, not only offers a systematic framework but also facilitates theory building. By classifying and analyzing emblematic cases while emphasizing practical strategies, researchers can uncover broader themes and derive actionable insights. This strengthens both the theoretical foundation and the practical relevance of the findings.

As a result, 32 in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved, incorporating the critical incident technique (Butterfield et al., 2009). Following the onset of the pandemic, the research team returned to the field to locate these businesses, finding that only 15 businesses (of the original sample) remained operational. However, accessibility was achieved in only five firms, allowing us to conduct interviews exclusively in these firms. We were unable to conduct a second interview with nine firms for two reasons: (1) some entrepreneurs declined to participate in a second interview, and (2) others relocated to a different location and could not be contacted by the research team. Thus, based on the literature, the analytical framework presented in Table 1 guided. In addition, the classification of resilience and business model adaptation during the COVID-19 pandemic, proposed by Elo et al. (2022), was utilized. This framework identifies resilience strategies as follows: “Survival” (passive to reactive), “Business as Unusual” (reactive), “Survival Plus” (proactive to planned), and “Adaptation-Reorchestration” (proactive to ongoing change). This classification facilitated the grouping of cases to identify patterns within and across these categories, aligning with Eisenhardt’s approach to analyzing multiple cases for deeper theoretical insights. By employing this framework, the complexity of diverse scenarios was managed through the creation of a structured model grounded in theoretical foundations.

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS OF THE CASE ANALYSIS

Table 3 shows the classification and analyses of the five emblematic cases.




TABLE 2:Presents the sample of interviewees Pre and Post COVID-19


	Firm ID – (pre COVID-19)
	Owner’s gender
	Age (years)
	Type of business
	Status in 2022 (post COVID-19)
	Firm ID (Post COVID-19





	E01
	F
	33
	Candies and pastries factory
	Kept the business and reported increased sales.
	Successful N1



	E02
	F
	25
	Candies and pastries factory
	The contact who provided the first interview informed us that she returned to Brazil.
	



	E03
	F
	38
	Sale of Used Clothes
	The premises were closed.
	



	E04
	F
	31
	Café and Snack Bar
	Sold the restaurant.
	



	E05
	M
	37
	Restaurant
	Sold the restaurant.
	



	E06
	M
	29
	Pizza & Steakhouse
	Closed the location.
	



	E07
	M
	37
	Barbecue Festival and Events
	Closed the location.
	



	E08
	M
	48
	Purchase, renovation, and sale of properties
	Demand increased significantly during the pandemic.
	Successful N2



	E09
	F
	39
	Snack Bar
	The premises were closed.
	



	E10
	F
	27
	Café and Restaurant
	The premises were closed.
	



	E11
	M
	36
	Japanese Restaurant
	The premises were closed.
	



	E12
	M
	33
	Restaurant
	The premises were closed.
	



	E13
	F
	46
	Beauty Salon
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E14
	M & F (couple)
	40 (he) 37 (she)
	From a cafe to a bigger restaurant/bar
	They closed the café to open a larger business, Frangó, at the Super Bock Arena.
	Successful N3



	E15
	M
	49
	Restaurant
	The premises were closed.
	



	E16
	M
	39
	Restaurant and Snacks
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E17
	F
	46
	Aesthetics
	The premises were closed.
	



	E18
	F
	28
	Restaurant
	Sold the restaurant.
	



	E19
	F
	60
	Pastry Shop
	The premises were closed, but we managed to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E20
	F
	39
	Hairdresser
	Sold the salon.
	



	E21
	M & F (couple)
	45 (he) 43 (she)
	Butcher Shop
	They kept the business and even expanded.
	



	E22
	M
	39
	Restaurant
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E23
	M & F (couple)
	39 (he) 28 (she)
	Cell phone and Computer Equipment Repairs
	They kept the business.
	Successful N4



	E24
	M
	52
	Restaurant
	They kept the business.
	Successful N5



	E25
	M
	50
	Barbershop
	Sold the salon.
	



	E26
	F
	38
	Japanese Restaurant
	It became a hamburger restaurant, but the owner declined to give another interview.
	



	E27
	M
	70
	Electric car rentals
	The contact who provided the first interview informed us that she returned to Brazil.
	



	E28
	F
	43
	Accounting
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E29
	M
	36
	Restaurant and Italian Pizzeria
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E30
	M
	46
	Money transfers and remittances
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E31
	F
	56
	Snack bar
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	



	E32
	F
	45
	Legal services
	The business continued, but we were unable to schedule a new conversation.
	


