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The Traveller Ethnicity Pin was
created to celebrate the Irish State’s
formal acknowledgement of
Travellers as a distinct ethnic group
in Irish society on 1st of March 2017.
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foreword
I come from a community of people that are smart, hard-working and entrepreneurial,
but rarely get a chance to prove their worth. Despite the myths and stereotypes, Travellers
want to work but instead are massively underemployed. At the heart of the problem is
racism which needs a deep and multi-layered response, but this report points to actions
which can be taken now, and into the future to specifically increase Traveller employment.
Drawing from the experiences of Travellers and employers, we are offered a framework for
individuals, organisations and the state to play their part.
The research demonstrates how Traveller parents can create the conditions for future
employment by teaching their children dignity and self-worth and that Travellers in
employment are important role models. It argues for the creation and maintenance of
opportunities for Travellers to access and succeed in education, training and employment
pathways. This report speaks to how Travellers, employer associations, trade unions,
individual employers, and development companies can improve Traveller employment
and experience. Throughout we are reminded of the importance of a supportive and
flexible organisational culture. In the end, we know however, that the state must lead
the way. Policy and programme initiatives can and will make a difference if prioritised,
implemented and resourced.
I very much welcome the publication of this research for all these reasons and because
ultimately, it is a hopeful document. By showing us examples of individuals and
organisations who have pioneered the way for others to follow, it reminds us that a different
future is possible. I hope and ask that this report will be used to help create that future.

Senator Eileen Flynn
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foreword
I would like to thank, St Stephen’s Green Trust, the authors, and I would particularly like to
thank the Traveller women and men who contributed so openly and honestly in compiling
this insightful report. The Government and I are fully committed to improving the lives of
the Traveller and Roma Communities. While, progress has been made in recent years, more
needs to be done in our advancement towards a more progressive, fair and equal country.
The significant employment gap between Travellers and non-Travellers has been well
documented. More needs to be done with regard to addressing the barriers experienced
by members of the Traveller community in accessing and retaining employment both in
public and private organisations. As emphasised in the report, there is a strong link between
education attainment and employment in the Irish labour market and young people leaving
school early face a higher risk of unemployment. Work needs to continue on keeping Traveller
children in school in an environment where they feel valued and supported.
The role of adult education is also key in combatting social exclusion and promoting democracy
and active citizenship. It also helps combat negative stereotyping where ethnic minorities
are perceived to have different abilities, needs and aspirations than the rest of society.
It is important that all workplaces foster and embed equality and diversity policies where
Travellers can, if they wish, identify as being members of the Traveller community with pride,
and without fear of experiencing negative comments or stereotyping.
The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021 (NTRIS) represents a whole
of Government approach and contains 149 actions, grouped under ten themes, including
Education and Employment. Progress on these actions is monitored by a Steering Committee,
which I chair, and it includes both Traveller and Roma representatives.
Work on implementing the actions in the Strategy will continue this year. The Strategy runs
to the end of the year and will be independently evaluated which in turn will inform next
steps. I will work with stakeholders to examine what has been achieved and develop new
approaches to ensure better and more measurable outcomes.
Racism and discrimination experienced by Travellers and Roma remains a concern. An
Anti-Racism Committee was established and will make recommendations to Government
on how best to strengthen its approach to tackling racism. Its work will culminate in a draft
national action plan against racism for consideration by me and by Government.
The personal accounts in this report will also inform the development of policy and action
plans in making further progress in addressing barriers, challenges and discrimination
experienced by Travellers and I look forward to continuing to work with the Traveller
community to achieve better outcomes.

Roderic O’Gorman
Minister for Children, Equality, Disability Integration, and Youth
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“All over the world, people see employment and education
leading to better employment as the route to breaking free from
poverty in an honest and dignified way. Yet for the majority of
the Traveller community, this opportunity is not there.
Doors to employment are closed to them because of their
Traveller identity, many members of our community feeling they
have no other choice but to hide their identity to get a job, or
out of fear of losing their job, being subjected to anti-Traveller
racism in the workplace, anti-Traveller racism continues to goes
unchecked in the workplace as it continues to go unchecked in
the education system, and in society as a whole.
The result is a community in crisis due to poverty and want, a
proud and once self-sufficient people now overly dependent on
the state, while their skills and talents go unused and wasted.”
Minceirs Whiden, December 10, 2019.
Submission to the Oireachtas Committee on Key Issues
Affecting the Traveller Community.
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SECTION 1

introduction
1.1

Aim of the Research

This research was commissioned by the St. Stephen’s Green Trust as part of its
strategic goal to contribute to improving equality outcomes for the Traveller
community. The research builds on the Trust’s 2019 report: Mincéir Gruber
Malaid Streed, What next for Traveller Employment, and provides a qualitative
picture of Travellers’ employment pathway journey and their experiences in
employment. This research is presented in a context of significant low levels
of employment and unfulfilled employment aspirations of Travellers.
The research aims to contribute to the body of knowledge on the experiences
of Travellers in accessing, participating and progressing in employment, in order
to provide insights for policymakers, employers, and trade unions to enable their
action on issues of Traveller labour market participation.

1.2

Report Structure

Section 2:
presents the situation and experience of Travellers in regard to their pathway
towards employment, and the current policy context.
Section 3:
presents the analysis of the interviews with fifteen Travellers, regarding their
employment pathway journeys and experiences in employment.
Section 4:
presents the views of employer and policy stakeholders.
Section 5:
sets out a number of good practice exemplars, from Ireland and internationally,
that evince elements of relevance for improving the labour market situation
of Travellers.
Section 6:
presents the research conclusions and recommendations.
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1.3

Research Methodology

The framework for the research focuses on the range of factors that shape a
person’s pathway towards and experience in employment:

•

dispositional factors:
including age, gender, motivation, aspirations, and self-belief;

•

community/ situational factors:
including family and peer influences, experiences in and outcomes from
education, access to resources, and interaction with the wider community
(including experiences of racism and/or discrimination); and

•

employment/labour market factors:
including labour market supports and services, employment equality
systems, and workplace culture.

Travellers access to and experience in employment is influenced by a range
of barriers and enablers across each of these three strands.
This framework was used as the basis for semi-structured interviews with
Travellers, employers, and policy stakeholders.

Community/situational factors,
including: family/peer group supports
& influences; experience in, and outcomes from
education; champions/mentors; access to resources;
experiences of racism and/or discrimination.

Dispositional factors, including:
age, gender, self-belief/
motivation/confidence;
perspectives; aspirations.

