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Abstract

Self-initiated expatriation is a widespread phenomenon that has gained limited
attention, in particular related to some countries and industries. Recent literature
indicates that the hospitality industry is looking for talent beyond national boundaries.
The main goal of this study is to understand the experiences of Brazilian self-initiated
expatriates (SIES) residing in Portugal. We are studying how individuals adjust to the
job market and Portuguese society, to identify factors that help or hinder their
integration into a country known as "sister nations."

The methodology employed in this study involved a qualitative approach to
comprehensively investigate the experiences of Brazilian SIEs living in Portugal. A
semi-structured interview script was administered to the participants, focusing on
their perceptions of cultural adjustment in the country.

The findings of this research indicate that adapting to the intercultural environment in
Portugal can be quite difficult in terms of professional development. Building social
connections and being part of the SIE communities is crucial for a smooth transition
and integration into the country. The perception of acceptance by the local community
varies, with some individuals reporting positive experiences while others encounter
prejudice and discrimination. Participants mentioned that the main challenge in
finding work in Portugal is the recognition of degrees in certain fields of study.

The final section outlines the study's limitations and suggests future research
directions, with a specific focus on SIEs in Portugal.
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1. Introduction,

Even though there is increasing research on self-initiated expatriation, Haldorai
and colleagues (2021) stress the importance of further studying SIEs. This includes
understanding intercultural adjustment, especially in sectors that require attracting
workers across borders and where intercultural adjustment is crucial for business
success. Recent literature (Halim et al., 2019; Halim et al., 2020; Haldorai et al.,
2021) highlights hospitality as one of the least studied sectors, despite its significant



cultural implications for various stakeholders such as ownership, workforce, and
tourists.

In recent times, alternative forms of assignments, such as SIEs, that is, non-
corporate international assignments, have been on the rise. SIEs are individuals who
move to a country outside of their own and take up employment on local terms
(Andresen et al., 2019; Suutari & Brewster, 2000; Martins, 2019; Pinto et al., 2020).
The SIEs are responsible for the move and independently look for a job in a foreign
country (Haldorai et al., 2021; McDonnell & Scullion, 2013) as well as they present
complete autonomy in their international assignment process. (Pinto et al., 2020). The
SIEs are motivated by various personal and professional reasons (Altman & Baruch,
2012), including career aspirations, personal development and cultural experiences
(Pinto et al., 2020).

One of the critical factors for the success of SIEs is intercultural adjustment
(Altman & Baruch, 2012; Haldorai et al., 2021). This process involves adapting to
new cultures, work environments and lifestyles, which can be challenging. Various
studies (Altman & Baruch, 2012; Haldorai et al., 2021; McDonnell & Scullion, 2013;
Peltokorpi & Zang, 2022; Pinto et al., 2020) have shown that the ability to adjust
interculturally is influenced by factors such as cultural intelligence, social and family
support, and prior preparation for expatriation.

Currently, we know little about adjustment among SIEs, especially about Brazilian
SIEs in Portugal. Brazil has been impacted by globalization and is expanding its
market internationally. Due to its close proximity, Portugal is a top choice for
Brazilians looking came to work in this European country. Thus, it's important to
consider the cultural differences between the two countries and the challenges that can
arise when trying to integrate into a new society. It is important to consider the
cultural differences between the two countries and the challenges that may arise when
trying to integrate into a new society, in order to facilitate the process of adapting the
individual to a new cultural environment, a new work environment and a new
lifestyle.

In this context, we propose to answer the following question: What was the
adaptation process like for Brazilian expatriates living in Portugal? We specifically
want to explore how individuals adapt to the job market and Portuguese society and
identify the factors that facilitate or impede their integration into a country known as
"sister nations."

The research contributes to our understanding of the challenges SIEs face when
moving to another country without structured organizational support. It expands our
knowledge of the intercultural adjustment process. In the field of intercultural
management, it provides insights to help define integration and orientation policies for
SIEs in various geographical and cultural contexts. This research is particularly
relevant to organisations that recruit Brazilian SIEs in Portugal but also to SIEs
themselves. The next section presents literature on SIES' scope as well as intercultural
adjustment. Section three identifies the methodological approach, followed by the
main results and finalized with the main conclusions.