	Source: own elaboration








TABLE 3:Case analysis – coding according to table 2 framework


	Code Number
	N1
	N2
	N3
	N4
	N5





	D1
	
	
	
	
	



	C1
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0



	C2
	0
	1
	1
	0
	0



	C3
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0



	C4
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0



	C5
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0



	C6
	-1
	1
	0
	-1
	0



	D2
	
	
	
	
	



	C7
	1
	-1
	1
	1
	



	C8
	1
	-1
	1
	1
	-1



	C9
	-1
	1
	1
	-1
	1



	C10
	-1
	0
	1
	-1
	-1



	C11
	1
	0
	1
	-1
	-1



	C12
	-1
	1
	1
	-1
	1



	C13
	-1
	0
	0
	-1
	-1



	C14
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0



	Ecosystem / Mixed Embeddedness - Micro level



	C15
	Yes
	No
	No
	No
	No



	C16
	No
	No
	No
	No
	No



	C17
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1



	C18
	1
	1
	-1
	-1
	1



	Mixed Embeddedness - Micro level



	C19
	0
	1
	1
	0
	1



	C20
	No
	No
	No
	No
	No



	C21
	0
	1
	1
	-1
	1



	C22
	No
	No
	No
	No
	No



	C23
	1
	1
	1
	-1
	0



	C24
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No
	No



	C25
	1
	1
	0
	1
	1



	C26
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1



	C27
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1



	C28
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1



	C29
	
	
	6
	
	



	C30
	
	
	
	1
	1



	C31
	
	
	
	
	



	Resilience Strategies - Business classification after interview thematic analysis



	C32
	
	
	
	
	



	C33
	
	
	
	
	



	C34
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1



	C35
	
	
	
	
	


	Source: own elaboration based on framework.
Dn, Dimensions; Cn, Codes; In, Interviews.





Case Description

Based on Table 2, which presents the sample of interviewees (Pre- and Post-COVID-19), coupled with field observations, we understand that these cases exhibit distinctive behaviors, unique combinations of resources, and extreme entry conditions, making them valuable for theory development and expanding theoretical perspectives and interpretations (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). However, we acknowledge that they are a first step toward a future research development, due to the fact that it would be impossible to envision the research opportunity exploited in advance. These sections consider all cases in the sample.

First, it was identified that more women entrepreneurs shut down their businesses (10 out of 19—total women) than men (7 out of 16—total men). Another interesting finding is that more individuals who were business owners in Brazil closed their businesses (11 out of 19 respondents who were business owners in Brazil) compared to those who were not business owners in Brazil (6 out of 16 who were not business owners in Brazil). Food-related businesses not linked to restaurants or cafés (e.g. butcher shops) and service companies (e.g. law firms and accounting practices) showed the highest survival rates, meaning more businesses continued operating than closed. On the other hand, restaurants, cafés, and beauty salons performed inversely (more closed than survived).

Among businesses operating within Porto’s tourist area, 10 out of 15 companies continued their operations. Of those located near SEF (Foreigners and Borders Service) and the Brazilian Consulate, 5 out of 12 continued their businesses. However, those most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic were in other parts of the city, where 5 out of 8 companies were shut down.

Conversely, among the nine newly interviewed entrepreneurs—those who opened businesses during the pandemic—six were men, and three operated near SEF and the Brazilian Consulate. Four of these businesses were barbershops or beauty salons. Interestingly, two interviewed barbers mentioned that during the lockdown, they adopted the strategy of visiting their former clients’ homes to provide haircuts and eventually began receiving both existing and new clients at their own homes. They reported working more than ever and, about a year later, near the end of social isolation, made an offer to their previous employer and purchased the barbershop. They also noted that they used and continue to use social media to promote their services and influence clients and followers with fashion trends.

Presentation of Strategies and Characteristics of the “Survivors”

This section regards those who maintained their businesses open and were contacted during the second visit. Therefore, it presents the five distinctive cases selected from the broad sample.

N1 (a business owner in Brazil) expanded her customer base during the lockdown, as customers had more time to engage with her social media posts. Additionally, she started pastries’ home deliveries, noticing a change in consumer habits, which led her to open a cake shop specializing in event cakes and pies (such as birthday cakes, wedding cakes, etc.). As she mentions “I started informally spreading the word on the internet asking my husband’s [Brazilian] friends and work colleagues for help!” (N1).