Employment/labour market factors,
including: employment equality systems;
workplace culture; labour market
supports and services.

8
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The research methodology also involved a desk review of: the situation and
experience of Travellers regarding their pathways to employment; the employment
policy context; and models of good practice, from Ireland or other jurisdictions,
which hold potential for a positive contribution to minority ethnic groups’
experiences in the labour market.
One-to-one semi-structured interviews with fifteen Travellers, each of
approximately one hour in duration, formed the centrepiece of the research.
Attention was given to including a diversity of interviewees with regard to:
employment experience in the public, private, and social economy sectors; gender;
and age. Potential interviewees were identified through Traveller organisations
and their networks, and by word of mouth from within the Traveller community.
Once indicating their interest, potential interviewees were provided with a
briefing note on the aims of the research and purpose of the interviews, and
a draft of the research interview questions. Potential interviewees were also
offered a pre-interview briefing, by phone, to answer any questions they might
have before agreeing to participate. On agreeing to participate the interviewees
were provided with a ‘consent to participate’ form outlining their right to withdraw
their agreement to participate at any stage, and explaining how their anonymity
would be protected.
Potential employer interviewees were identified on the basis of: diversity of
sector (private, public, and social economy); organisations/agencies that had
Traveller employees; and size of organisation, with more focus on securing larger
private sector organisations, on the basis that they would be more likely to have
formal equality employment systems in place.
Policy stakeholder interviewees were identified on the basis of: their responsibility
for leading on key areas of national policy; and their representation of employer
and employee interests. There was a particular focus on stakeholders involved
in the implementation of the National Roma and Traveller Inclusion Strategy
2017–2021. Employer and policy stakeholder interviewees were provided with
a research brief in advance of the interviews.
Due to the social distancing restrictions in place, in the context of COVID-19,
the interviews with Travellers were conducted online1, and the interviews with
the employer and policy stakeholders were conducted online and by phone.

1

One interview was conducted by phone, at the request of this interviewee.
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SECTION 2

Traveller employment:
context
2.1

Situation and Experience

2.1.1

Labour Market Situation

The significant employment gap between Travellers and
non-Travellers has been well documented. Census 2016
data indicate that the unemployment rate for Travellers,
at 80%, is six times that of the general population.2
These data further indicate that 11.3% of Travellers
identified they were unable to work due to a disability;
nearly three times the rate for the general population
(at 4.3%).3
The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, in a 2020 survey, found that, in comparison
to the five other EU countries surveyed, Ireland had the lowest percentage of
Travellers in employment (13% of Traveller men and 17% of Traveller women).4
A 2018 report by the National Economic and Social Council (NESC) examined
the experiences and services interaction of those in households where no one is
working or where there is only marginal attachment to the labour force. The report
noted that the groups most likely to be facing multiple reasons for unemployment
were Travellers and African migrants, citing: literacy/language proficiency issues,
lack of work experience, discrimination, and length of time out of work.5
The NESC report identified specific barriers that hinder Traveller women’s
participation in employment and related labour market supports, including:
childcare responsibilities or caring responsibilities for a family member with
a disability; or having their access to state employment services hindered
when they are not in receipt of a social welfare payment in their own right.6

2
3
4
5
6
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Census 2016, Profile 8: Irish Travellers, Central Statistics Office.
Ibid.
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (2020). Roma and Travellers in Six Countries. The six
countries surveyed were: Ireland, France, Belgium, UK, Netherlands, and Sweden.
National Economic and Social Council (June 2018) Moving from Welfare to Work: Low Intensity
Households and the Quality of Supportive Services. NESDO No 146. Page 19.
Ibid.

… in comparison to the
five other EU countries
surveyed, Ireland had
the lowest percentage
of Travellers in
employment

13%

of Traveller men

17%

of Traveller women.
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The Social Inclusion Community Activation Programme (SICAP), a national
programme to reduce poverty and promote social inclusion in local communities,
contains a key strategic area relating to supporting people to access and remain
in employment. Travellers are named as a target group under SICAP and an
ethnic identifier is included in the monitoring framework. The Annual Report
2019 records that, the “programme supported 681 (2% of the total caseload)
Travellers, which is in line with 2018 figures” and engaged with 65 LCGs (local
community groups) that primarily target Travellers.7 In its conclusion the report
notes that Travellers remain a particularly hard to reach group and more work
is required if the programme is to reach local community groups working with
under-represented target groups such as Travellers.
A Traveller Community National Survey, July 2017, carried out by Behaviour &
Attitudes found that 66% of Travellers had participated in at least one training
scheme, with 2.4 the average number of training schemes attended, and that
only 30% of Travellers had progressed to employment as a result.8
Fear of losing social protection payments and secondary benefits, in particular
the medical card, can present a significant deterrent to Travellers seeking, or
retaining employment.9 This is particularly at issue given the significant health
inequalities experienced by the Traveller community. For some Travellers, working
in the informal or grey economy can provide access to additional income without
losing social welfare protection and secondary benefits.10

2.1.2 Discrimination in accessing and retaining employment
The ESRI found that while almost two-thirds of the employment gap between
Travellers and non-Travellers is accounted for by educational disadvantage,
when the data are adjusted to account for education, age, gender, marital status,
and the presence of children, the employment gap still remains significant. This,
they note, is accounted for by the presence of direct and indirect discrimination
and prejudice, which play a significant role in Traveller unemployment.11

…Irish Travellers had
the highest level of
reported discrimination
in seeking employment
in the previous year and
previous five years… .

The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, in its 2020 survey, found that, in
comparison to the five other EU countries surveyed, Irish Travellers had the
highest level of reported discrimination in seeking employment in the previous
year and pervious five years (38% and 70% of respondents respectively).12
Research conducted in Cavan, in 2019, found that young Travellers’ employment
aspirations were tempered by their views, gained from life experience, that there
are limited labour market choices and options available to their community.13

7
8
9
10
11
12
13

SICAP Annual Report 2019 (August 2020), Pobal, Dublin, Pages 35 and 36.
The Traveller Community National Survey (July 2017), prepared for the National Traveller Data
Steering Group & Community Foundation Ireland, Behaviour & Attitudes, Dublin, Page 24.
National Traveller Women’s Forum (2020). Submission to the Citizen’s Assembly on Gender
Equality.
Kilkenny Leader Partnership, and Kilkenny Traveller Community Movement (February 2020).
An Examination of the Barriers to Employment for Travellers in County Kilkenny.
Watson, D. Kenny, O. and McGinnity, F. (January 2017). Op. cit.
EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (2020). Op cit.
Crowley, N. (2019). An Inclusive Cavan: Needs Assessment of Young Travellers (10 to 24 years) in
Cavan. Cavan Local Development and Cavan Traveller Movement.
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The high levels of employment-related discrimination experienced by Travellers
was a key finding of the 2010 All Ireland Traveller Health Study, with 55% of
Traveller respondents reporting that they had experienced discrimination when
seeking employment.14 A 2014 ESRI report, involving analysis of the CSO data for
the equality module of the 2014 Quarterly National Household Survey, echoes
these findings, noting that Travellers were ten times more likely, than the ‘White
Irish’ Census category, to experience discrimination in accessing employment.15
In addition, a 2017 Behaviour and Attitudes Survey found that only 17% of the
general public said they would employ a Traveller.16

…only

17%

of the general public
said they would
employ a Traveller.