2. Literature Review

The advance of globalisation makes the process of internationalisation essential for
companies' ability to develop and, in some cases, survive (Dickmann et al., 2016;



Haldorai et al., 2021). At the same time, the movement of people has increased
significantly in recent years, especially among professionals who aspire to international
careers. This international movement of professionals has become an important source of
knowledge and innovation for the progress of companies that operate internationally and
that see these professionals as an excellent expansion strategy (Zago et al., 2019) capable
of guaranteeing the success of operations and expansion abroad (Freitas, 2011). In line
with this argument, Bertolini & Larentis (2019) suggest that globalisation has instilled in
companies the need to extend their borders and develop international policies that
promote the skills of their employees to act more globally (Haldorai et al., 2021).

There are various ways of practising a profession on an international scale, and one of
these ways is known as expatriation (Andresen et al., 2020; Briscoe & Schuler, 2004;
Dickmann et al., 2016; Martins, 2019; Tran et al., 2019). Immigration, temporary
relocation, moving between countries, business trips, international experiences of varying
duration, permanent transfers, outsourcing and the creation of international career
opportunities, or SIE are also options for those seeking an international career (Altman &
Baruch, 2012; Briscoe & Schuler, 2004; Martins, 2019; Tran et al., 2019; Silva, 2022).

There are various ways of practising a profession on an international scale, and one of
these ways is known as expatriation (Andresen et al., 2020; Briscoe & Schuler, 2004;
Dickmann et al., 2016; Martins, 2019; Tran et al., 2019). Immigration, temporary
relocation, moving between countries, business trips, international experiences of varying
duration, permanent transfers, outsourcing and the creation of international career
opportunities, or SIE are also options for those seeking an international career (Altman &
Baruch, 2012; Briscoe & Schuler, 2004; Martins, 2019; Tran et al., 2019; Silva, 2022).

Martins (2019) suggests that self-initiated expatriation is associated with individuals
who voluntarily move abroad independently and without organisational support, whether
to work, study or travel, having the freedom to decide the duration of their international
mission, referred to as SIEs (Andresen et al., 2020; Pinto et al., 2020; Tran et al., 2019).
The mobility of SIEs is described as a choice made by individuals who decide on their
own to go abroad, equipped with a variety of capitals such as networks, professional
experiences and education that enable them to build successful careers (Alman, Y., &
Baruch, Y., 2012; Andresen et al., 2020). SIEs are responsible for gathering information
about what they can do, looking for suitable jobs and convincing employers of their
qualifications, obtaining a work permit and managing the logistics of moving to another
country themselves (Andresen et al., 2020; Dickmann et al., 2016; Sutari & Brewster,
2000).

Considering that recent literature (e.g. Haldorai et al., 2021) has shown that around
50-73% of the global expatriate population are SIEs, that is, individuals who not only
move across countries but also switch organizations, making the adjustment more
challenging (McDonnell & Scullion, 2013), one the other hand, as referred by Andresen
and colleagues (2020:196), is crucial “better understanding SIEs, specifically those who
have personal initiative, on how to attract, retain and manage them, will be critical to the
success of organizations world-wide”. On the other hand, according to Dickmann and
colleagues (2016), the motivation for living and working abroad among SIEs is less
career-oriented and more focused on the desire for adventure, the opportunity to see the
world, confidence in working and living abroad, the wish for excitement, family or social
connections, and a desire to escape from their current way of life or job.

In line with this perspective, Cerdin and Selmer (2013) point out that because SIEs
have a wider range of motivations, including personal development, exploration and
knowledge of other cultures, they are likely to make additional efforts to adapt to new
work and personal life contexts. In addition, SIEs who are more learning-orientated show
persistence in their tasks and experiment with different strategies to integrate effectively
into the host country, assimilating culturally appropriate values, norms, beliefs and



attitudes more quickly (Haldorai et al., 2021). However, SIEs are not always successful in
their international assignments, as they can be conditioned in their career choices, being
influenced by the attractiveness of international job offers for which they are not
adequately qualified or have the required skills, and the market or family can be
conditioning agents in their mobility decisions (Tran et al., 2019). However, a variety of
literature (Black et al., 1991; McDonnell & Scullion, 2013; Hippler et al., 2015;
Samarsky, 2023; Blanco & Golik, 2024) has suggested that intercultural adjustment is a
determining factor in the success or failure of an international assignment.