N2 (purchase, renovation, and sale of properties) reported a demand increase because many customers, due to lockdown, decided to renovate their homes:


“And during the pandemic home renovation and construction boosted here, you know […], people wanted to improve their homes, and make it more comfortable. […] people who lived in small apartments, when the pandemic hit, they moved to a bigger apartment or to a house.” (N2)



Another couple (N3) initially operated their franchise exclusively through delivery apps during the pandemic. However, they incurred debts and ultimately had to terminate their franchise agreement. They identified a partnership opportunity with Heineken (because during lockdown, they became one of the biggest sellers of that brand) and, through a sponsorship contract, opened a Brazilian-style restaurant-bar. They relocated to a larger premise in a more tourist-friendly area with reduced rent. This coincided with the end of mandatory closures, and the new concept was well received by the public.

Adaptation and flexibility were key to survival, as N1 reports, regarding her logistics and form of production:


“I couldn’t leave the house, and no one could leave! So, my husband did all the shopping and I stayed at home just baking my cakes and pies […] I found a supplier deliver my products.” (N1)



And N1 also reported a focus shift, from “production oriented” to “management oriented,” thus pandemics pushed her to professionalize herself (from an originally informal business to a professional one):


“I’m more confident today, I know how to position myself better, worrying more about management than the recipe and product itself […] in the beginning I attended to many courses on how to make a beautiful, delicious cake, etc., but now I’m more concerned with the business itself, like how to deal with social networks, how to do the pricing, how to better serve the customer […] the ‘behind the scenes part’ is missing.” (N1)



Also, social capital and customer focus helped consolidate their business expansion strategies:


“When it comes to suppliers, I always kept a friendly relationship with them, right? As for my clients, I don’t usually have direct contact with them, right? I’ve always aimed to build relationships based on friendship, lots of negotiation, and even a bit of bargaining to secure better prices […] My focus is always on providing quality, competitive pricing, and a good location. For example, being close to a subway station, on a main street, or near a school—these are factors people consider when evaluating the market.” (N2)

“We are already moving on to our third project. We have identified a space in ‘Cais de Gaia’, where we’ve also established a knowledge-sharing partnership. Brazilians here are continuously networking, meeting people, and connecting with the right individuals. For example, I organized a feijoada event with samba music at a bar, which led me to meet the bar’s owner. As a result, the owner, who had an unused space, invited me to partner with him on opening another restaurant.” (N3)



Both N1 and N2 mention that the lockdown had a positive effect on their business:


“To my surprise, with the pandemic […] even though people were scared, you know, […]people confined at home, they had birthdays and everything and they still wanted to celebrate, […] they wanted to pretend a certain normality […] So I started to receive a lot of orders during this pandemic period.” (N1)

“Through our partnership with the major real estate agent in Portugal—Remax […] we sell a property in 2, 3 days… 5 days, in a week […] they split commission but sell quickly, right?” (N2)



The entrepreneurs who repair cell phones and computer equipment—a couple (N4)—also reported an increase in demand during the pandemic. This was driven by the necessity of remote work, online classes, and other communication needs during COVID-19 lockdown:


“There was a significant increase in the number of computers that had been idle for a long time, which people needed to start using again for online classes and remote work. As a result, demand for services in this area grew considerably. Despite the challenges—such as the temporary closure of shopping malls, the need to meet customers at the door in the early stages, and other unforeseen events that required time and resources—we managed to adapt and succeed. Today, we are still here. Unfortunately, many others did not have the same opportunity.” (N4)



Entrepreneur (N5) Restaurant—reported that had money and savings and used his own resources to survive during lockdown. He also adopted a delivery strategy, adjusted staff, and kept operations running.

All five emblematic cases are classified as “Survival plus” because Portugal is a less challenging business context, and these migrant entrepreneurs who survived are risk-takers and opportunity driven. Evidence show that they developed innovative survival strategies (during the pandemics) with growth ambitions, and their resilience profile enabled them not just to survive but to thrive in challenging conditions, and even expand their operations.

Analysis of the Five Emblematic Cases According to Table 3

Analysis of Table 3 shows the classification and analyses of the five emblematic cases. Despite the theoretical connection between the ecosystem construct and the macro-level dimension of mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001), this dimension emerged as the least salient in our analysis, with its impact ranging from neutral to positive N2, and N3 showed some interconnection (C1) and collaboration (C2) with local entities, such as organizations, individuals, and resources. Competition (C3) among businesses was sometimes “very difficult… a little unfair competition”—as mentioned by N1.

Interestingly, these positive macro-level factors also reflect a positive meso-level effect on access and ties with local social networks (Cavallo et al., 2019) (C9, C12). Most of IEBs have distinctive complementarities with local entities, such as organizations and individuals (C4—N1, N2, N3). But many relied on the Brazilian ethnic community, either locating their businesses near the Brazilian Consulate or SEF office or targeting the Brazilian audience via word of mouth or digital media (C4).