2.1.3 Educational disadvantage as a barrier to employment
Educational disadvantage and consequent poor levels of educational attainment
are key factors accounting for the significant employment gap between Travellers
and the general population. The ESRI found that almost two-thirds of the
employment gap, between Travellers and non-Travellers, is accounted for by
educational disadvantage. The data indicate that a quarter of working age
Travellers had no formal education, 53% were educated to primary level only,
and 8% had completed second level education. The comparative figures for
non-Travellers of working age are: 1%, 9%, and 73% respectively.17
Census 2016 data indicate that 13.3% of Traveller females were educated to
upper secondary level or above, compared with 69% of the general population,
while 57.2% of Traveller males were educated to primary level at most, compared
with 13.6% of the general population. These data indicate that 167 Travellers
had a third-level qualification, an increase of just seventy-eight from the 2011
Census.18 Data on further education and training outcomes for Travellers indicate
that women strongly outnumber men at all levels of further education and
training provision.19
Qualitative research indicates that Travellers have mixed experiences in
accessing and participating in education. Negative experiences, in particular
issues of racism, and low expectations of their potential from teachers, have
been identified as key barriers to good educational outcomes, for Traveller
children and young people.20
Funding decisions to cut Traveller-specific education supports, such as the
Visiting Teacher Service and Resource Teachers for Travellers, have also been
identified as having an adverse impact on Traveller children’s education.21

14 Kelleher, C., et al. (2010). All Ireland Traveller Health Study Our Geels. School of Public Health,
Physiotherapy and Population Science, University College Dublin.
15 McGinnity, F. Grotti, R., Kenny, O., and Russell, H. (2017). Who Experiences Discrimination in
Ireland? Evidence from the QNHS Equality Modules,33. Economic and Social Research
Institute and the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, Dublin.
16 O’Mahony, J., (2017). Traveller Community National Survey. Behaviours and Attitudes Survey
conducted for the National Traveller Data Steering Group.
17 Watson, D. Kenny, O. and McGinnity, F. (January 2017). Op cit. Page 30.
18 Central Statistics Office. Census of Population 2016 – Profile 8, Irish Travellers, Ethnicity, and
Religion.
19 Ibid.
20 Crowley, N. (2019). Op. cit.
21 Ibid.
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Between 2008 and 2012 state funding to Traveller-specific educational supports
was reduced by 87%. This compares to an overall reduction in government
spending, during the same period, of just 4%.22 These supports were not
subsequently reinstated, yet, in 2017, the ESRI noted that “The depth of educational
disadvantage experienced by Travellers means that specific, targeted additional
supports will be required in order for them to participate in mainstream
education on equal terms.”23

2.2

Policy Context

The EU Roma24 Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion, and Participation
2020–2030 identifies employment as one of four sectoral objectives to be pursued
by the Member States in the period to 2030.25 This strategy, which is inclusive of
Travellers, sets a number of key targets for Member states, to 2030 to:

•

cut the employment gap and the gender employment gap,
for Roma, by at least half;

•

ensure 60% of Roma overall and 40%of Roma women,
are in paid employment; and

•

cut the youth NEET26 rate by at least half.27

The Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies 2011–2020, the
precursor to the 2020–2030 Strategic Framework, was reviewed by the European
Commission. The review found there had been very little progress, across the
Member States, in meeting the targets set for this Strategy, in particular, the
employment targets.28
Both EU Roma Strategic Frameworks require each Member State to develop a
national Roma integration strategy: at national level, this is the National Traveller
and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS) 2017–2021.29 The NTRIS contains thirteen
specific actions under the theme of employment30, and a further four employmentrelated actions, under the themes of ‘gender’, ‘education’, and ‘children and youth’.

22 Harvey, B. (2013): Travelling with Austerity: Impacts of Cuts on Travellers, Traveller Projects and
Services. Dublin: Pavee Point.
23 Watson, D. Kenny, O. and McGinnity, F. (January 2017). Op cit. Page 76.
24 The European Commission and the Council of Europe use the term ‘Roma’ as an umbrella term
which is inclusive of Travellers.
25 EU Roma Strategic Framework: for equality, inclusion and participation 2020 – 2030.
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council, SWD
(2020) 530 final, DG Justice and Consumers, 2020.
26 Not in employment, education, or training.
27 DG Justice and Consumers, 2020. Op Cit. Page 5.
28 European Commission COM (2018) COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND THE COUNCIL Report on the evaluation of the EU Framework for
National Roma Integration Strategies up to 2020 {SWD(2018) 480 final}.
29 Department of Justice and Equality. National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021.
30 These actions relate to: increasing employment, training and apprenticeships opportunities
for Travellers and Roma (4 actions); targeting positive public service recruitment to train and
employ Travellers and Roma in public services (1 action); supporting entrepreneurship and
self-employment opportunities for Traveller and Roma (4 actions); and making links and
progression routes between education, training, and employment (4 actions).
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A NTRIS employment and enterprise sub-group was established in 2018. It
prepared a ‘Ten Point Implementation Plan 2019’, with each of the ten aims
indicating a link to a number of NTRIS actions, to:

1

Research social enterprises that are viable and have potential for being
replicated in other locations nationally.

2

Undertake research to highlight the financial benefits to the state and
positive outcomes for members of the Traveller Community when fully
engaged in the workforce.

3

Secure Traveller Specific Community Employment places with focussed
quality training and support provided on commencement.

4

Resource an initiative that will prioritise the employment of Travellers
with leaving cert and/or third level qualification.

5

Promote the transition of Travellers currently employed in Traveller
organisations into mainstream employment.

6

Secure a public services apprenticeship/internship with accompanying
training/up-skilling to support Traveller employment in the civil and
public service.