Considering that adjustment is a positive emotional state that leads individuals to
be more committed, resulting, on the one hand, in higher levels of performance and,
on the other, in greater psychological comfort, reducing the pressure on expatriate
workers (Haldorai et al., 2021), McDonnell & Scullion (2013:137) say that “there are
various factors and implications for adjustment, such as when individual moves to a
new country they are faced with uncertainty from the new culture, often resulting in
some level of culture shock".

Hippler et al. (2015) point out that throughout the international assignment, the
expatriate must adjust to various domains. On arrival in the host country, the SIE must
adjust to the political system and the rules of public order. The economic and social
domains can also be seen as creating difficulties for expats, as different cultures
express different forms of social relations and lifestyles. The SIE also has to adapt to
the language of the host country and the ecological context, which includes the
physical and environmental environment (e.g. level of environmental pollution or
noise level). Ideology is considered to be a domain in which few expats adjust. In this
domain, reflected, for example, through religion, expats tend to adjust minimally in
order to avoid any problems. Lastly, there's the work domain, in which many of the
aspects may be familiar, and is therefore considered a domain where SIEs don't
experience extreme difficulty.

Thus, Black and colleagues (1991) propose three categories that summarise the
skills needed in three dimensions for the individual to succeed in their mission: (1) the
self-dimension, which encompasses the competencies that allow the expatriate to
maintain mental health, psychological well-being, self-efficacy and effective stress
management; (2) the relational dimension, which constitutes the set of competencies
needed to foster relationships with host country nationals; and (3) the perception
dimension, which involves the cognitive elements that allow the expatriate to
correctly perceive and evaluate the host environment and its actors (Black, et al.,
1991). In addition, (4) non-labour factors presuppose the impact of culture on the
individual's adaptation, i.e. the more distant the new culture is from the individual's
native culture, the greater the difficulty they will face in adapting (Black et al., 1991).
The overall adjustment of SIEs is the degree of adjustment or absence of stress
associated with all these dimensions (Haldorai et al., 2021).

Peltokorpi and Zang, (2022) suggest that the similarity of language between the
countries of origin and destination tends to facilitate intercultural adjustment,
motivating the SIE to endeavour to integrate quickly into the host culture, making
them more empathetic to local cultural practices. This argument confirms the paradox
of cultural distance, which assumes that the greater the distance between the culture of
the country of origin and the host country, the greater the intercultural adjustment
(Haldorai et al., 2021). The same authors show that SIEs who are orientated towards
intercultural learning will have better adaptability, while those individuals who
exhibit poor adjustment to new situations tend to experience high levels of
psychological stress that negatively affect their intercultural adjustment, both in work-



related and non-work-related issues (Haldorai et al., 2021). However, with regard to
SIEs, although the literature is comprehensive (Al Ariss & Crowley-Henry, 2013; Altman
& Baruch, 2012; Andresen et al., 2020; Caligiuri, 2000; Clark & Altman, 2016; McKenna
& Richardson, 2016; Gonzalez et al., 2021; von Borell de Aradjo et al, 2013), there is still
little specific literature on Brazilian SIEs posted in Portugal, in particular their
motivations and perceptions linked to the intercultural adjustment of the largest
international community in the country and in the Portuguese labour market (Pordata,
2022; SEF, 2023).

Many Brazilians choose to immigrate to Portugal in search of better job
opportunities, education, quality of life, or even to establish family ties. This
immigration is motivated by various factors, such as the common language, the close
cultural and historical ties between the two countries, as well as the political,
economic and social stability of Portugal as opposed to the excessive insecurity and
violence in Brazil (Gois et al., 2009). According to the Agency for Integration,
Migration and Asylum (AIMA), almost 400,000 Brazilians live legally in Portugal
and represent around 30.7% of the foreign population (SEF, 2023). This context
makes the development of this research particularly pertinent, for understanding the
experiences of Brazilian SIE residing in Portugal and more specifically exploring how
individuals adjust to the job market and Portuguese society and identify factors that
help or hinder their integration into a country known as "sister nations" although
located in different continents (American and European, respectively).

3. Methodology

This qualitative exploratory study aims to understand the experiences of Brazilian
self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) residing in Portugal.

To achieve these objectives, we used a semi-structured interview with 19 open
questions related to Personal Motivations, Destination Knowledge, Academic
Background, Cultural Adjustment, Recruitment, Quality of Life, and
Recommendations.

We used a theoretical sample with the following criteria: (1) Brazilian nationality;
(2) licensed individuals and (3) employed for at least six months. Our participants
were eight persons, six female and two male, mean age of 32 years old. All of them
had higher education and were employed.

