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Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to advance the understanding of immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories by examining 
how rural–urban spatial contexts interact with necessity–opportunity motivations to shape opportunities, 
resource access, and integration processes.
Design/methodology/approach – We adopt a mixed methods design that integrates a systematic literature 
review with a qualitative study. In the first study, we conduct a literature review on immigrant entrepreneurship 
to identify key themes, methodological patterns, and empirical gaps. In the second study, we complement this 
with in-depth interviews with 20 immigrant entrepreneurs in both rural and urban spatial contexts, supported by 
two focus groups and secondary data. This sequential, theory-building design allows the literature review to 
inform the qualitative inquiry and the empirical findings to refine and extend the conceptual framework.
Findings – The literature review reveals the main thematic groups in immigrant entrepreneurship, while the 
qualitative study highlights how motivations, challenges, and adaptive strategies vary across rural and urban 
contexts. Together, the findings show that geographic context is associated with distinct opportunity structures, 
resource constraints, and integration pathways. The study proposes a framework for investigating immigrant 
entrepreneurs’ trajectories across rural–urban settings and along the necessity–opportunity spectrum, clarifying 
how these dimensions interact in shaping entrepreneurial behaviour.
Practical implications – The empirical findings offer fundamental practical contributions for organisations that 
support immigrant entrepreneurship, demanding stratified and context-sensitive interventions.
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Originality/value – Immigrant entrepreneurship is a growing field of research; however, there remains a limited 
integrated understanding of how rural and urban spatial contexts intersect with necessity–opportunity motivations 
to shape immigrant trajectories. This study contributes to the literature by developing a contextualised framework 
that bridges spatial embeddedness and motivational theories, offering a typology and propositions to help scholars 
further theorise immigrant entrepreneurial pathways and to provide more targeted policy support for immigrant 
entrepreneurs across diverse territorial and motivational settings.
Keywords Immigrant entrepreneurship, Mixed-methods approach, Necessity–opportunity entrepreneurship, 
Rural–urban context
Paper type Research article

Introduction
Immigrant entrepreneurs play a vital role in the global economy, contributing to economic 
growth, international trade, and investment through both direct means (such as founding 
businesses) and indirect channels (Gomez et al., 2024; Light and Dana, 2025). Given that 
certain sub-regions exhibit higher levels of entrepreneurial activity than others, due to factors 
such as local entrepreneurial culture, community deprivation, and urban characteristics, 
further research is needed to explore immigrant entrepreneurship at the sub-national level 
(Dabi�c et al., 2020; Yin et al., 2025). The literature remains limited in explaining how spatial 
context, particularly rural and urban contexts, shapes immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories. 
In Southern Europe’s more peripheral rural regions, some areas have recently seen an increase 
in migrant entrepreneurs. In the case of Portugal, it appears among the EU-EFTA countries 
with relatively high self-employment rates for EU immigrants, clearly above the group of 
countries with a lower incidence (OECD, 2024). This has profound impacts, especially in low-
density areas, characterised by depopulation, ageing demographics and economic stagnation, 
where immigrants have increasingly regarded entrepreneurship as a viable alternative to 
traditional employment. (Galv~ao et al., 2025). These individuals are not only seeking to 
improve their own quality of life but are also introducing new ventures that often aim to unlock 
the untapped potential of rural territories (Torkington et al., 2025).

Although the urban–rural divide has been extensively documented across domains such as 
poverty, employment, and population dynamics, comparative studies of immigrant 
entrepreneurship across these spatial contexts remain limited (Evansluong et al., 2025; Kim 
and Orazem, 2025; Tuitjer and Thompson, 2025). Addressing this gap is essential to advancing 
understanding of how spatial contexts interact with entrepreneurial motivations, shaping 
processes of opportunity recognition, resource mobilisation, and socio-economic integration 
(Dabi�c et al., 2020; Evansluong et al., 2025). In response, this study seeks to deepen 
understanding of immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories by addressing two research questions: 
(1) how do rural–urban contexts and necessity–opportunity motivations interact to shape 
immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories? and (2) which distinct configurations of embeddedness 
mediate these spatial-motivational dynamics? To examine these questions, we adopt a sequential 
mixed-methods design that integrates a systematic literature review with a qualitative empirical 
study comprising 20 in-depth interviews with immigrant entrepreneurs operating in rural and 
urban regions of Portugal, complemented by a focus group and secondary data sources. This 
design enables the development of a context-sensitive analytical framework and typology that 
captures the interaction between spatial context and motivational drivers.

This study makes several contributions to the immigrant entrepreneurship literature. First, it 
identifies key gaps in existing research, highlighting priority areas for further inquiry. Second, it 
develops a new comprehensive framework of immigrant entrepreneurs’ trajectories (Pioneers, 
Reactors, Vanguards, and Survivors) by simultaneously integrating rural–urban contexts and 
necessity versus opportunity-driven motivations, thereby responding to calls for greater 
theoretical diversity and the examination of unexplored national settings (Dabi�c et al., 2020). 
While prior studies have predominantly examined internal migration between rural and urban 
areas (Wen et al., 2024; Zhu et al., 2025), this study focussed on immigrant entrepreneurs across 
both contexts. Moreover, although the distinction between opportunity- and necessity-driven
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entrepreneurship has been widely explored, existing research has largely concentrated on OECD 
countries (Bedi and Jia, 2024) or ultraperipheral regions (Porf�ırio et al., 2024) with limited 
attention to rural–urban comparisons. Third, the study advances an antecedents-typology-
outcomes framework grounded in a multi-level perspective, demonstrating how immigrant 
entrepreneurship emerges from the interplay between contextual environment, individual 
characteristics, and business characteristics. This approach delineates four types of immigrant 
entrepreneurs (Pioneers, Reactors, Vanguards, Survivors), each associated with distinct 
configurations of embeddedness and differentiated outcomes, including venture creation, 
adaptation, growth, or persistence in low-value markets. In doing so, the study reconceptualises 
spatial context as a dynamic mechanism that both enables and constrains access to resources, 
thereby shaping entrepreneurial trajectories and outcomes.

Fourth, it offers theoretical implications and recommendations for policymakers and 
practitioners to support immigrant entrepreneurs. Drawing on primary and secondary data from 
immigrant entrepreneurs and key stakeholders, the findings provide a robust basis for designing 
more targeted and context-sensitive support mechanisms in both rural and urban settings.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section outlines the study 
overview, followed by the methods and findings of Study 1 (a systematic literature review) and 
Study 2 (qualitative approach). This is followed by a general discussion that integrates insights 
from both studies and concludes with implications, limitations, and directions for future research.

Study overview
Two studies are planned and carried out to achieve the stated objectives (Das et al., 2024; Leso 
et al., 2024). We employed a mixed-methods approach, combining a systematic literature 
review (Study 1) with a qualitative study of immigrant entrepreneurs in Portugal (Study 2). 
Using multiple sources of data enhances the validity and reliability of the foundations for 
findings and recommendations (Blackburn et al., 2023).

Study 1: a systematic literature review
Methods
To systematically search and organise the literature within the field, our methodology follows 
an evidence-informed literature review approach (Tranfield et al., 2003). The selection of 
articles was based on specific criteria. In December 2024, a search was conducted in Web of 
Science (WoS), which was chosen because it is considered one of the world’s foremost and 
most respected bibliographic databases, owing to its stringent quality standards (Pires and 
Ferreira, 2025). Search terms represent a limitation of the review methodology, as it is virtually 
impossible to fully capture the topic under analysis with only a small number of keywords 
(Silva and Teixeira, 2009). Thus, we selected documents containing the terms “entrepreneur*” 
AND “immigra*” in the title, abstract, or keywords, resulting in 1,294 items, as those terms are 
the most related to the literature. In the next stage, only Article, Early Access, and Review 
documents were retained, reducing the total to 1,216 articles.

After filtering for English-language publications, the number decreased further to 1,194 
items. Then, only papers classified under “Business, Business finance, Economics and 
Management” categories were included, narrowing the selection to 545 articles. Applying the 
ABS/AJG List criteria and considering rankings 3, 4, or 4*, the final selection was reduced to 
378 papers. In the last stage, a thorough reading was conducted, identifying 165 articles 
specifically focussed on immigrant entrepreneurship, excluding those that did not meet the 
predetermined inclusion criteria (see supplementary material, Table A).