7

Lobby trade unions, local employment offices, and employer
organisations to take steps to address the underemployment of Travellers.

8

Systematically work with Solas and Education and Training boards to
ensure targeted training and up-skilling for Travellers, with real job
opportunities or progression to further training/education resulting on
completion of training.

9

Produce a toolkit / promotional information for employers to promote
the benefits of employing Travellers and dispelling many of the myths
and stereotypes that prevail in Irish society regarding Travellers.

10 Create an understanding of work-based competencies and the benefits
that result from having meaningful employment.
The 2018 Civil Monitoring Report for Ireland, on progress being achieved under
NTRIS, notes that while the employment actions in the NTRIS hold much potential
to address employment inequality for Travellers, there has been little discernible
progress on implementing the majority of these actions.31 The 2019 plan of the
employment and enterprise sub-group remains to be implemented.

31 European Commission (2018). Civil Society Monitoring Report on Implementation of the National
Roma Integration Strategy in Ireland: Assessing the progress in four key policy areas of the
strategy. Prepared by Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre. EU Commission, DG Justice and
Consumers. Brussels. Page 15.
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Aside from the
employment and
training-related
actions in the NTRIS,
there is no national
Traveller-specific
training or employment
strategy. Despite the
significant levels of
unemployment in the
Traveller community,
key national employment strategies do
not name Travellers
as a target group.

Aside from the employment and training-related actions in the NTRIS, there
is no national Traveller-specific training or employment strategy. Despite the
significant levels of unemployment in the Traveller community, key national
employment strategies do not name Travellers as a target group.
The current national employment strategy, Pathways to Work 2016–2020, includes
a commitment to the “guiding principle” of ‘active inclusion’, in seeking to increase
the employment chances of those who are most distanced from employment.
Travellers, however, are not included in the named target groups in Pathways to
Work.32 Similarly, the Future Jobs Ireland strategic approach to employment to
2025, which includes the pillar of ‘increasing participation in the labour force’,
does not reference Travellers as specific target group.33
The Pathways to Work strategy is delivered through the Public Employment
Service, where a deficit model predominates, which tends to focus on addressing
a perceived lack of effort or deficiency in the individual, rather than on systemic
failures in the areas of education and employment. Research notes that this
approach can act as an additional and significant barrier for groups that are
distanced from the labour market due to educational disadvantage and social
exclusion.34
A number of reports indicate that mainstream employment policy and labour
market policies and programmes have consistently failed to consider the specific
situation and experience of Travellers.35 The absence of ethnic identifiers in key
national data sets makes it difficult to monitor the participation of, and outcomes
for Travellers from national employment initiatives, programmes, and services.
Without such disaggregated data, policy and national strategies are being
developed in an evidence vacuum.

32 Government of Ireland (2016). Pathways to Work (2016 – 2020). Page 19.
33 Government of Ireland (2019) Future Jobs Ireland 2019 – Preparing Now for Tomorrow’s Economy.
Department of the Taoiseach and the department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation.
34 St. Stephen’s Green Trust (May 2019). Mincéir Gruber Malaid Streed: What Next for Traveller
Employment.
35 See for example: European Commission (2018). Op cit. Peelo, D., O’Connor, A., and O’Toole, G.,
Equality Authority (2003). Positive Action for Traveller Employment. The Equality Authority,
Dublin.
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SECTION 3

Traveller employment:
pathways and
experiences
3.1

Profile of Interviewees

Fifteen Travellers were interviewed for this research: six men and nine women,
whose ages ranged from 28 years old to late 50s.
Interviewees had a range of employment experiences across the private sector,
the public sector, and the social economy sector, which is the focus of this
research, but also in the community and voluntary sector and the Traveller
economy.
Their current work is in diverse sectors spanning: education; advocacy; recycling;
financial; facilities management; catering; cleaning; craftwork; and manufacturing.
Their previous employments encompassed: manufacturing; recycling; construction;
retail; restaurant; cleaning; childcare; youthwork; international development;
secretarial; philanthropic funding; and education.

17
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Profile of interviewees
ID#

Sex

Age

Employment sector:
current/most recent

Employment sector:
previous

1

Male

mid 40s

Social economy sector

Traveller economy

2

Female

31

Community and voluntary sector

Private sector
Community and voluntary sector

3

Male

28

Public sector

Public sector
Community and voluntary sector

4

Male

31

Public sector

Community and voluntary sector
Private sector

5

Female

early 50s

Community and voluntary sector

Private sector

6

Female

30

Public sector

Public sector
Private sector

7

Female

40s

Private sector

Public sector
Traveller economy

8

Male

34

Private sector

Private sector
Social economy sector

9

Female

40

Private sector

Private sector
Public sector

10

Female

37

Private sector

Public sector internship
Private sector

11

Female

Late 50s

Social economy sector

Private sector

12

Male

33

Private sector

Private sector
NGO sector

13

Female

41

Private sector

Private sector

14

Male

55

Social economy sector

Private sector

15

Female

40s

Not-for-profit sector

Community and voluntary sector
Private sector

18
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3.2

Experiences in Work

3.2.1 Organisational Culture
Organisational culture emerged as an important theme in the interviews. It was
central to the positive experience recorded by most interviewees in their current
employment. A number of elements, that contribute to a positive organisational
culture, were repeatedly identified:

•
•
•
•
A family-friendly
employment culture
had a broader
relevance in being
attuned to the
centrality of family in
Traveller culture and a
capacity to respond to
imperatives associated
with family events.

family-friendly ethos;
team working;
an empowering culture; and
supportive line management.

The importance of a family-friendly ethos and the need for flexibility in regard
to enabling family-related concerns was emphasised. This was seen as key to
managing childcare, and as holding particular, though not exclusive, importance
for women: three male interviewees noted leaving or moving into particular jobs
due to wanting employment that would allow them to spend more time with
their children. A family-friendly employment culture had a broader relevance
in being attuned to the centrality of family in Traveller culture and a capacity
to respond to imperatives associated with family events.
Team working was valued, with an emphasis on the mutual respect, social
interaction, and collaboration that this involved. Having the space to sit down
with other team members to discuss and agree on issues and workplans was
valued. A strong work ethic was deemed to be important, by many interviewees,
and that this would be shared across the team.
An empowering culture was noted as positive, by a number of interviewees. This
was described as one where they felt they could make suggestions and be heard,
where they had some autonomy, and where there was a collective approach.
Supportive line management was identified, by a number of interviewees, as
important in creating a workplace culture where they felt valued. This was
described variously as: “they look after you”; and “he’s (manager) a real people
person”. In some interviews, specific managers were noted for the encouragement
they gave, which was viewed as particularly important in a context of being the
only Traveller in the organisation.