As anticipated, the most prominent macro-level factor identified in this study was linked to the critical incident analyzed: the impact of lockdown policies (Galindo-Martin et al., 2021) on IEB activity (C5) and the role of financial aid policies in supporting IEBs (C6). N1, N3, and N4 thrived during the lockdown period due to their creativity and adaptability (Belitski et al., 2022).

They implemented digital strategies, leveraging social media, investing in delivery services, and forging new networks (see Elo et al., 2024). Additionally, they relied on family resources, contributing both time and capital. These behaviors are closely tied to the micro-level dimension. In contrast, N2’s success was attributed to market characteristics.

However, after the lockdown, N2 reported a decline in transaction volume due to broader economic factors, which could also be classified as critical incidents, such as the Ukrainian War, rising inflation rates in Europe, and banks adopting more conservative mortgage lending policies.

The effectiveness of financial aid policies in supporting IEBs depended on factors such as awareness of available opportunities, the degree of business formalization, and the regularization of individual immigrant status. Among the cases studied, only N2 benefited from Portuguese government business support policies (see Mazzilli, 2022; Silva et al., 2022). The other IEBs either misunderstood the requirements or were ineligible for such support. Thus, several entrepreneurs reported difficulties accessing support measures to alleviate the economic effects of the pandemic on businesses, such as loans with favorable conditions or direct subsidies for SMEs:


“We didn’t. As we had the sad misfortune of moving from one location and opening another company, we didn’t have the prerequisites to receive help from the government. So, we had to support ourselves […] we were not eligible for government aid.” (N3)

“The two months that we were closed, they gave us the option of paying in 12 instalments, and that’s what we did […] they gave me 64 Euros. […] it only works in the media […] It doesn’t even pay the electricity bill here at the store. So, I said: ‘No, I’ll have to find another way’. But after researching with an accountant, I saw that it wasn’t necessary to close my business.” (N4)



The meso-level aspects of the mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001) reflect on the connections between businesses and their ecosystems emerging from network types and the strength of the ties. The critical incident of COVID-19 pandemic increased the number of transactions for N1, N3, N4, and N5. N2 conditions were aforementioned.

N1 relies on Brazilian-embedded ties (C10 and C11) and acknowledges competition in its business environment. The entrepreneur is aware of competitors and substitutes and has gouged its weaknesses and strengths, working on building up competencies to run the business. N2’s strength relies on its local networks, suggesting a good integration into the Portuguese business ecosystem. It has developed a business targeting a niche and suggests a stable operation. N3 is the best-connected business with ties to local and Brazilian enclaves (Raijman & Tienda, 2003). The entrepreneurs have invested in building social networks as a business strategy. N4 is the least connected business, with access only to the Brazilian enclave but weak ties. This can be explained because the business is not culturally intensive. Finally, N5 does not seem to mind network building, relying on its business’s maturity and the entrepreneur’s long tenure in Portugal.

In the micro-level dimensions of the mixed embeddedness (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001), the focus lies on the business-owners. The group is homogenous, with N2, N3, and N5 reporting good cultural adaptation and social integration (see Elo et al., 2024; Elo & Silva, 2022). N1 and N4 identified more challenges in these aspects. Personal experience, individual motivation, problem-solving skills, and family resources available to the business are common positive features across the cases, as shown by the resilience strategies proposed by Elo et al. (2024). Regarding the critical incident, all businesses considered themselves in line with behaviors and decision-making before the COVID-19 pandemic. However, N3 and N4 diverged due to the hardships during the lockdown. The interviews suggested that this divergence was an important survival factor.

Social networks, cultural adaptation, diversity of backgrounds, motivations, and business activities are crucial factors that impact migrant entrepreneurship (Elo et al., 2024; Elo & Silva, 2022). It was evidenced that (1) more female entrepreneurs closed their businesses (10 out of 19) than men (7 out of 16); (2) food businesses (not related to restaurants) and law and accounting firms were the ones that had the highest degree of survival; (3) restaurants, cafes, and beauty salons had the opposite performance; (4) 10 out of 15 companies in the tourist area continued their operations; and (5) 5 out of 12 close to the SEF and the Brazilian Consulate continued their business.

Businesses that managed to survive, such as computer and cell phone repair shops and several restaurants, adopted strategies like delivering their services and products—such as takeaway meals —directly to clients’ homes. Some of them reported never having worked as hard as they did during that period and revealed that, about a year later, as social distancing measures were nearing an end, they managed to expand their business. They also shared that they relied on, and continue to use, social media to advertise their services, influence customers, and engage followers by posting updates.