The study followed the PRISMA methodology, developed to support systematic literature 
reviews, enhancing scientific rigour and promoting the replicability of findings (Santos et al., 
2026). In line with its flow model in Figure 1, the research protocol applied in this study is 
outlined.
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One type of systematic review is the bibliometric review (Dabi�c et al., 2020). In this study, 
we applied the co-word bibliometric technique, using each article as the unit of analysis and the 
variables as the terms identified in the titles and abstracts of the 165 articles. This technique 
was selected because analysing term co-occurrence enables the identification and mapping of 
relationships among terms and their organisation into thematic clusters, thereby providing an 
overview of the state of the art in the field (L�opez-Fern�andez et al., 2016; Saif and Islam, 
2024). Using the software VOSViewer, we extract terms, treating each as a string of words in 
textual data, with the association strength determining the proximity between terms (van Eck 
and Waltman, 2007). The binary counting approach was employed, considering only whether 
a term appears in a document; it does not consider the term’s frequency within a single 
document. With this approach, 3,999 terms were identified.

After setting a minimum occurrence threshold of eight, 110 terms remained. While other 
studies adopt different numbers depending on the topic analysed, eight was considered suitable 
in this study because it captures the key terms in the immigrant entrepreneurship literature 
(Dias et al., 2019). VOSViewer computed the 60% most relevant terms, reducing the set to 66.

Records identified from: WoS 
Registers (n = 1294) 

Records screened (title and 
abstract 
(n = 378) 

Records excluded 
(n = 190) 

Reports sought for retrieval 
(n = 188) 

Reports not retrieved 
(n = 0) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 
(full-text reading) 
(n = 188) 

Reports excluded: 
(n = 23) 

Studies included in review 
(n = 165) 

Identification of studies via databases 
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart. Source: Authors’ own work
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Ultimately, we eliminated the irrelevant terms, such as “article”, resulting in a final selection of 
23 key terms. Finally, we generated a map showing the relationships among these 23 terms and 
their grouping into thematic clusters (van Eck and Waltman, 2007).

For the analysis of the articles, we will adopt a two-stage approach: first, a systematic 
literature review will be conducted to examine existing research and identify key gaps in the 
field of immigrant entrepreneurship; subsequently, these identified gaps will inform the design 
and focus of an empirical qualitative study aimed at exploring and addressing the uncovered 
issues in greater depth.

Results
Applying the bibliometric technique of term co-occurrence to the 165 articles included in the 
review (Figure 2), we obtained three thematic groups (clusters): Individual characteristics (red 
cluster), Business performance (green cluster), and Entrepreneurial motivations and 
integration (blue cluster). This derives directly from our bibliometric analysis rather than 
from an a priori classification. Once the clusters were identified, the literature was examined to 
explain the substantive issues represented within each cluster, illustrate their main themes, and 
identify areas of convergence and omission in the field (Dabi�c et al., 2020; van Eck and 
Waltman, 2007; Tranfield et al., 2003).

Individual characteristics. In this cluster, the individual characteristics of immigrant 
entrepreneurs, including nationality and gender, are highlighted. Despite informal 
entrepreneurship being most prevalent in developing nations, there is little evidence of its 
connection to migrant entrepreneurship in both developed and developing countries (Mu~noz-
Mora et al., 2022). The undocumented Hispanic population in the United States is largely 
responsible for the increase in self-employment rates among Hispanic immigrants, with 
informal self-employment more likely among Hispanic women than those in formal self-
employment (Mindes and Lewin, 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025).

Compared to their male counterparts, female immigrants are less likely to launch and 
manage their own companies, while a supportive entrepreneurial environment encourages 
female immigrant entrepreneurship (Morales et al., 2022). Diverse factors such as 
language, whiteness, country of origin, and motherhood shape the unequal power dynamics 
in which migrant women establish their businesses (Gomez et al., 2024; Naldi et al., 2021; 
Webster and Haandrikman, 2022).

Figure 2. Co-occurrence bibliometric technique. Source: Authors’ own work
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Women migrant entrepreneurs reconcile and manage their identities to conform to social 
and cultural norms in both their home and host countries (Chitac, 2025). However, the 
likelihood of self-employment among female immigrants is more influenced by their 
immigrant identity than by their gender identity, relative to their financial, social, and human 
capital (Chitac, 2025). They feel empowered as entrepreneurs in the host nation, but in their 
patriarchal home countries, their entrepreneurial identity is suppressed, contradicting 
established sociocultural roles (Chitac, 2025). Although ethnicity has often been viewed 
negatively in immigrant entrepreneurship, it can be an asset, particularly in sectors such as 
restaurants (Evansluong et al., 2025).

Business performance. This cluster examines how finance, networks, and individual 
characteristics shape immigrant entrepreneurs’ business performance. Immigrants often face 
difficulties accessing financial resources, but mobilising home-country networks through 
crowdfunding enables fundraising performance comparable to that of native-born 
entrepreneurs (Buttic�e and Useche, 2022). Immigrants are more “job creators” than “job 
takers” in developed countries, and foreign-born founders are central to high-growth 
entrepreneurship in the USA (Azoulay et al., 2022).

Compared to native-owned businesses, immigrant-owned firms in the USA employ fewer 
people, pay similarly, offer fewer benefits, but are more present in prominent tech clusters and 
engage more internationally (Kerr and Kerr, 2020). Reliance on domestic ethnic ties can limit 
growth, whereas performance is positively associated with international links (Brzozowski 
and Cucculelli, 2020). Ethnic enclaves can also provide benefits: access to an “acquainted 
mentor” and social capital from first-wave entrepreneurs can support the establishment, 
survival, and expansion of later-wave immigrant enterprises (Yasin and Hafeez, 2023).

Individual characteristics such as education further influence performance. International 
students in higher education in developed countries contribute significantly to venture capital-
backed entrepreneurship, showing the role of universities in attracting entrepreneurial talent 
and fostering growth (Amornsiripanitch et al., 2023). Immigrant entrepreneurs with prior 
business experience in their home countries and higher education obtained in the host country 
are more likely to develop transnational relationships (Brzozowski and Cucculelli, 2020).

Entrepreneurial motivation and integration. This cluster focusses on entrepreneurial
motivation and integration, particularly among refugees forced to immigrate and often 
establish their own businesses in the host country. Literature on migrant and refugee 
entrepreneurship is often informed by the mixed embeddedness theory, which considers the 
entrepreneur’s personal social (co-ethnic) network and regional contextual elements, such as 
the institutional environment and local markets (Meister and Mauer, 2019). Even though 
entrepreneurship is frequently promoted as a means of facilitating immigrant integration in 
several host nations, only a small percentage of refugees, mostly those with the necessary 
skills, successfully integrate through entrepreneurship (Refai et al., 2024). Tensions between 
local people and refugees are heightened by cultural differences and their prolonged stay 
(Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024). Still, business incubation helps refugee entrepreneurs integrate 
into their host communities (Meister and Mauer, 2019).

In terms of market conditions, the educational environment, discontent, and expertise, the 
entrepreneurial motivations of refugees vary throughout host nations (Zalkat et al., 2024). 
Nevertheless, refugee entrepreneurs are driven by comparable views of social contexts and 
cultural norms and exhibit comparable degrees of entrepreneurial ambition and attitude, 
regardless of their host nation (Zalkat et al., 2024). Refugees who are willing to launch a new 
company may be driven by the desire to make a living in the industry they were previously 
employed in back home (Alexandre et al., 2019). Although refugee entrepreneurs can 
assimilate more easily and form social relationships when they share some cultural values with 
natives, such as language and food, the challenges appear to be related to administrative, 
financial, and local policy issues (Alexandre et al., 2019).

