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Abstract. This paper presents an ongoing exploratory study examining the role
that weak ties play in the information behaviour of domestic migrant workers
living in Israel. Weak ties are social acquaintances that provide varied infor-
mation and social support. The study used the narrative inquiry method that
allows the researcher to study and understand information behaviours intrinsi-
cally related to the life stories of the population studied. The interviews looked
for narratives that described their interactions with different information sources,
and the role that weak ties play as sources of information and social support that
help them make sense of their lives in Israel. Findings revealed that weak ties
fulfilled four functions: extending access to information, fostering social inter-
actions with dissimilar others, facilitating low-risk discussion of high-risk
topics, and fostering a sense of belonging.
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1 Introduction

The growing pace of economic globalization, higher rates of unemployment, increasing
poverty, as well as climate change and armed conflicts, have forced millions of people
in developing countries to seek work elsewhere. At the same time, developed countries
have increased their demand for labour, especially unskilled labour. At present, there
are an estimated 150 million migrant workers, of which 11.5 million are domestic
workers. These workers experience social exclusion characterized by discrimination
and exploitative working and living conditions that are often exacerbated by the lack of
access to information sources, to economic resources, and to the educational skills
needed to adapt to life in a new country [1].

Access to information is crucial for migrants at all stages of the settlement process
[2]. Past studies have revealed that migration disrupts the individual’s information
landscapes by disconnecting them from the information sources and the social net-
works they knew and rendering the information practices used in their country of origin
irrelevant in their host country. That is, their information landscapes are fractured
because of migration [3]. This disruption, hinders the migrants’ decision-making,
restricts their capacity to satisfy basic needs (i.e., employment, education, housing,
health care), to learn a new language, and to adopt new social norms and under-
standings [4-7]. How do migrant workers manage to navigate new and complex
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information landscapes and find the information they need? Preliminary findings of this
study show that acquaintances or weak ties have a significant role in helping migrants
rebuild their fractured information landscapes by functioning as an important source of
information and social support and helping them learn new “ways of knowing” [3].

The strength of weak ties is a social network theory formulated by Granovetter.
This theory defines the strength of a social tie as the combination of the amount of time,
emotional intensity, and level of reciprocity and intimacy that characterize the tie.
Weak ties, then, are relationships formed with individuals outside our immediate social
network. They are much more significant as information sources than strong ties
because our friends or relatives tend to circulate in the same social circles as us and the
information they have to share is to a large extent the same as we encounter [8].
Contrarily, weak ties provide access to information that is more varied. As Granovetter
explained, “individuals with few weak ties will be deprived of information from distant
parts of the social system and will be confined to the provincial news and views of their
close friends” [8]. Furthermore, weak ties often provide support during times of crisis
when strong ties are disrupted such as (e.g., death of a family member, divorce,
long-term illness [9] or, as in the case of this study, migration). Prior studies on
migration have emphasized the significance that social networks have for migrants
since they bridge social distance, bringing together people from different social loca-
tions [10—-12] and helping them become resilient and adapt to their new country [13].
Resilience refers to positive adaptation despite adversity [14]. Hence, the purpose of
this study is to understand the role that weak ties play as sources of information and
social support in the settlement process of domestic migrant workers in Israel, as shown
through their life stories.

2 Research Approach and Methodology

The study uses narrative inquiry as a research method. Narrative inquiry is a qualitative
method based on the notion that we obtain understanding of and provide meaning to
our lives through narrating our life stories. It investigates the stories people tell about
themselves, their inner thoughts, states of mind, and how they perceive their own
reality [15]. This method of inquiry was chosen because narratives or stories “represent
the character or lifestyle of specific subgroups in society, defined by their gender, race,
religion, and so on. From a social, cultural or ethnic point of view, these groups
frequently are discriminated against, minorities whose narratives express their unheard
voices” [16]. Because of its naturalistic character, narrative inquiry is a natural and
intuitive methodology for eliciting and examining human behaviour [17]—in this case
information behaviour. Narratives have been used in past studies dealing with migrant
populations such as Polish migrants in Britain [11], Latinos in the US [18], Chilean
immigrants in New Zealand, [19] and Andalusian migrants in Spain [20]. Although it is
widely used in the social sciences, this has been scarcely applied to the study of
information behaviour [21, 22].

Data was collected through 20 narrative interviews with Spanish-speaking domestic
migrant workers living in Israel. During the interviews, participants were asked to talk
about their emigration to Israel and their lives as migrant workers in the country. The
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study looked for narratives that describe their interactions with information sources,
and their views and perceptions of the social role of information.