Another interviewee
spoke of actions to
create a culture where
people feel they
belong, challenging
negative commentary
about minority groups,
and holding employees
accountable for
unacceptable
behaviour.

Organisations were positively valued for being “caring”, “like a family”, and
“looking after you”. This involved everything from flexible work organisation,
bonus payments and health insurance, and offering variety in the work.
Interviewees found it difficult to identify proactive measures shaping the
organisational culture in their workplace, however, line managers were seen as
important in this regard. One interviewee identified that careful recruitment had
been important in sustaining a positive culture. Another interviewee spoke of
actions to create a culture where people feel they belong, challenging negative
commentary about minority groups, and holding employees accountable for
unacceptable behaviour.
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Few interviewees identified any diversity-related training being provided in their
workplace. Two interviewees reported how equality was given an important focus
in staff meetings that were organised to discuss related issues. One interviewee
spoke highly of anti-racism training that staff received, the manner in which any
such issues arising were immediately dealt with, and how this made them feel
comfortable at work.
Few interviewees were aware of any equality or dignity at work policies. Those who
were aware of such policies, expressed a cursory awareness. One interviewee
noted how one such policy had been put to good effect in responding to and
addressing a workplace incident where they had been subjected to negative
comments about Travellers. Another interviewee noted that regarding one job
they held, they were asked to identify their ethnicity in an employment form,
subsequent to their securing the job. However, the purpose of this was not
explained nor was there any follow-up.

3.2.2 Workplace experience
Micro-aggressions were noted as an issue by most interviewees. These were in
the form of overhearing workplace conversations that were hostile to, or negative
about Travellers, or being addressed in patronising terms that identified them
as somehow exceptional: “you’re not like them (other Travellers)”; “you don’t
look like a Traveller at all”; “I didn’t think Travellers went to school”. A number
of interviewees noted that this form of harassment was often subtle and
therefore hard to challenge.
The negative commentary was experienced as personal, uncomfortable, and
hurtful by many. It was a source of anxiety for others, bringing up deep rooted
issues. These incidents tended not to have been reported by the interviewees,
for a variety of reasons: deeming it wiser to hold back and pick their battles;
not wanting to get the employee(s) in question into trouble; explaining it away
“everyone is entitled to their own opinion”; or not wanting to draw attention to
their Traveller ethnicity.
One interviewee highlighted a positive result when she reported an incident
to her line manager, where a colleague had made negative comments about
Travellers. As a result of the incident being reported, intercultural staff training
was organised and the matter was resolved in a positive manner. Another
interviewee identified how she challenged such conversations as they occurred,
but that the employer did nothing to address the issue.
One interviewee recalled being invited to a meeting with her manager, who had
been made aware, by a third party, of an incident where negative comments were
made about Travellers. She was asked if she wanted to report the incident, but
chose not to as she felt it would lead to trouble with her co-workers. The manager
failed to take any further action, despite this being an organisation that
convened regular staff meetings to discuss such equality issues. The interviewee
felt that the manager could have chosen to address the issue in another way,
without putting the onus on her to make a complaint. After this incident, she
notes, “I didn’t really enjoy going into work, my heart wasn’t in it any more”.
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In some settings, in particular the social economy enterprises, there were fears
among the Traveller employees about settled customers and their potential
to react negatively to Traveller employees. Even where these fears were not
realised, it was an ongoing and unsettling worry.
Most interviewees felt comfortable being open with colleagues about their
Traveller ethnicity, and a safe workplace where one did not deem it necessary
to hide one’s ethnic identity was valued by interviewees. One interviewee,
employed in the private sector, noted specific workplace initiatives that enabled
him to be open about his ethnic identity: the organisation was openly supportive
of Travellers, made the Traveller ethnicity pins available to staff, and actively
demonstrated that it was a safe space for Traveller employees. Some interviewees
noted that in being open about their ethnic identity they protected themselves
from micro-aggressions, as colleagues were more careful about what they said.
A few interviewees explained that they were not open at work about their ethnic
identity. Some felt there was no need to be marking or discussing their ethnicity,
either because they didn’t want to stand out: “why should I label myself?”, or
because they did not believe it was relevant, as long as they were able to do
their job. One interviewee spoke of having to put on “a mask to fit in”, in the way
they dressed and spoke.
One barrier that shaped employment choices, in particular for women, was
identified as the lack of affordable childcare.

3.2.3 Career development
A strong work ethic and desire to succeed was articulated by all interviewees,
alongside, for many, an ambition to progress their careers whether through new
responsibilities, promotion, or moving into new fields.
Few interviewees reported opportunities at work to further develop their skills
in order to advance at work or build their career. Some received training at the
start to enable them to have the particular skills required to do the job. A small
number reported having been offered and taken up short courses to develop
specific work-related skills.
Once in employment, there were few specific barriers to career progression
identified. One interviewee noted how his employer encouraged him and gave him
valuable opportunities as they arose. A few interviewees noted limited opportunities
to develop skills or progress their careers in their current employment.
Some interviewees noted that employer expectations of Traveller employees could
be low. One interviewee noted that there were a number of Travellers working in
her place of employment, some with years of experience, yet the manager tended
to give the Traveller employees all the menial jobs. This interviewee noted that
on completing her degree, when she shared the good news with this manager
he “said in a sarcastic voice “great, I’ll promote you to head of cleaning””.
One interviewee noted that “Travellers aren’t taught to be career oriented”. This
was, she noted, linked to low expectations due to a wider societal context of
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exclusion and discrimination. For this interviewee this had, she noted, initially
limited her ambition in seeking to advance within employment and as a result
she didn’t go for training opportunities she was offered by one employer, something that she now has regrets about.

3.3

Entry into Employment

3.3.1 Recruitment
Interviewees reported a range of routes into their current and previous
employments: job interviews; recruitment agency; family member vouching for
them; people they came in contact with through education or work experience
championing their case; support from Traveller organisations and other
community organisations, in particular through job coaches or employment
support workers; and targeted internships in the public sector.
Having connections: an individual or a particular experience that linked them to
prospective employers, emerges as important for many interviewees in securing
employment, in particular their first job opportunity. Key connections were:

•
•
•
•

family members and friends already in the employment in question,
educators and staff in local Traveller community organisations who
championed interviewees to prospective employers,
connections made with prospective employers through college work
placement or internships, and
links made during and after higher level education.