Main cross-cluster patterns. Beyond the individual cluster descriptions, three broader 
patterns emerged from the review. First, immigrant entrepreneurship should be treated as a
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multi-level phenomenon, in which entrepreneur-level attributes, firm-level dynamics, and 
wider institutional or social conditions are closely intertwined rather than analytically 
separable (Dabi�c et al., 2020). Second, networks and embeddedness appear as cross-cutting 
mechanisms across the three clusters: they shape access to resources, opportunity recognition, 
performance, and processes of social and economic integration. Third, although the literature 
has developed considerably, it remains weakly comparative in spatial terms, with only limited 
attention to how immigrant entrepreneurship may differ across rural and urban settings. This 
final pattern is especially significant because it connects the three clusters to a shared gap in the 
literature, thereby supporting the comparative design of Study 2 (Mindes and Lewin, 2024; 
Morgan et al., 2021; Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024).

Gaps and research agenda. The research gaps were identified through analysis of the three 
clusters. After identifying the thematic concentrations in the co-occurrence map, we examined 
the studies within each cluster to determine where the literature remained conceptually narrow, 
empirically underdeveloped, or insufficiently comparative. Analysing the three thematic 
clusters, we identified the lack of comparative studies about immigrant entrepreneurship in 
rural and urban contexts.

More studies should examine the individual characteristics of immigrant entrepreneurs, 
including nationality and country of origin (Wang and Wang, 2025), in both rural and urban 
contexts. While educational attainment is often used in the immigrant entrepreneurship 
literature to measure human capital, other factors such as industry and entrepreneurial 
experience may also be relevant components of human capital (Gomez et al., 2024). Despite 
their contributions to the economies of their host countries, self-employed female immigrants 
have received little attention in the literature (Bedi and Jia, 2024; Gomez et al., 2024; Mindes 
and Lewin, 2024). The marital status of female immigrant entrepreneurs should also be 
analysed in future studies (Naldi et al., 2021).

Regarding business performance, it is also essential to examine various immigration 
groups and national settings (Yasin and Hafeez, 2023), which vary in terms of institutional and 
social support for immigrants (Morgan et al., 2021), as observed in both rural and urban 
contexts. More research should compare the pay and benefits of jobs created by immigrant-
owned businesses, as immigrant owners may exhibit distinct employment adjustment patterns 
for their domestic immigrant workforce (Kerr and Kerr, 2020).

In the area of entrepreneurial motivation and integration, more studies could analyse other 
groups of immigrants besides refugees (Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024), in rural and urban settings. 
Future studies should investigate specific institutional and policy differences among nations or 
regions and evaluate how these influence the outcomes and motivations of immigrant 
entrepreneurs (Zalkat et al., 2024). Additionally, the integration mechanisms of immigrant 
entrepreneurs may differ in rural and urban areas.

The gaps identified in Study 1 provided the direct rationale for Study 2, which was 
designed as a comparative, multi-level qualitative study of immigrant entrepreneurs in rural 
and urban Portugal. The three clusters were translated into the qualitative study through a 
multi-level research design: individual characteristics, drawn directly from the first cluster; 
business characteristics and contextual environment, which deepen the concerns identified 
in the business performance cluster; and opportunity versus necessity, which operationalises 
the motivation and integration cluster in a way that is analytically comparable across rural 
and urban settings. This explains why the aggregate dimensions in the Gioia-based data 
structure do not match the bibliometric clusters. Study 2 was designed not merely to replicate 
the literature map, but to refine and deepen it through primary empirical evidence (Gioia 
et al., 2013).

Study 2 is the empirical extension of Study 1. This design choice enabled the article to move 
from broad thematic clustering to a more explanatory framework, showing that immigrant 
entrepreneurial trajectories are shaped by the intersection of motivational drivers and rural– 
urban context. More details about the SLR findings see in Figure 3.
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Study 2: a qualitative approach
Methods
Study context. Portugal is selected as the empirical context because it ranks tenth among 
OECD countries in the growth rate of permanent migration since 2019 (OECD, 2025). 
Immigrants in Portugal are substantially more likely to be self-employed than native-born 
residents (þ3 to 4% points) (OECD, 2024). Over the past 4 decades, their entrepreneurial 
activity has expanded in line with broader European trends, with foreign-owned businesses 
increasingly contributing to the Portuguese economy, particularly through job creation 
(Oliveira, 2023).

Portugal’s migrant legislation is among the most advanced and inclusive in Europe, with 
MIPEX ranking the country in the top ten for migrant integration across 56 countries, and 
Portugal being one of only five countries worldwide that grant migrants full and immediate 
access to entrepreneurship (Solano and Huddleston, 2020; Solano, 2021). In Portugal, the 
urban and rural contexts present distinct conditions for immigrants to develop their 
entrepreneurial activity (Torkington et al., 2025).

Data collection. This study employed a qualitative methodology to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship in Portugal. The qualitative 
component focussed on capturing personal narratives and individual experiences, with 
interviews conducted in Portuguese and English. Oral consent was obtained from all 
participants, and anonymity was ensured using coded identifiers. All interviews were 
transcribed, translated as necessary, and manually analysed using a content analysis.

Drawing on the findings from the systematic literature review, the interviews and focus 
groups explored three key research areas: (1) individual characteristics, (2) business 
performance, and (3) entrepreneurial motivations. We designed a comprehensive thematic 
interview guide with semi-structured questions that structured the discussions around these 
clusters, combining targeted and open-ended items to invite participants to expand on 
emerging issues and contextual experiences (Blackburn et al., 2023). The guide used for the 
focus groups followed the same structure but adapted the questions to suit the participants’ 
specific knowledge as gatekeepers of the immigrant population. For example, participants 
explained how their previous professional background shaped the creation of their business 
(Individual Characteristics), described their business type and customers (Business 
Performance), and reflected on the opportunities and barriers of operating in the region 
(Entrepreneurial Motivation).

Major research themes

Opportunity structures and mixed embeddedness 
Kloosterman (2003, 2010); Wang & Warn (2018) 

Self-employment, finance, and performance 
Bates (1997); Ndofor & Priem (2011); Ostrovsky et 

al. (2019)

Refugee entrepreneurship and integration 
Bizri (2017); Meister & Mauer (2019); Cifci & Cetin 

(2024)

Transnational entrepreneurship 
Urbano et al. (2011); Brzozowski et al. (2014); 

Santamaria-Alvarez et al. (2019) 

Family, gender, and identity 
Tata & Prasad (2015); Azmat & Fujimoto (2016); 

Barrett & Vershinina (2017); Kacar & Essers (2019) 

Innovation and knowledge-intensive venturing 
Mueller (2014); Cai & Winters (2017); Bolzani & 

Scandura (2024) 

Theoretical approaches

Mixed embeddedness 
Kloosterman (2010); Bagwell 
(2018); Bisignano & El-Anis 

(2019) 

Social capital and networks 
Chand & Ghorbani (2011); Katila 

& Wahlbeck (2012); Tata & Prasad 
(2015) 

Transnationalism 
Urbano et al. (2011); Brzozowski et 

al. (2014); Santamaria-Alvarez et 
al. (2019) 

Institutional and opportunity 
structures 

Kloosterman (2003); Ohlsson et al. 
(2012); Kerr & Kerr (2020) 

Geographical scope

Europe 
Kloosterman (2003); Ohlsson et al. 

(2012); Bagwell (2018) 

North America 
Bates (1997); Chand & Ghorbani 

(2011); Kerr & Kerr (2020) 

Oceania 
Collins & Low (2010); Azmat & 

Fujimoto (2016) 

Middle East and emerging 
contexts 

Alexandre et al. (2019); 
Santamaria-Alvarez et al. (2019) 

Methodological approaches

Quantitative studies 
Bates (1997); Ohlsson et al. (2012); 

Kerr & Kerr (2020) 

Qualitative case and narrative 
studies

Urbano et al. (2011); Meister & 
Mauer (2019); Kacar & Essers 

(2019) 

Reviews and synthesis articles 
Aliaga-Isla & Rialp (2013); Dabic 
et al. (2020); Malki et al. (2022) 

Industry

Hospitality, restaurants, and 
tourism 

Leung (2003); Katila & Wahlbeck 
(2012); Cifci & Cetin (2024) 

Knowledge-intensive and 
technology-based ventures 

Mueller (2014); Cai & Winters 
(2017); Bolzani & Scandura (2024) 

Family firms and small business 
Collins & Low (2010); Tata & 

Prasad (2015); Azmat & Fujimoto 
(2016) 

Informal and enclave markets 
Ndofor & Priem (2011); Ojo et al. 