Migrant entrepreneurship is shaped by the interplay between structural constraints and individual agency, as explained by MET (Kloosterman & Rath, 2001). Analysis of emblematic cases highlights the diverse ways migrant entrepreneurs navigate local economic conditions, institutional frameworks, and social networks. Some entrepreneurs (N2 and N3) exhibit interconnection and collaboration with local actors, while others face competition and barriers to market access. The role of ethnic networks is particularly evident, as several entrepreneurs strategically position their businesses near key institutions such as the Brazilian Consulate or SEF office, leveraging co-ethnic clientele and digital marketing channels to sustain operations. These findings align with prior research on embeddedness and access to resources in EEs (Cavallo et al., 2019).

EEs are dynamic environments that evolve in response to internal and external factors (Roundy et al., 2018). The cases analyzed illustrate that ecosystem interactions influence migrant entrepreneurs’ strategic decisions. The macro-level dimension of mixed embeddedness emerged as less influential than anticipated, with entrepreneurs relying more on meso-level networks and micro-level resilience strategies. Notably, the critical incidents analyzed, such as lockdown policies, economic downturns, and regulatory shifts, played a central role in business adaptation and survival. Some entrepreneurs (N1, N3, and N4) thrived by implementing digital strategies, leveraging family resources, and expanding their service offerings, whereas others (N2) struggled with market constraints and declining transaction volumes. This aligns with resilience literature, which emphasizes the capacity for adaptation in response to environmental shocks (Van Der Vegt et al., 2015).

External shocks and ecosystem resilience shape the sustainability of migrant businesses. The emblematic cases underscore the significance of financial aid policies, business formalization, and institutional support in mitigating crisis impacts. However, entrepreneurs reported challenges in accessing government assistance due to bureaucratic complexity and eligibility constraints, reinforcing disparities in ecosystem resilience. Those who successfully adapted relied on strong networks, diversified revenue streams, and innovative business models (Belitski et al., 2022; Elo et al., 2024). Social networks and cultural adaptation also played a role in determining business continuity, with entrepreneurs exhibiting varying degrees of embeddedness in the host economy. Ultimately, the findings highlight the importance of ecosystem actors—government agencies, financial institutions, and social networks—in fostering an inclusive and supportive entrepreneurial environment.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Findings of the research evidence that Brazilian migrant entrepreneurs took more risks than Portuguese entrepreneurs. Brazilians kept their businesses open, resorting to loans, restructuring their staff, and innovating in their resilience strategies. While many of those who closed their firms used the financial aid provided by the Portuguese government to maintain their families, many of the Brazilian entrepreneurs used part of this resource to keep their businesses open.

Although this study only examines a part of the trajectory of these businesses, it offers structured knowledge that can be used in future research. Also, it presents a clear theoretical contribution (Table 2—analytical framework) that could be replicated in new research. Therefore, by combining mixed embeddedness with ecosystem theory, this study presented a regional-based, affiliation analysis of migrant entrepreneurial beyond the overemphasized perspective of productivity and growth. It shed light on small business and minorities’ cases overlooked in EE theory.

However, this study has limitations, as it did not discuss what happened to the remaining businesses that disappeared due to a lack of information. Accessibility was an issue for the second round of interviews, representing one of the main limitations of the study. The researchers were only able to reestablish contact with 5 out of the 15 businesses that survived, as reported in the methodology section.

All five emblematic cases are classified as “Survival Plus” (Elo et al., 2024), due to Portugal’s relatively less challenging business environment and the risk-taking, opportunity-driven nature of the migrant entrepreneurs who succeeded in this context.

The COVID-19 pandemic was an unplanned opportunity explored during the study, but it limited our capacity to follow Shrivastava’s (1993) proposal to move from incident-driven to problem-driven studies. However, this can be the first effort to formulate how Brazilian entrepreneurs cope with crises and what strategies lead to better business survival rates in future research.

This study was conducted by obtaining data before and after a critical incident (COVID-19 crisis), which provided information about how businesses conducted by migrants can overcome the crisis, evidencing common features of those that succeeded. The framework presented addresses some issues in MET and the EE concept, allowing further replication and tests.

Its managerial contribution encompasses an analysis of a country’s migrant EE through the lens of the mixed embeddedness approach, offering a deeper understanding of the factors influencing migrant entrepreneurs’ success. This perspective can guide the development of more effective support strategies and general guidelines, enabling migrants to better identify the opportunities and challenges they may face when managing local businesses. Moreover, the economic integration of migrants, along with their social and economic contributions, can bolster the national economy and facilitate the broader process of social integration.
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