All the interviews were made in May and June 2023, in presence, and audiotaped.
The interviews lasted between 35 and 60 minutes. All the interviews were verbatim
transcripts and anonymised. For data analysis, we used content analysis procedures
(Bardin, 2011) with an inductive perspective. The categories considered were:
Personal Motivations, Destination Knowledge, Academic Background, Cultural
Adjustment, Recruitment, Quality of Life, and Recommendations. All ethical
procedures were considered during this study.

4. Results

This study aims to understand the experiences of Brazilian self-initiated expatriates
(SIEs) residing in Portugal. Therefore, the categories considered were: Personal



Motivations, Destination Knowledge, Academic Background, Cultural Adjustment,
Recruitment, Quality of Life, and Recommendations.

Personal Motivations refer to all the factors reported by the participants as the main
reason for becoming an SIE, namely to accompany their spouse on the mission, the
search for a better quality of life, to learn a new profession, for security reasons, and
for personal development as observed by “My husband started looking for work in
Europe and saw that Portugal had a good market for the profession he wanted to
pursue, so | decided to accompany him” (11) or “Because when I was looking for a
job after taking Italian citizenship, the IT area in Portugal is very strong compared to
Europe and here | have a quality of life that | would not have had it there, especially
in financial terms” (14).

Destination Knowledge describes the information that SIE had about Portugal and
the way they got it. According to our participants, they look for information related to
ease of work, friends and family living in the country, the language domain, and the
cost of living in Portugal as illustrated by “As I already had family here, I started
looking for jobs and passed a selection process and the company did the whole
process so that I could come with a visa” (17).

Academic Background shows the importance of their graduation to adapt to the
host country. According to our participants, their academic background was important
for their adaptation and for their current situation, as illustrated by “I have a degree in
physical education and it is completely relevant, I work here in gyms teaching” (16).
Only three participants said that their background was not important to their current
profession.

When the participant decides to become a self-expatriate, the Cultural Adjustment
process involves dealing with bureaucratic issues such as visas and finances, learning
about the local culture, such as behaviour and values, and mastering the local
language. To succeed in this transition, it is important to be flexible, patient, and
willing to learn, as well as seek local support when necessary. Most of our
participants highlighted bureaucratic issues as a major challenge. This includes
difficulties related to obtaining documents, scheduling services, and complex
administrative processes.

The participants considered cultural adaptation as an initial challenge. This included
the differences in social interactions, climate, and even language. However, most
seem to have overcome these challenges over time, suggesting that cultural adaptation
may be a temporary issue as illustrated by “The bureaucratic issues were certainly
the thing that got to me the most here, language not because we share the same
language, although there are differences, the documentation was horrible and still is
today” (13).

Recruitment is related to the professional opportunities in their graduation field,
difficulties in the job search process, and the perception of recruiters. Our participants
reported that the recruiters' perception can vary, some participants had positive
evaluations of their foreign graduation, but most of the participants mentioned
difficulties in being hired due to lack of academic validation or preference for
Portuguese training. This indicates that the acceptance of foreign curricula may be
inconsistent in the Portuguese job market as illustrated by “For a Brazilian it is very
hard, the recruiters are always looking for Portuguese graduation” (14).

Quiality of Life is a very important issue for our participants. Most of the participants
said that the quality of life is higher in Portugal. This quality of life is due to security
(n=6), accessibility services, health, and education (n=5) as illustrated by “In



financial terms, safety and education are better, but it is complicated because you are
away from family and friends. Positive things are health, education and safety” (18),
Recommendations refer to advice for other Brazilians with higher education who are
considering becoming self-initiated expatriates in Portugal. The advice referred to
were:

- Flexibility as illustrated by “Be very open-minded because it's very difficult to
go somewhere and have it happen exactly what you planned” (11)

- Diploma validation as cited by “If you do not need to validate your diploma,
you can start looking for work from Brazil. See what you can work on and do
that's the main thing" (14)

- Acquisition of Language Skills referring to the importance of having a
language domain as observed by the words of Participant 5 “First of all, if you
do not have any extras on your CV, take language courses”

- Networking as illustrated by “I think you need to create a network to find
work and come prepared for anything” (12)

- Preparation as illustrated by “They have to come prepared to work on
anything until you get what you want, you cannot come formatted with a fixed
idea” (16)