(2013); Bisignano & El-Anis 
(2019); Marinoni (2023) 

Figure 3. Conceptual synthesis of the SLR. Source: Authors’ own work
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Additionally, relevant background data (Table 1) were collected from the webpages of the 
National Statistical Institute, the Migration Observatory, the European Union Action Plan on 
Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027, OECD International Migration Outlook and the Migrant 
Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) to contextualise and triangulate the qualitative findings.

By integrating qualitative data collection and secondary data analysis, this methodology 
enabled a richer, context-sensitive understanding of the factors shaping immigrant 
entrepreneurship in both rural and urban Portugal, allowing for robust triangulation of 
insights across multiple sources. In April 2025, we conducted 20 semi-structured interviews 
with immigrant entrepreneurs, 10 in rural areas and 10 in urban contexts (Table 2), alongside 
two focus groups. Drawing on the latest OECD indicators, our sample includes participants 
from 13 countries, seven of which are among the top 15 countries of birth of residents and 
recent inflows to Portugal in 2023, thus reflecting the main origins of immigrants in the 
country (OECD, 2025).

We used snowball sampling as a non-probability technique, combining initial contacts with 
leaders of migrant associations from the main nationalities (primarily from Global South 
countries) and informal gatekeepers in urban and rural areas (local mediators and individuals 
spanning different immigrant populations) to reach hard-to-access migrant entrepreneurs and 
build trust-based referral chains (Beauchemin and Gonz�alez-Ferrer, 2011). Table 2 below 
summarises their demographic, educational, and business characteristics, reflecting the three 
previously discussed clusters and providing a clearer understanding of participants’ profiles.

The focus groups included one with rural immigrant intercultural mediators and another 
with urban directors of immigrant associations (Table 3). Interviews and focus groups were 
conducted either in person or via Zoom, depending on participant availability and preference 
(Chee, 2025).

To enhance the rigour of Study 2, the methodology was refined by focussing on 
triangulation, data saturation, and researcher reflexivity. The study employed an iterative 
process of discovery, assessment, and sifting to ensure rigour (Buchnea and Wong, 2026). This 
cycle was repeated until data saturation was achieved, meaning the process continued until the 
most comprehensive understanding of rural and urban immigrant trajectories was reached 
while accounting for data limitations. Reliability was further strengthened through 
triangulation, where primary interview and focus group data were cross-checked and 
validated against secondary institutional records and statistical materials (Buchnea and 
Wong, 2026).

The researchers adopted an intersectional reflexivity lens to examine how knowledge is co-
constructed through the interaction of social categories of difference (Rodriguez and Ridgway, 
2023). This approach required constant scrutiny of how the researchers’ own identities (such 
as nationality, gender, and academic status) mobilised instances of both privilege and 
disadvantage during interviews and focus groups.

Data analysis. This study employed a grounded theory approach (Gioia et al., 2013), for 
data analysis. After transcription and, where necessary, translation, the interview and focus 
group materials were read several times and coded iteratively. To identify new themes related 
to rural and urban immigrant entrepreneurship during the thematic analysis phase, the analysis 
was conducted in multiple phases, ensuring that newly emerging categories and insights were 
continuously integrated.

The first phase involved open coding (1st-order concepts), in which the data were examined 
line by line, assigning codes to each distinct piece of information. This process facilitated the 
segmentation of data into manageable components, enabling the identification of distinct 
concepts. Analysis of interview data revealed a broad range of themes related to immigrant 
entrepreneurship (2nd-order themes). After the second order, themes focussed on selective 
coding, to establish conceptual connections among themes and organise them into broader 
dimensions (aggregate dimensions) to build a theoretical framework. Four fundamental 
categories were identified (Figure 4).
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Table 1. Primary and secondary data collection

Data collection
Primary data Secondary data
Interviews Focus groups (FG) National statistics Migration observatory OECD

 
European commission

Data sources 20 interviews (10 rural 
entrepreneurs; 10 urban entrepreneurs)

2 FG
 

(1 rural; 1 urban) National Statistical 
Institute webpage

Indicators of Immigrant
Integration: 2023 Annual 
Statistical Report webpage

International
Migration
Outlook

Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027 and the MIPEX
 

webpages 
Period March–April 2025 April 2025 May 2025 May 2025 May 2025 May 2025
Type of
information
provided

Characterisation of the
immigrant 
entrepreneur; Business 
performance; 
Entrepreneurial 
motivation

Additional information
about Characterisation of 
the immigrant 
entrepreneur; Business 
performance; 
Entrepreneurial 
motivation

Statistical
information

Statistical information Statistical
information

Statistical information

Source(s): Authors’ own work

International 
Journal of 

Entrepreneurial 
B

ehavior &
R

esearch

349

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijebr/article-pdf/32/11/340/11757651/ijebr-11-2025-1604en.pdf by ISCTE - Instituto Universitario de Lisboa user on 23 July 2026



Table 2. Profiles of the rural and urban immigrant entrepreneurs

Rural/
Urban

Participant 
(N
 

5
 

20) Sex, age Marital status Level of education
Country of 
birth

Year of 
business 
establishment Type of business

Rural RP1 Male, 25 Single Bachelor’s degree Automobile 
Engineering

India 2022 Grocery store

RP2 Male, 30 Married Lower Secondary Education India 2023 Barber shop
RP3 Male, 34 Single Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2025 Bakery and pastry shop
RP4 Female, 41 Married Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2012 Hairdresser
RP5 Male, 41 Married Bachelor’s degree Music SouthAfrica 2024 Bookshop
RP6 Female, 45 Married Bachelor’s degree Physical Education

 
Brazil 2023 Retail sale of imported

 
products 

RP7 Female, 49 Married Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2025 Alternative therapies/massages
RP8 Female, 38 Married Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2023 Hair and beauty salon
RP9 Female, 56 Married Bachelor’s degree Physical Education Brazil 2023 Pilates studio with equipment
RP10 Female, 40 Married Bachelor’s degree Law Brazil 2023 Lawyer

Urban UP1 Female, 62 Married Master’s Degree in Hotel Management France 2014 Short-term
 

rental property
UP2 Male, 52 Married Master of Public Health degree Nepal 2015 Short-term

 
rental property and real estate 

renovation
UP3 Female, 48 Divorced Lower Secondary Education San Tome 2020 Street food
UP4 Female, 46 Married Bachelor’s degree Law Angola 2022 Food takeaway
UP5 Female, 61 Married Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2015 Ironer
UP6 Female, 54 Cohabitation Master Business Administration Japan 2019 Restaurant
UP7 Female, 57 Widow Upper Secondary Education Brazil 2006 Hair and beauty salon
UP8 Male, 42 Married Post-secondary non-tertiary education Nepal 2017 Short-term

 
rental property and travel agent 

UP9 Female, 45 Married Bachelor’s degree Language Italy 2023 Children’s toy and furniture shop UP10 Female, 51 Married Bachelor’s degree Sociology Cape Verde 2021 Organisational and personal development
Source(s): Authors’ own work
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Table 3. Profiles of the rural and urban focus groups

Rural/Urban Role Participant Sex, age Marital status Level of education
Country of 
birth

Year of 
establishment 
in the region

Rural ImmigrantsIntercultural mediators RFG1 Male, 36 Single Bachelor’s degree in Public Relations and Advertising
Sudan 2019

RFG2 Female, 32 Married Bachelor’s degree in Business 
Administration

Georgia 2018

RFG3 Female, 36 Married Bachelor’s degree in Nursing India 2019
RFG4 Male, 28 Single Bachelor’s degree in Business

Administration 

Afghanistan 2023

Urban ImmigrantsAssociationsDirectors UFG1 Female, 31 Married Master degree Brazil 2016 UFG2 Female, 45 Single Bachelor’s degree Cape Verde 1980 UFG3 Female, 61 Married Bachelor’s degree Cape Verde 1978
Source(s): Authors’ own work
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Concerning entrepreneurial motivations, they were coded by distinguishing between push 
factors associated with opportunity entrepreneurs (e.g. financial pressure, lack of employment 
alternatives) and pull factors associated with necessity entrepreneurs (e.g. autonomy, lifestyle 
aspirations), consistent with prior literature (Estrin et al., 2024; Hessels et al., 2008). Cases 
were iteratively compared across the dataset, and classifications were refined through 
discussions within the research team to ensure consistency. For participants with mixed