Interviewees evidence the reality that for many Travellers, given their experiences
of discrimination in seeking employment, having connections to get that first
foothold on the employment ladder was very important. This was less so for
interviewees with a third-level education.
Traveller organisations and other community groups, as well as local development
companies were recorded as enabling access to job opportunities. This tended
to be through employees whose role was to link local Travellers to education,
training, and employment opportunities. This person often served as the key
connector who could vouch for the candidate and open doors that might otherwise have been closed. One interviewee noted how the Traveller employment
worker in the local development company was a key connector “she wouldn’t
just tell me about jobs that were coming up, she would encourage me and give
me the gentle push that I would have needed, to go for it”.
Traveller groups were noted as sources of role models, and as providing access
to new skills and encouragement, and, in some instances, playing a further role
in creating employment in social economy enterprises.
Two interviewees noted that the entry point for them into paid employment was
through securing jobs with mainstream organisations that provided Traveller
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specific services. In both cases, their life experience as Travellers alongside their
qualifications for the job gave them an added advantage in such employment.

3.3.2 Barriers to entry into employment
Connections were named as a key enabler to getting into employment, however,
interviewees noted that Travellers tend to have far fewer prospective employment
connections at their disposal than non-Travellers.

One interviewee noted
his career path was
wholly based on
the expectation of
discrimination: opting
to train for work in
the public rather than
the private sector, in
the expectation that
public sector organisations might be less
likely to discriminate
against him.

…“there’s nothing
worse than being
rejected, not because
of what’s on your CV,
but because of who
you are”.

A number of interviewees noted barriers of discrimination at this point of entry,
whether in action or in expectation. Some interviewees had experienced this
discrimination in applying for jobs, or had taken steps to hide their identity in
expectation of discrimination, or had made choices as to where to apply for
a job based on such expectations. One interviewee noted that his career path
was wholly based on the expectation of discrimination: opting to train for work
in the public rather than private sector, in the expectation that public sector
organisations might be less likely to discriminate against him.
Most interviewees had personal experience and/or anecdotal evidence, from
family and friends, of discrimination in seeking employment. The factor of
discouragement, in a context where discrimination is the expected response,
was repeatedly highlighted. As one interviewee notes: “there’s nothing worse
than being rejected, not because of what’s on your CV, but because of who you
are”. Pre-emptive action, to avoid discrimination in seeking work, was noted
by one interviewee who used a family member’s address on her CV, as her own
address linked her to local Traveller accommodation.
The lack of employment connections, alongside Travellers experiences of
discrimination in seeking work, can have a particularly detrimental effect for
young Travellers. One interviewee noted how this was a significant barrier for
Traveller students where entry to, or progression in some third-level courses
requires the student to secure a work placement. This interviewee noted that
their work brought them into contact with Traveller students who could not get
work placements because of their Traveller identity, some of whom left formal
education as a result.
Limited education was cited as a key barrier to gaining employment, by
Interviewees with no formal education or who left school after completing their
Junior Certificate. Most interviewees linked this to the issue of discrimination,
noting that many young Travellers see little gain in staying in secondary school,
or going to college, given the prospect of being discriminated against when
attempting to seek employment.
This disillusionment can, in the experience of some interviewees, create further
barriers with a ‘slagging’, from Traveller peers, of those who would seek to stay
in education or move into mainstream employment in such a negative context.
Some interviewees spoke of: a lack of support from family for their choices; a
lack of understanding from friends; and no longer having much in common with
their Traveller peers, described by one interviewee as akin to “being an alien in
your own community”.
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One specific barrier cited relates to the difficulty of retaining secondary benefits,
in particular the medical card, in accessing low paid jobs. This keeps some
Traveller employees on a part-time regime that has precluded career progression.

3.4

Getting Work Ready

Interviewees cited a number of processes that enabled them to get to a point
where they had the confidence and skills to go for employment opportunities.
Local Traveller organisations and other community organisations were identified
as important in providing opportunities for personal and skills development.
One interviewee noted how they would not have had the confidence to put themselves forward for a job were it not for developing their skills and confidence
on a community employment scheme with a Traveller organisation. Another
interviewee noted that one of his first jobs, with a local community development
project, was central to enabling him to develop his skills and experience so that
he could go on to study for his “dream job”.
Social economy enterprises established by Traveller groups have served not
only as places of employment for Travellers, but as launching pads for further
employment opportunities based on the skills developed. Traveller groups have
been important as sources of information for Travellers about further education
and training, and work experience opportunities.
Youth clubs were identified as offering valuable supports for young Travellers
to stay in school and to broaden their perspectives: one interviewee noted how
his involvement in a youth club led to national and international volunteering
opportunities that strengthened his CV when applying for a third-level course.
Three interviewees (all women) cited Traveller training centres as having been
important routes to return to education. Two of these women did their Leaving
Certificate Applied, and the third completed her Junior Certificate and trained in
childcare, through their local Traveller training centres. The centres were noted,
by all three interviewees, as being particularly welcoming spaces for Travellers
and an important means of meeting other Traveller women and building a
supportive network. For one woman it was the start of her journey towards
celebrating her identity as a Traveller “this was the start of me I suppose, being
who I am, I didn’t have to hide (my Traveller identity) anymore”. All three women
noted that access to education, through the Traveller training centres, was
enabled due the availability of a training allowance while attending the centre.
Local community centres providing further education and training courses, and
education and training board provision were also cited as offering important
pathways for interviewees to continue their education. Five interviewees (two of
whom had left school on completing their Junior Certificate and three of whom
had left school after completing primary level) continued their education in this
way. Two of these interviewees went on to complete third level degree courses,
and a third is about to commence a degree course.
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One interviewee cited the third level Access Programme as being hugely important
in supporting him to access his preferred third level course: he noted that a
local Traveller organisation had linked him with the access officer in the university.
Another interviewee noted that Traveller students in, and applicants to third level,
who did not feel empowered to openly identify as Travellers were consequently
missing out by not being able to avail of the supports offered through the
Access Programme.
Traveller-specific internships in the public sector were identified by two
interviewees as centrally important in gearing them up for employment. These
internships were viewed positively as getting a “trial run”, an opportunity to build
skills, and a chance to make valuable contacts. Local Traveller organisations
were important in linking these interviewees to apply for the internships.

3.5

Significant issues
and barriers were
evidenced by the
majority of
interviewees in relation
to their experience
in formal education
settings. Only two
interviewees reported
that their experience
in school was positive,
noting no adverse
individual or systemic
treatment on the basis
of their ethnic identity.