The information behaviour of migrants has been investigated in studies that have
focused on the use of information sources and the information literacy skills needed to
fulfil their information needs during the different stages of the settlement process [2,
23-26]. The current study examined the role that weak ties play in the information
behaviour of domestic migrant workers by applying Adelman, Parks and Albrecht’s
theoretical framework to the analysis of the data. This framework proposes that the
distinctive features of weak ties result in four different functions: (1) extending access
to information, (2) fostering social interactions with dissimilar others, (3) facilitating
low-risk discussion of high-risk topics, and (4) fostering a sense of belonging [9].

3 Preliminary Findings

First function: Extending access to information

Weak ties represent a diverse and unique set of informal information sources that can
provide the individual with experiential information and social support not always
provided by strong ties. While the number of strong ties is rather small, the number of
weak ties can be large; therefore, they provide extended access to information [27].
These weak ties were sometimes strangers who helped them in time of need:

Well I think ... I do not know .. But God puts like angels in our way for us to find, look many
times 1've been lost in a train, on a bus, in a city and I always find someone who speaks Spanish
and helps me.

Adelman, Park, and Albrecht refer to some of these weak ties as “community
agents” [9], people like clergy or teachers that play a specific role as information
sources. For participants, lawyers and volunteers at different NGOs functioned as
community agents by helping them solve issues related to their visas, for example:

There is an NGO, called “Israel children”, and there are volunteers who also speak Spanish.
There was this lady who spoke Spanish, she helped us a lot, translations, messages, she used to
call me, let’s do this, we want to collaborate, we want to help. This is how we arranged my
daughter’s visa.

Second function: Fostering social interactions with dissimilar others

Weak ties tend to be people from different backgrounds that provide distinctive per-
spectives and reference points; the low levels of intimacy and reciprocity in the rela-
tionship tend to ease the need for similarity [9]. Employers were revealed in the content
analysis as important sources of information, oftentimes using their own social net-
works to help the workers:

[when I need to solve a problem] I'll sometimes ask my employers, and if they don’t know
they’ll ask their friends or search the internet for me.

The employers also provided instrumental help that was perceived as social
support:
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I have excellent employers ... all of them ... they helped me set up my internet connection, my
contract with the cable company ... they are not my bosses, I tell you, I do not know ... they are
like my guardian angels in this country.

Third function: facilitating low-risk discussion on high risk subjects

Most weak ties are restricted to specific temporal and situational contexts, and the
interactions are limited to a narrow range of subjects (i.e., doctors, clergy, and people
on the bus). This temporality “provides a sense of freedom and anonymity that often
allows individuals to disclose far more than they otherwise would” [9]. One participant
relates how she confided in a stranger on a bus who gave her the information she
needed:

When my son was born I had to take him to Jerusalem to see a doctor, I needed to find a way to
see a doctor closer [to home]. One of those things in life happened; I met an Argentinian lady
on the bus. We started talking and I told her about my problem. She worked in a ... what was
this called? NGO. I did not know anything about rights but she told me how to get a better
health insurance for my son.

Fourth Function: fostering a sense of belonging

Weak ties foster a sense of belonging because they connect people from different
backgrounds that eventually become a support network, a group of people to turn to in
time of need. Building relationships with people outside their social environment gave
participants a sense of belonging and connection to Israel:

I want to stay here, I have a child who was born here and he loves Israel, he likes everything
here, 1 also like all the Jewish holidays, 1 like going to the synagogue, I like everything about
Israel.

This sense of belonging helped participants become resilient and adapt to their new
country:

For me Israel is my place even if I was not born here. I respect the Jewish traditions, I try not to
offend other people, and I always respect their traditions.

The settlement process can be a difficult experience for migrant workers who
immigrate to a different country looking for a better quality of life; but it is this promise
that helps them develop the resilience needed.

I came here twelve years ago with a tourist visa looking for a better life; I decided to stay here
in the country, because the situation in Venezuela was very bad at the time. Nowadays the
situation is even worse. It has not been easy, but I feel relieved ... I feel the peace of mind that 1
am giving my daughter a future a little different from what I could have [back home] and from
what I know I can give her in Venezuela.

4 Conclusion

Migrant workers come to their host country to escape conflict and poverty, looking for
a better life. During their settlement process, they encounter social, cultural and lin-
guistic barriers that greatly hinder their process of social inclusion. Weak ties in the
form of social acquaintances or community agents can provide them with invaluable
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information and expose them to new information skills that their strong ties within the
migrant community cannot always offer. Moreover, because the information provided
comes from people with whom migrant workers do not have a reciprocal or intimate
bond, this information is perceived as social support that fosters a sense of belonging
and helps them develop the resilience needed to confront the challenges they face
during the settlement process.
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