Rent Cost 
Cost of living 

Entrepreneurial support mechanisms 
Training programs 
Bureaucracy and laws 
Safety 

Social events 
Conditions to raise children 
Cultural differences 

Natural conditions of the region 
Size of the city 
Geographical localization 

New types of businesses 
Business competitors 
Seasonal customers 
Multicultural customers 
Access to international suppliers 

Business networks with other 
immigrants 
Business networks with local 
organizations 
Digital business networks 

Sales 
Jobs creation 
Business expansion perspectives 

Family/friends networks 
Local community networks/ local 
integration 

Previous entrepreneurial experience 
Previous industry experience 

Language/Nationality 
Marital status 
Education level 
Age 

Economic 
environment 

Policies 

Social/cultural 
conditions 

Physical 
conditions 

Industry 
characteristics 

Business 
networks 

Business 
performance 

Personal/ social 
networks 

Professional 
experience 

Demographic 
characteristics 

CONTEXTUAL 
ENVIRONMENT 

BUSINESS 
CHARACTERISTICS 

INDIVIDUAL 
CHARACTERISTICS 

1st Order concepts 2nd Order themes Aggregate dimensions 

Stable financial conditions 
Household income 

Financial 
motives 

OPPORTUNITY 
VS. NECESSITY Independence 

Recognition 
Lifestyle 

Self-oriented 
motives 

Figure 4. Data structure. Source: Authors’ own work
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motivations, categorisation was based on the dominant driver shaping the entrepreneurial 
trajectory, acknowledging the coexistence of hybrid motives (Estrin et al., 2024).

Results
In this section, we present empirical findings on immigrant entrepreneurs in Portugal, 
comparing similarities and differences between rural and urban contexts. Our results are 
organised into four main dimensions based on the structure data: contextual environment, 
business characteristics, individual characteristics, and opportunity versus necessity.

Contextual environment
The contextual environment for immigrant entrepreneurship encompasses the economic 
environment, policies, social, cultural, and physical conditions. Regarding the economic 
environment, rural areas attract immigrant entrepreneurs with cheaper rents and lower living 
costs, making it easier to establish businesses. Conversely, rents are generally much higher in 
urban areas, particularly in Lisbon. Nevertheless, entrepreneurs with experience in other 
European countries often choose Lisbon because its costs are lower than in cities such as 
Amsterdam.

In Lisbon, renting is the hardest part because rents are very expensive and I haven’t managed it yet. If 
there was credit support like there is in Brazil, it would be much easier. (UP5)

Concerning policies, the main issues identified by both rural and urban entrepreneurs include 
entrepreneurial support mechanisms, training programs, bureaucracy and legislation. 
Bureaucracy and legal requirements are consistently viewed as negative factors. In rural 
areas, there tend to be more incentives for immigrants due to population decline and the need to 
attract new residents and businesses. However, opinions regarding support mechanisms and 
training programs are mixed. Some immigrants report insufficient information about available 
resources, while others believe it is simply a matter of seeking the most appropriate programs. 
Safety is frequently highlighted as a positive aspect in rural and urban contexts.

And I knew the coworking was a good space, a well-located meeting room. So I went to the Chamber 
to check it out, and it really is very affordable. It’s just 24 EUR monthly, and I have a fixed desk. So, I 
started using this space to receive mail and to receive customers. (RP10)

Bureaucracy, lengthy licensing processes, and excessively high taxes represent significant challenges. 
The heavy tax burden, in particular, is difficult to sustain. (UFG)

The social and cultural conditions influencing both rural and urban immigrant 
entrepreneurship are cultural differences, which are faced as important obstacles to 
developing their businesses. Notably, factors related to raising children were significant 
only for rural entrepreneurs; this consideration did not emerge as crucial among their urban 
counterparts. Social events facilitate business connections, particularly in rural contexts where 
close-knit population mean that “everyone knows everyone.”

Regarding punctuality, if people are late, nothing happens contrary to Japan. Sometimes they arrive on 
time. I don’t understand it. (UP6)

Physical conditions referenced by rural and urban immigrant entrepreneurs include the 
region’s natural environment, geographical location, and accessibility. While the beauty of the 
landscape is appreciated in both contexts, the specific natural conditions differ. In rural areas, 
cold weather and low pollution are often highlighted, whereas favourable weather is 
considered an advantage in urban areas. Interestingly, cold weather in rural regions can 
motivate some entrepreneurs to relocate to nearby coastal cities, such as Lisbon.

Then I looked in Portugal, where I liked the people, the weather, and the good chicken and fish. (UP6).
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The city’s size is mentioned in both contexts. In rural areas, it can be perceived as either a 
positive or a negative factor for entrepreneurial activity, depending on the individual 
entrepreneur. In contrast, city size is consistently seen as advantageous in urban areas, as it 
provides access to a larger customer base.

Secondary data from the National Statistics, Migration Observatory, OECD, and European 
Commission webpages support this information. The European Union’s strategy, Action Plan 
on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027, (European Commission, 2020) recognises 
entrepreneurship as a key driver for migrant integration and regional development. 
Portugal’s legislation stands out for permitting and facilitating immigrant entrepreneurship, 
including for non-EU nationals, through specific residence permits and supportive 
programmes, such as the Startup Visa and the D2 Visa for entrepreneurs, as well as other 
residence permits that provide clear legal pathways for self-employment and business 
creation. These measures are complemented by attractive tax regimes and access to national 
and EU funding, making Portugal a leading destination for immigrant entrepreneurs.

Business characteristics
The businesses established by immigrant entrepreneurs can be analysed across several 
dimensions: industry characteristics, business networks, and business performance. Industry 
characteristics play a crucial role in promoting immigrant entrepreneurship in both rural and 
urban contexts. These include the creation of new types of businesses, the level of business 
competition, the nature of the customer base (such as seasonal or multicultural customers), and 
access to international suppliers. Many immigrants introduce novel business concepts in both 
contexts.

However, in rural areas, public bodies often do not immediately understand these new 
ventures. Once implemented, such businesses frequently succeed, as their novelty generates 
curiosity and interest in the rural region. The degree of competition can promote or restrict 
entrepreneurial activity, depending on the sector and context. Serving a diverse range of 
customers, including those from seasonal and multicultural backgrounds, is common in rural 
and urban settings. Access to international suppliers is crucial for gaining a competitive 
advantage for certain types of businesses, particularly in rural areas where product diversity is 
limited.

I had previously worked in tourism, so I recognised the potential to purchase buildings for short-term 
accommodation. In 2013, there were very few such options available in Lisbon. (UP1)

Business networks, with other immigrants and local organisations, are essential for developing 
entrepreneurial activity in rural and urban contexts. Digital networks are more prevalent in 
urban areas, but they also play a significant role in overcoming geographical and operational 
barriers in rural areas.

Immigrant entrepreneurs are also concerned with business performance, which can be 
assessed using indicators such as sales, job creation, and business expansion. While some 
immigrant entrepreneurs generate employment opportunities, those in rural areas often face 
greater difficulties finding specialised workers. Most entrepreneurs intend to expand their 
businesses, whether through diversification or opening new establishments.

Individual characteristics
Individual characteristics of immigrant entrepreneurs can be analysed through their personal 
and social networks, professional experience, and demographic attributes. Personal and social 
networks encompass connections with family and friends, those within the local population 
and the level of local integration. Almost all immigrant entrepreneurs report feeling well 
integrated into rural or urban populations, having established networks with local residents, 
although some cultural differences persist.
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In urban contexts, some immigrants experienced greater initial difficulties integrating. 
Family and friends play a crucial role in providing support in rural areas, particularly in 
financial and administrative matters. Previous professional experience is a key characteristic 
of immigrant entrepreneurs, as all interviewees had at least some prior entrepreneurial or 
industry-specific experience.