…“If I’d had a better
experience (in school)
I could have been
qualified (for this job)
years ago”.

Education

There was significant educational disadvantage evidenced by the majority of
interviewees. On reaching the age at which the majority of children complete
second-level education: one interviewee had not attended formal education; six
had completed primary level; five had completed their Junior Certificate; and
three had completed their Leaving Certificate. The three interviewees who had
completed their Leaving Certificate all progressed to third-level on obtaining
their Leaving Certificate. The majority of the twelve interviewees who had left
school early returned to formal education at some point and at the time the
interviews were conducted: five had completed third-level courses (and one
was about to embark on a post-graduate course); one had completed a QQI level
5 course; two had completed their Leaving Certificate; and one had completed
accredited training related to their current employment.
Significant issues and barriers were evidenced by the majority of interviewees in
relation to their experience in formal education settings. Only two interviewees
reported that their experience in school was positive, noting no adverse individual
or systemic treatment on the basis of their ethnic identity.
A number identified how negative experiences in the formal education system
had resulted in, at best, delaying their ambitions or, for some interviewees,
thwarting their ambitions. One interviewee who left school before her Junior
Certificate exams, because of racist bullying, noted how her childhood dream of
becoming a lawyer was likely no longer attainable. Another interviewee who left
school after completing the Junior Certificate, was now, aged 31, embarking on a
third-level course for the job he had always wanted to do, noting that “If I’d had
a better experience (in school) I could have been qualified (for this job) years ago”.
Primary school, for six interviewees, was described in positive terms in regard
to interactions with teachers and peers. One interviewee spoke of a teacher
who had played an important role in understanding and responding to issues of
bullying. For other interviewees, attendance at primary school marked their first
experience of racism: one interviewee noted that one of her teachers “did not
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want a Traveller in her class and would often make me stand at the back facing
the wall”. A second interviewee described her experience in a Traveller-only
primary school where the children had to take a bath every week: “our skin was
scrubbed raw with a scrubbing brush”.
At the systemic level a key issue noted, by nine interviewees, was their
experiences of systemic segregation. This included Traveller-only schools, and
mixed schools where Traveller children were withdrawn for periods of the
school day to a Traveller-only classroom, or where Travellers were told to sit
together at the back of the class. Interviewees noted that there was no apparent
constructive educational purpose to this segregation: “it was only when I was
older that I saw it for what it was, and I don’t remember getting any extra
supports in that class, we only did drawing, and a bit of reading”; and “there
were five year-olds up to eleven year-olds being taught together in the same
(Traveller only) class. So, they made no attempt to give us an education”.
A number of interviewees noted that their parents were not informed that they
were being segregated within the mainstream setting, and that the practice
ceased for them when their parents complained to the schools in question. One
interviewee however, described how even though her parents successfully fought
to get her removed from a Traveller-only school and placed in the mainstream
school, she was still regularly taken out of class to attend a Traveller-only class.
Interviewees noted how individual teachers could and did decide to be proactive
in ensuring that Traveller children with potential got a good education. This sort
of intervention was, however, the exception and a number of interviewees noted
that in general teachers tended to have low expectations of Traveller pupils: an
issue that was particularly apparent in the segregated settings.
Eight interviewees attended secondary school as children. Of these, six
interviewees described having very negative experiences, primarily in regard to
interactions with settled peers. Significant incidents of racist bullying, by peers,
were recounted alongside a failure by the schools to intervene effectively. One
interviewee highlighted an isolation at school for lack of friends. Another
interviewee hid her Traveller ethnicity in order to avoid bullying. This, she notes,
resulted in her having to cut herself off from Traveller-specific education supports
she had while in primary school: “I stopped attending the homework club in
(the local Traveller group). That all stopped”. This interviewee noted that having
to hide your ethnicity meant inhabiting a sort of ‘no man’s land’: “Traveller kids
aren’t going to accept you when you won’t admit what you are, and settled kids
don’t want to be your friend because they know what you are”.
At post-primary level, some teachers emerge as important role models, while
others were criticised for holding low expectations of Traveller pupils: one
interviewee recounted the Principal of his secondary school, when handing him
his Junior Certificate results, saying “here’s your Junior Cert results, this will
give us a laugh”. A second interviewee noted that teachers “had far lower
expectations of Travellers and didn’t expect us to go beyond Junior Certificate.
They were shocked when I returned to fourth year”.
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A failure by schools to engage positively with Traveller culture was noted by some
interviewees. The offer of paid work or an allowance as part of a Youthreach or
further education and training course was also identified as attracting young
Travellers out of formal education.
Parents were identified as important education advocates by a number of
interviewees. This took a number of forms including: instilling the importance
of education and learning; dissuading interviewees from leaving school; and
directly advocating with schools to ensure proper treatment at school, including
an end to situations of segregation. Two interviewees noted that their parents
fought to secure their move from segregated to mainstream schools, in one
instance this involved mounting legal action against the local primary school.
Third-level Access Programmes were identified as an important enabler for
progressing Travellers into and through third-level. The holistic nature of these
were praised in: offering support and information; connecting Traveller students
to potential employers; and flagging opportunities to apply for grants and other
financial supports. One interviewee who had benefited from an Access Programme,
noted that the absence of financial supports is a significant barrier for Travellers
in progressing to third-level.

3.6

Traveller Women

Nine Traveller women were interviewed for the research. Interviewees were clear
about the particular challenges faced by Traveller women in getting work ready,
and in securing, retaining, and progressing in employment.

Similar to the situation
and experience of
women generally,
Traveller women
also identify caring
responsibilities and
gendered norms and
expectations as
additional barriers
to accessing and
progressing in
employment.