- Expectation as observed by “I am telling you the reality, you will come here
and work in factories and restaurants. Do not come with the illusion of a
perfect life and if you have a good life and salary in Brazil, | do not advise you
to come” (13)

5. Discussion And Conclusion

The study findings indicate that Brazilian SIEs have various reasons for deciding
to relocate to Portugal. These include accompanying their spouse on a mission,
seeking a better quality of life, learning a new profession, ensuring personal security,
and pursuing personal development. The obtained results are consistent with previous
literature (Haldorai et al., 2021; Kumpikaité-Valitiniené et al., 2024; Martins, 2013;
McKenna & Richardson, 2016). The respondents can be categorized as being
motivated by monetary rewards, and lifestyle. Therefore, we can conclude that the
Brazilian SIEs who participated in the study indicated that their primary reason for
coming to Portugal was to leave a country plagued by security and economic
instability.

According to these SIEs, it is crucial to have knowledge about the destination
country before departure. This includes understanding the labour market, language,
cost of living and having a good social network, such as friends and family members.
This result is aligned with Andresen et al. (2020) who suggest that SIEs need to
proactively manage problems, create or search for new opportunities and make full
use of them and show higher levels of personal initiative. In addition, the respondents'
social networks were crucial in facilitating expatriation (Kumpikaité-Valitiniené et al.,
2024). Specifically, SIEs who have a good support network in the SIE community
tend to have a greater ability to adapt to the new cultural environment (Clark &
Altman, 2016).

The qualifications of SIEs also play a significant role in facilitating their
integration in Portugal. Specifically, having a bachelor's degree facilitates access to
job opportunities that are compatible with professional expectations, namely for
accessing more economically attractive professions and ensuring greater professional
stability. This argument confirms that satisfaction with quality of life is very



important for SIEs. Thus, when daily work experience is associated with a strong
social value, their satisfaction with the quality of life is more likely to be positively
influenced, so qualifications can be an important factor in improving daily meaningful
work experiences in the destination country (Cai et al., 2024).

The participants in the study said that the challenges of moving to another country
were diverse, from bureaucratic issues to behaviour, cultural values, language and
climate. However, they admit that they found it easy to adapt culturally, accepting the
difficulties they faced as normal, in the first month (Black et al., 1991). Language also
plays a vital role in the adjustment and contextual environment. However, most
participants in this study did not experience language issues (Kumpikaité-Valitiniené
et al., 2024). Once the bureaucratic visa issues have been overcome, the problem lies
in recognising their qualifications, which makes it difficult to access the professions
they want, and they even feel some discrimination when it comes to accessing job
opportunities. Despite the difficulties in accessing the Portuguese labour market,
participants highlight the higher quality of life in the host country compared to their
country of origin, especially in terms of safety, health and education. Thus, as SIEs
have certain expectations regarding salary and social support, highly qualified SIEs
choose countries with better salaries and social support for their residences (Cai et al.,
2024; Kumpikaité-Valitiniené et al., 2024).

The experiences of the study participants have led to several recommendations for
future SIEs. They emphasize the importance of cultural intelligence, adaptability, and
having realistic labour expectations, as obtaining good job opportunities may not
always be guaranteed. This is especially true for individuals who do not have
proficiency in foreign languages such as English, Spanish, or German, or who need to
have their qualifications recognized in order to access more desirable job offers
(Kumpikaité-Valitiniené et al., 2024).

Finally, this study's limitations can serve as a direction for future research. First, it
is based on a relatively small number of interviewees, all from Brazil. Thus, the
findings are related to specific contexts and cannot be generalized. Therefore, we
suggest using this study’s findings as a basis for a large-scale quantitative study
involving SIEs from different countries. Future research should consider how the
home country's cultural context affects SIEs' behaviour in the host country.

We also suggest that future studies involve SIEs from Brazil in Portugal, but with a
longer length of stay, in order to provide a more in-depth understanding of how their
experiences and perceptions of intercultural adjustment change over time and how
they can determine the decision to remain in the host country or the decision to move
to another country. However, due to time constraints, this analysis could not be
carried out, but we believe it could be taken up in future studies. We also suggest that
future research could explore the difficulties experienced by Brazilian SIEs in
accessing the Portuguese labour market. Future researchers could carefully address
these difficulties in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the
professional experiences of SIEs in Portugal.
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