I did not have difficulties adapting. I was raised by my grandparents in Brazil, who were from the 
Algarve. My main challenge, in fact, was the integration process itself. I gradually overcame this, 
although it was very difficult. As an immigrant at the time, society was not very accustomed to 
newcomers twenty years ago, and there was significant prejudice against Brazilian women. In this 
regard, acceptance was particularly harsh, but I managed to overcome it. (UP7)

Regarding demographic characteristics, immigrant entrepreneurs include language, marital 
status, education level, and age. Most immigrants interviewed from Portuguese-speaking 
countries, such as Brazil, report that sharing the same language is a significant advantage. In 
contrast, others, such as Indian immigrants, face considerable difficulties running their 
businesses without proficiency in Portuguese, especially in rural areas where options are 
fewer, including Portuguese-language courses.

Marital status is particularly significant for married women in rural areas, as many 
relocated because their husbands accepted job offers in the region. A high level of education is 
also considered fundamental for establishing businesses in rural and urban contexts. Age can 
influence the type of business chosen, especially in rural areas, where older entrepreneurs tend 
to select less physically demanding ventures.

Opportunity vs. necessity entrepreneurship
Most immigrant entrepreneurs interviewed are opportunity-motivated rather than necessity-
motivated in rural and urban contexts. Immigrant entrepreneurs have financial and self-
oriented motives, such as the desire for independence and a particular lifestyle with a high 
quality of life. Both types of entrepreneurs are drawn to a rural or urban region, but for 
fundamentally different reasons and with distinct trajectories shaped by their circumstances 
and resources.

The types of opportunities vary by context. Given the lower product and service diversity in 
the rural context, there are several opportunities to explore new businesses in the region, such 
as Pilates studios with equipment, the importation of Brazilian products publicised by 
Brazilian influencers on social media, cultural spaces, or alternative therapies.

Unlike in Brazil, here I have the advantage of always being close to my business, no matter where I am 
in the city. I can spend more time with my family, take care of and be present for my children. (RP6)

In the urban context, one interviewee and her husband recognised the potential in Lisbon’s 
property market, observing that many old buildings needed renovation. Their motivation 
stemmed not from tax incentives but from a desire to seize a promising business opportunity 
and fundamentally change their lives. Their backgrounds – hers in the arts, his in business – 
enabled them to mobilise capital, such as selling their house in France, and invest in a new 
venture. Such entrepreneurs typically have some capital to invest and are drawn to urban 
centres by the scale and diversity of the market, rather than by necessity.

In contrast, necessity entrepreneurs in rural and urban settings are often propelled into 
business ownership by a lack of viable alternatives. Their narratives reveal a different 
approach in each context, shaped by personal or economic circumstances. Necessity 
immigrant entrepreneurs in the rural areas adapt to shifts in the economic and social 
environment of those areas without a clearly defined strategy, modifying their activities as 
needed to remain viable in a changing market.

In the urban context, one interviewee described her transition from hotel cleaning, which 
she left due to severe back pain and a lack of childcare options on weekends. Without access to
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unemployment benefits, they sought training and support programs and eventually launched 
their own business with the assistance of mentors. The challenges faced by necessity 
entrepreneurs are compounded by structural barriers in the urban context, such as high rents 
and limited access to bank credit, which inhibit their ability to expand or formalise their 
businesses.

General discussion
The results of this study are theoretically supported by the mixed embeddedness perspective 
and the opportunity–necessity motivation. The mixed embeddedness suggests that 
entrepreneurial behaviour emerges from the interplay between the entrepreneur’s individual 
social network and regional contextual factors, such as the institutional framework and the 
characteristics of local markets (Meister and Mauer, 2019). This approach moves beyond 
earlier models that focussed solely on cultural or structural explanations, offering a more 
nuanced understanding of how immigrants create and sustain businesses in diverse settings 
(H€ogberg and Mitchell, 2023), particularly in rural and urban contexts.

The reasons behind an immigrant starting a business are generally varied and need to be 
examined in light of other factors, such as the overall reasons for migration and migration 
strategies (Dabi�c et al., 2020; Porf�ırio et al., 2024), particularly in rural and urban contexts. 
Urban areas offer higher diversity and accessible resources, but foster intense competition (Bird 
and Wennberg, 2016). Conversely, rural regions provide unique structural holes where 
immigrants can occupy niches vacated by native residents (Boyd, 2013). The terminology of 
entrepreneurial motivation may vary, although “opportunity” and “necessity” entrepreneurship 
are the most commonly used terms in the entrepreneurship literature (Estrin et al., 2024; 
Gelderen et al., 2005). Entrepreneurial motivation can influence the way an entrepreneur 
manages their business and, consequently, their performance (Hessels et al., 2008).

Based on our results, we have developed a framework (Figure 5) that intersects entrepreneurial 
motivation (Opportunity vs Necessity) with Context (Rural vs Urban). We identified a new

Figure 5. A Framework for Immigrant Entrepreneur Trajectories. Source: Authors’ own work
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entrepreneur typology that comprises four types: (1) Pioneers (Rural-Opportunity); (2) Reactors 
(Rural-Necessity); (3) Vanguards (Urban-Opportunity); and (4) Survivors (Urban-Necessity).

Table B (in supplementary material) illustrates the excerpts for these four types of 
immigrant entrepreneurs. Pioneers (RP1, RP3, RP5, RP6, RP7, RP9, RP10) are immigrant 
entrepreneurs who seek new opportunities in rural contexts by introducing innovations in 
products or services that meet the specific needs of rural populations. Pioneers emphasise the 
goals of the entrepreneur’s family, including job and family satisfaction, or a desire for a quiet 
life (Hansson et al., 2013), particularly in rural areas, where this can be characterised as 
lifestyle entrepreneurship. Their opportunity recognition is mediated by spatial and cultural 
embeddedness, where they leverage the cultural or historical heritage of a rural place to create 
innovative lifestyle niches (Boyd, 2013; Korsgaard et al., 2015; Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024). 
Resource mobilisation relies heavily on family and social embeddedness, utilising unpaid 
labour and family resource bundles to minimise risks and pursue personal dreams in less 
competitive markets (Bird and Wennberg, 2016; Bizri, 2017; Tata and Prasad, 2015). For 
Pioneers, the empirical evidence highlights opportunity-driven entrepreneurs who identify 
unmet needs in rural areas and introduce innovative products or services aligned with lifestyle 
and family-oriented goals. This directly supports the research Proposition 1 (P1).

P1. Pioneer immigrant entrepreneurs establish lifestyle-driven ventures in rural contexts 
by introducing community-tailored innovations to achieve family-oriented goals and 
an enhanced quality of life.

Reactors (RP2, RP4, RP8) are immigrant entrepreneurs who respond to changes in rural areas’ 
economic and social environment, lacking a clear strategy. They adjust their operations as 
necessary to survive in an ever-changing market. Their opportunity recognition is mediated by 
institutional embeddedness, as they often lack formal support and host-country information 
(Harima, 2022a; Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024) in rural areas. They rely on basic co-ethnic 
network embeddedness, using close-knit survival ties to adjust to economic shifts without a 
proactive long-term strategy (Kushnirovich et al., 2018; Yetkin and Tunçalp, 2024). For 
Reactors, the data reveal adaptive and reactive behaviours in response to constrained rural 
environments, where entrepreneurs adjust their activities incrementally to sustain their 
businesses. These patterns provide clear empirical grounding for Proposition 2 (P2).

P2. Reactor immigrant entrepreneurs adopt reactive and adaptive business strategies in 
rural areas to mitigate dissatisfaction with their previous socio-economic conditions.

Vanguards (UP1, UP2, UP6, UP7, UP8, UP9, UP10) are immigrant entrepreneurs who 
identify and seize market opportunities in urban areas, possessing the resources or 
backgrounds necessary to act on them. They are motivated by self-oriented aims, such as 
independence, challenge, and autonomy, and fuelled by the desire for recognition. Vanguards 
are proactive and strive to expand their businesses by innovating and exploring new trends and 
demands within the urban market. Their opportunity recognition is mediated by cognitive and 
transnational embeddedness, allowing them to navigate complex market dynamics and high-
growth trends in dense urban markets (Choi et al., 2024; Kabbara and Zucchella, 2023; Li 
et al., 2023). Resource mobilisation is mediated by structural embeddedness, where they build 
“weak ties” and professional connections beyond co-ethnic enclaves to achieve “breakout” 
success (Morgan et al., 2021; Onyima et al., 2024). Vanguards highlight innovation, growth 
orientation, and self-driven motivations in resource-rich environments, underpinning 
Proposition 3 (P3).

