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Fig.1 Four patterns of “Relational-Geographical” proximity
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Abstract: Ethnic proximity is considered a key factor contributing to the success of overseas
Chinese businesses. Economic geographers often lean towards utilizing Chinese business net-
works as representative cases of relational proximity. Nevertheless, due to rapidly changing cir-
cumstances, overseas Chinese entrepreneurs are presently engaged in a proactive transformation
of their businesses, and the influencing mechanism of ethnic proximity is also undergoing
change. Based on the relational perspective of Relational Economic Geography and the multidi-
mensional proximity theory of Evolutionary Economic Geography, this paper explores the dy-
namics of relational-geographical proximity patterns in Chinese business in response to changing
circumstances. To understand the dynamics of relational-geographical proximity adopted by Chi-
nese entrepreneurs, this paper studies two cases of overseas Chinese business: a traditional Chi-
nese retail company in Italy and an online retail company in the USA. The finding reveals that
their relational-geographic proximity patterns are both changing during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Ethnic proximity facilitates the development of overseas Chinese business. However, when
the previous pattern of ethnic proximity fails to cope with a public crisis, overseas Chinese entre-
preneurs demonstrate adaptability by steering their business from ethnic proximity towards eth-
nic distance. Furthermore, overseas Chinese build ethnic proximity with diverse groups of ac-
tors, such as suppliers, employees, and customers. Differences in actors of ethnic proximity and
firms' industrial characteristics lead to different transformation directions, either geographic prox-
imity or geographic distance. The crisis-induced transformation of overseas Chinese businesses,
fundamentally, is a result of the changing roles of ethnic proximity in cognitive, organizational,
social, and institutional dimensions, which in turn lead to the changing relational-geographic
proximity patterns adopted by firms. The contribution of this paper is to propose a multidimen-
sional relational-geographical proximity framework and reveal the diversity and dynamics of the
impact mechanism of ethnic proximity on overseas Chinese business by integrating research on
non-geographic proximity from Relational Economic Geography and Evolutionary Economic
Geography. It represents a positive cross-application of Relational Economic Geography and
Evolutionary Economic Geography.

Key words: ethnic proximity; geographical proximity; crisis; transformation; overseas Chinese

entrepreneur
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