P3. Vanguard immigrant entrepreneurs engage in proactive innovation and business 
expansion within urban environments, driven by personal aspirations for autonomy, 
personal challenge, and social recognition.

Survivors (UP3, UP4, UP5) are immigrant entrepreneurs who establish businesses due to a 
lack of employment opportunities in urban settings. They are motivated by the need to secure a

International
Journal of

Entrepreneurial
Behavior &

Research

357

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/ijebr/article-pdf/32/11/340/11757651/ijebr-11-2025-1604en.pdf by ISCTE - Instituto Universitario de Lisboa user on 23 July 2026



livelihood and often seek out market niches where they can survive. Institutional and social 
constraints mediate the opportunity recognition. Survivors are motivated by urban 
unemployment, and recognise openings in low-threshold, labour-intensive sectors (Azmat 
and Fujimoto, 2016; Kloosterman, 2010). They depend heavily on relational embeddedness, 
mobilising co-ethnic resources such as cheap labour and informal credit, to mitigate high 
urban-entry risks and exploit “vacancy-chain openings” abandoned by indigenous owners in 
low-value sectors (Bird and Wennberg, 2016; Wang and Warn, 2018). For Survivors, the 
quotes illustrate necessity-driven entry into low-threshold sectors, shaped by employment 
constraints and structural barriers in urban contexts. These empirical insights directly support 
Proposition 4 (P4).

P4. Survivor immigrant entrepreneurs establish necessity-driven businesses in low-
threshold urban niches as a primary means of livelihood in response to high 
unemployment and limited formal job opportunities.

Rather than a mere background, the spatial context (rural vs urban) acts as a filter that 
determines which forms of embeddedness are activated to support opportunity recognition and 
resource mobilisation (Kloosterman, 2010), leading to distinct entrepreneurial trajectories. In 
rural contexts, lower entry barriers, limited formal support structures, and stronger community 
cohesion amplify the importance of social and cultural embeddedness, privileging family-
based resources, local trust, and place-specific knowledge (Bird and Wennberg, 2016; 
Korsgaard et al., 2015). This explains why opportunity-driven Pioneers mobilise spatial and 
cultural embeddedness to create niche, lifestyle-oriented ventures by blending personal 
satisfaction with local heritage, while necessity-driven Reactors rely on co-ethnic and local 
ties, and adjust operations merely to survive institutional marginalisation (Boyd, 2013; 
Harima, 2022a; Soydas and Aleti, 2015).

Urban environments, characterised by high-growth segments, higher competition, 
diversified markets, and more complex regulatory frameworks, enhance the role of 
institutional and structural embeddedness, privileging access to formal institutions, weak 
ties, and transnational networks (Kloosterman, 2010; Morgan et al., 2021). In this setting, 
opportunity-driven Vanguards leverage cognitive, structural, and transnational embeddedness 
to access high-growth opportunities, whereas necessity-driven Survivors depend on relational 
embeddedness within co-ethnic networks to navigate constrained labour markets and low-
threshold sectors (Azmat and Fujimoto, 2016; Wang and Warn, 2018). Typical necessity 
entrepreneurship is often associated with a lack of job opportunities (Bedi and Jia, 2024), 
although Survivors are specifically embedded in urban “vacancy-chain” openings, as low-
value sectors like catering or retail are devalued by indigenous owners (Kloosterman, 2010; 
Wang and Warn, 2018).

This typology distinguishes itself from existing models by using spatial context (rural vs. 
urban) as a primary defining variable, a dimension often overlooked in mainstream models 
about immigrant entrepreneurship (Gur�au et al., 2020). It advances beyond existing models by 
explicitly intersecting entrepreneurial motivation with spatial context, addressing limitations 
in traditional unifocal approaches (Onyima et al., 2024). It demonstrates how identical 
motivations (Opportunity vs. Necessity) produce distinct strategies depending on the spatial 
opportunity structure and the nature of the entrepreneur’s embeddedness (Sequeira et al., 
2009; Storti, 2014). Pioneers are faced as lifestyle entrepreneurs as they are explicitly bounded 
to the rural opportunity structure (Korsgaard et al., 2015) distinguishing them from Vanguards, 
who prioritise growth and professional recognition in urban areas.

Existing literature identifies a binary between necessity and opportunity but it frequently 
neglects how location dictates survival (Bedi and Jia, 2024). Although previous work has 
explored immigrant entrepreneurship driven by opportunity and necessity, it has not focussed 
on rural and urban regions (Bedi and Jia, 2024; Porf�ırio et al., 2024). This approach reveals that 
spatial context is not just a setting but a dynamic mechanism that activates or devalues specific 
immigrant resources.
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The framework presented in Figure 6 illustrates the complex, multi-level process through 
which immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories are formed, organised around an antecedents-
typology-outcomes logic. The process begins with three primary antecedents: the contextual 
environment, the entrepreneur’s individual characteristics, and the business characteristics. 
These antecedents feed into the central typology, defined by the intersection of spatial context 
(rural vs urban) and entrepreneurial motivation (opportunity vs necessity), which generates the 
four typological profiles: Pioneers, Reactors, Vanguards, and Survivors. Each type reflects a 
distinct configuration of embeddedness and strategic behaviour. The outcomes show how 
these configurations translate into different entrepreneurial trajectories, such as lifestyle 
venture creation, adaptive continuity, business expansion, or persistence in low-value niches.

Implications
Theoretical implications
Our research has several important theoretical implications for the field of immigrant 
entrepreneurship. First, this study advances immigrant entrepreneurship research by 
addressing the limited integration of spatial context and entrepreneurial motivation. While 
prior work emphasises individual and contextual factors (Dabi�c et al., 2020) and the 
interaction between resources and opportunity structures (Kloosterman, 2010), our findings 
show that rural–urban contexts systematically shape these dynamics, responding to calls for 
more context-sensitive approaches (Evansluong et al., 2025). This confirms that immigrant 
entrepreneurship is shaped by complex and interrelated factors that cannot be adequately 
captured through single-level analyses (Dabi�c et al., 2020).

Second, the study refines the necessity–opportunity distinction by demonstrating that 
motivations are context-dependent. Although prior research highlights their influence on 
entrepreneurial behaviour (Estrin et al., 2024; Hessels et al., 2008), our results show that the 
same motivation leads to different strategies and outcomes across rural and urban settings, 
highlighting the role of spatially conditioned opportunity structures. While useful, the 
distinction between necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship is insufficient without 
considering the spatial and contextual factors mediating entrepreneurial trajectories.

Third, the study contributes by advancing the concept of spatial embeddedness 
(Granovetter, 1985; Korsgaard et al., 2015) as a dynamic mechanism that reorders the 
importance of social, cultural, and institutional embeddedness. This extends mixed 
embeddedness theory by clarifying how embeddedness operates differently across spatial 
contexts (Kloosterman, 2010).

ANTECEDENTS  

Contextual environment 
Economic environment 
Policies 
Social and cultural conditions 
Physical conditions 

Individual characteristics 
Personal/ social networks 
Professional experience 
Demographic characteristics 

Business characteristics 
Industry characteristics 
Business networks 

TIPOLOGY: 
Spatial context X Motivation 

PIONEERS 
Rural/Opportunity 
Community innovation 
Family / lifestyle goals 
Spatial / cultural embeddedness 
Family / social resources 

REACTORS 
Rural/Necessity 
Adaptive survival behaviour 
Response to local change 
Institutional embeddedness 
Co-ethnic survival ties 

VANGUARDS 
Urban/Opportunity 
Proactive innovation / growth 
Autonomy and recognition 
Cognitive / transnational 
Structural professional ties 

SURVIVORS 
Urban/Necessity 
Livelihood oriented venturing 
Low-threshold niches 
Institutional constraints 
Relational co-ethnic resources 

OUTCOMES / TRAJECTORIES

Pioneer outcomes
Lifestyle venture 
Local niche creation 

Reactor outcomes
Business continuity 
Reactive adjustment 

Vanguard outcomes 
Innovation and expansion 
Breakout positioning 

Survivor outcomes
Income generation 
Persistence in low-value niches 

Spatial context and entrepreneurial motivation jointly activate different forms of embeddedness. 
These mechanisms shape opportunity recognition and resource mobilisation, producing distinct trajectories. 

Figure 6. Antecedents and Outcomes of the entrepreneurs’ typology. Source: Authors’ own work
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Finally, the proposed typology integrates spatial context and motivation into a unified 
framework, addressing limitations in prior unidimensional approaches and providing a basis 
for future comparative research (Dabi�c et al., 2020; Gur�au et al., 2020).

Practical implications
The empirical findings offer fundamental practical contributions for organisations that support 
immigrant entrepreneurship, demanding stratified and context-sensitive interventions. First, 
the geographical differentiation of capacity-building strategies emerges as a theoretical and 
practical imperative. The rural and urban ecosystems require distinct approaches (Jack and 
Anderson, 2002). The evidence in rural areas (Wen et al., 2024; Zhu et al., 2025) suggests that 
entrepreneurial programs should prioritise the management of community-based networks, 
microcredit with collective guarantees, and integration into local value chains, such as cultural 
tourism or agri-food sectors. In these settings, interventions should build on place-specific 
intangible assets, such as artisanal traditions and local cultural identities, while addressing 
structural gaps, like the absence of specialised rural incubators or extension services, through 
prior territorial diagnostics and participatory mapping (Solano, 2021).

Second, the stratification of support according to motivational profiles reveals the 
inadequacy of homogeneous models. For necessity-driven entrepreneurs, stabilising 
interventions, such as basic financial literacy, legal mediation, and partnerships for 
complementary income generation, are critical to reducing initial vulnerabilities (Desa and 
Basu, 2013). In contrast, opportunity-driven entrepreneurs benefit from expansion-oriented 
programs, including mentoring in intellectual property, access to prototyping labs, and 
integration into transnational diaspora networks (Schmutzler et al., 2019; Wen et al., 2024). 
This duality reinforces the theoretical typology proposed by Block et al. (2017).

Third, intercultural mediation in mentoring programs emerges as a structuring axis. 
Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986), it is essential to train 
mentors in intercultural competencies, such as literacy in ethnic business practices and non-
verbal communication techniques. At the same time, mechanisms for co-producing 
knowledge, such as policy co-design labs with community leaders and multilingual digital 
platforms, help overcome language barriers and power asymmetries (Komatsu et al., 2021). 
An effective implementation requires tripartite cooperation between governments, academia, 
and immigrant associations, ensuring both sustainability and measurable impact on 
entrepreneurial trajectories (Dabi�c et al., 2020).

Policy implications
Ensuring that robust legal provisions for immigrant entrepreneurship are matched by timely 
and effective implementation remains a persistent challenge in many countries. Evidence 
shows that migrant entrepreneurs frequently encounter procedural delays and information 
asymmetries, which limit their ability to start or scale businesses (OECD, 2023; Solano, 2021). 
To address this, policymakers should enforce processing deadlines and introduce 
accountability mechanisms such as penalties for administrative delays, as these have been 
shown to reduce bureaucratic barriers that hinder business creation among migrants (Solano, 
2021). Empirical findings indicate that predictable timelines and transparent status updates 
increase migrants’ trust in institutions and willingness to formalise their ventures.

Another key recommendation is the adoption of regulatory innovations such as the 
principle of“tacit approval”, where applications are automatically approved if not processed 
within a legal timeframe. This mechanism is internationally recognised as an effective tool for 
reducing uncertainty and administrative inertia (Harima, 2022b). Our findings show that 
migrant entrepreneurs perceive such uncertainty as a major deterrent, especially in rural areas 
where service access is already limited.

Comprehensive training initiatives, including specific modules on entrepreneurship and 
intercultural competence, are critical for equipping both migrants and the support
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professionals to navigate business and institutional contexts (Cadenas et al., 2023). Our 
findings reinforce that intercultural misalignment between service providers and migrant 
entrepreneurs often leads to misunderstandings and under-use of support schemes. 
Implementation barriers include limited funding for training, high staff turnover, and the 
need for ongoing curriculum adaptation to diverse migrant profiles.

Finally, there is a broad consensus that “one size fits all” approaches are ineffective. 
Interventions must be adapted to local contexts, taking into account the specific needs, 
resources, and challenges faced by migrant entrepreneurs in different territories (Barrett and 
Vershinina, 2017; Solano, 2021). Our findings show that rural and urban immigrant 
entrepreneurs face distinct constraints, ranging from isolation and transport barriers in rural 
areas to intense competition and high costs in urban centres. Contextual limits such as 
decentralised governance structures, uneven regional funding, and scarce multilingual staff 
may further complicate the design of place-sensitive policies. By combining regulatory 
enforcement, administrative simplification, targeted incentives, comprehensive training, and 
locally embedded support networks, policymakers can reduce the gap between policy and 
practice and unlock the potential of migrant entrepreneurship as a driver of inclusive regional 
development.

Conclusions and future lines of research
This study employed a mixed-methods approach to examine how rural–urban contexts 
intersect with necessity–opportunity motivations in shaping immigrant entrepreneurial 
trajectories in Portugal. By integrating a systematic literature review with a qualitative study, it 
advances a multi-level understanding of immigrant entrepreneurship, structured around 
individual characteristics, business dynamics, and motivational drivers.

The study proposes a typology of immigrant entrepreneurs (Pioneers, Reactors, Vanguards, 
and Survivors) that captures the intersection of spatial context and motivation. This typology 
shows how different configurations of embeddedness generate distinct entrepreneurial 
strategies and outcomes, ranging from local niche creation to growth-oriented expansion or 
subsistence activities. The study contributes to the literature by integrating spatial and 
motivational dimensions into a unified analytical framework, addressing the limited 
comparative perspective between rural and urban contexts identified in prior studies 
(Evansluong et al., 2025; Dabi�c et al., 2020), and by demonstrating the value of mixed-
methods designs in capturing the complexity of immigrant entrepreneurial trajectories.

Addressing the first research question, the findings show that spatial context and 
entrepreneurial motivation interact in a configurational manner. Rural environments, 
characterised by lower costs and stronger community ties, enable opportunity-driven 
entrepreneurs to identify niche markets and develop lifestyle-oriented ventures. At the same 
time, necessity-driven actors adopt adaptive strategies to cope with limited alternatives. In 
contrast, urban contexts, with larger markets and higher competition, support opportunity-
driven entrepreneurs in pursuing innovation and growth. In contrast, necessity-driven 
entrepreneurs are concentrated in low-threshold activities shaped by structural constraints. 
These results confirm that similar motivations lead to distinct entrepreneurial trajectories 
depending on the spatial opportunity structure (Estrin et al., 2024; Hessels et al., 2008; 
Kloosterman, 2010).

Regarding the second research question, the study identifies distinct configurations of 
embeddedness across the four entrepreneurial types. In rural contexts, Pioneers (opportunity-
driven) rely on spatial and cultural embeddedness to exploit local niches, whereas Reactors 
(necessity-driven) depend on limited institutional and co-ethnic ties and adopt adaptive 
strategies in resource-constrained environments (Korsgaard et al., 2015). In urban settings, 
Vanguards (opportunity-driven) mobilise structural and transnational embeddedness to pursue 
innovation and growth through diversified networks (Morgan et al., 2021). In contrast, 
Survivors (necessity-driven) rely on relational co-ethnic embeddedness, which facilitates
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entry but confines them to low-threshold, highly competitive sectors (Wang and Warn, 2018). 
These findings extend mixed embeddedness theory by showing that embeddedness is 
dynamically shaped by both spatial context and entrepreneurial motivation (Dabi�c 
et al., 2020).

Future research should extend this framework through longitudinal and comparative 
studies across different national and regional contexts to examine how these dynamics evolve. 
It should also incorporate more diverse immigrant groups, as the predominance of Brazilian 
entrepreneurs in the rural sample may shape patterns of integration and access to resources 
(Brzozowski and Cucculelli, 2020; Dabi�c et al., 2020), even if this reflects current migration 
trends in Portugal.

Supplementary material
The supplementary material for this article can be found online.
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