Similar to the situation and experience of women generally, Traveller women
also identify caring responsibilities and gendered norms and expectations as
additional barriers to accessing and progressing in employment. Of the nine
women interviewed, four noted that they had left previous employment due to
childcare responsibilities, and one of these interviewees also left school early
to care for family following the death of her mother.
One interviewee, who is a lone parent, identified the lack of affordable childcare
as the single biggest obstacle to her engaging in and retaining employment. This
interviewee also noted how she had to abandon a third-level course due to the
difficulties of juggling her part-time job, childcare, and studying. The importance
of subsidised childcare hours through the National Childcare Scheme was noted
as being of particular importance for women parenting alone who wanted to
return to education or to access a work placement scheme.
Interviewees identified the importance of jobs and employers that allowed
flexibility in regard to family and caring responsibilities: one woman had
previously worked in market trading and was able to bring her children with her
if required; and two women noted the importance of supportive line managers,
affording flexibility in hours and leave, in order to facilitate their childcare needs.
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A further key barrier to employment, cited by many Traveller women, is the
potential loss of secondary benefits, in particular the medical card, on taking
up employment. One interviewee described the bind for some Travellers offered
employment and then having to weigh up the risks in terms of accepting the job,
thereby forfeiting secondary benefits. For Travellers in this situation their lived
experience of racism and discrimination leaves them less confident that they
will retain the job and/or get another job. In such a scenario, they note, the
bureaucracy involved in reapplying for secondary benefits can prove a significant
deterrent to taking the risk to accept employment.
Some interviewees recorded how patriarchal norms, similar to those in the wider
settled community, can militate against the independence of Traveller women
and limit their choices in relation to education and employment. One interviewee
cited an example that highlights the intersection of gender stereotyping and
racism: “I remember in secondary school, every day one of us Traveller girls, not
the Traveller lads or the settled students, would be asked to leave class to help
the women making the school dinners”.
Female interviewees who had returned to further education and training noted
the importance of training courses that had flexible starting and finishing times
and flexibility in how assignments were completed, in making it easier to juggle
education with family responsibilities. This sort of flexibility allowed women to
complete training and education courses.
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3.7

Motivation

While not presenting themselves as such, many interviewees convincingly
evidenced a strong sense of being pioneers. They were breaking new ground
in their participation in mainstream employment and championing new
perspectives of their community and within their community, a community
that is significantly distanced from mainstream employment.
Breaking new ground can be challenging and interviewees demonstrated a strength
of determination in meeting and going beyond these challenges. One interviewee
noted that “to work in these places (organisations where predominantly settled
people are employed) when you are from a different place, it is hard”. Another
interviewee identified “the burden of being the first” and saw it as “a lonely
place”. Mutual support was, therefore, seen as valuable.
Self-motivation emerged strongly in the majority of interviewees. For some, their
lived experience of discrimination, racism, and social exclusion shaped this
self-motivation and drive, in that they developed a singular and dogged approach
to achieving in education and employment, and, in some instances, put them
on the pathway to employment in sectors where they could have a positive
influence in the lives of young Travellers and young people from disadvantaged
communities.
The opportunity to get something better, to have an income, to secure a quality
of life, and, for women notably, to achieve financial and personal independence,
were all noted as important motivators. Some interviewees identified how they
were following their passion through their work.
The key drivers that emerge in shaping the ambition of interviewees are: parental
influence; their own children; and individual role models and champions.

One woman noted that
her father was also a
big influence in
encouraging her to
challenge gender
stereotypes by actively
encouraging his
daughters to learn
skills, normally seen
as the preserve of men,
such as teaching them
how to fix a car engine.

Parental influence, in particular: instilling a love of learning and the importance
of a good education; instilling a strong work ethic; and instilling self-belief and
self-worth, was cited as a key driver to achieve, by a number of interviewees.
One interviewee noted how her parents “always told us we were as good as, if
not better than anyone else”. Another interviewee recalled how his father used
to say “if you want money, work for it, and you’ll go places”. A third said “they
always pushed us to be something and be independent”. One woman noted
that her father was also a big influence in encouraging her to challenge gender
stereotypes by actively encouraging his daughters to learn skills, normally seen
as the preserve of men, such as teaching them how to fix a car engine.
A number of interviewees referenced their children as key drivers in shaping
their own ambition: “I want my children to have better experiences, as Travellers,
than I did”; “I want them to be proud of who they are”; “they see me progress
(in education) and one of them said “I want to be like you””; and “they wouldn’t
want to be looking at their father on the dole”.
Individual role models and champions also emerged as key in shaping the
ambition of interviewees. One interviewee described being greatly influenced
by a local Traveller leader: “she was a role model for me. She kept climbing the
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ladder and now she has a degree”. Another noted the importance of being
championed by an educator: “she went above and beyond for me”. A third
interviewee noted the importance of mentoring from a business woman: “she
opened my eyes in terms of how the world of business works”. One interviewee
noted the importance of Travellers seeing other Travellers in key positions
where they could be important role models and influencers in the lives of
Travellers, such as youthwork, social work, and education: “seeing only settled
people in these roles can be off-putting for Travellers”.

3.8

Looking Forward

Interviewees were asked what they would recommend, to employers and
government, in regard to improving the situation and experience of Travellers
in accessing and progressing in employment. In response to this question, a
recurring phrase across interviews was that Travellers “need to be given a
chance” by employers, one interviewee noting “just because there’s a gap in their
education, doesn’t mean there’s is a gap in their ability”. A number of interviewees
referenced instances where an individual employer by giving them the chance
to prove themselves had been instrumental in setting them on the pathway to
continued employment.
The majority of interviewees noted that wider societal change is needed, in
particular addressing systemic racism and discrimination, in order to address
employment inequality for Travellers. The role of the media in perpetuating
negative stereotypes of Travellers and fuelling racism in the general public was
given specific mention by a number of interviewees. The impact of this negative
media coverage on Travellers in employment was observed by one interviewee:
“when there is something negative in the media about Travellers it can be a time
of anxiety for Traveller employees as the staff will be talking negatively about
our community”.
The need to challenge stereotypes, in particular, the stereotype that Travellers
“don’t want to work” was raised by a number of interviewees. It was noted that
such stereotypes result in potential employers having very low expectations
of Travellers as employees. A number of interviewees noted that Traveller
employees, feeling the burden of, and wanting to challenge such stereotypes,
will often go above and beyond what is expected of them in their employment.
One suggestion mooted, to challenge negative stereotypes about Travellers and
employment, was a campaign to spotlight Travellers in employment.
Traveller role models were viewed as important by a number of interviewees, and
that these needed to be promoted. One interviewee also noted the importance
of mutual peer support and outlined plans to develop a Traveller graduate
network. This would assist people in providing links and in offering mutual
support and would provide a forum to discuss shared issues.
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3.8.1 Employers
Interviewees noted the need for employers to proactively consider the challenges
and barriers that Travellers face in accessing employment and in having a positive
experience in the workplace. Specifically, interviewees noted that employers
need to:

•

consider that Travellers may hide their identity in the workplace and,
therefore, build positive workplace cultures to enable employees to feel
confident in being open about their ethnic identity and/or in taking action
if they experience racism or harassment;

•

provide induction training and anti-racism staff training that focuses on
Travellers as a distinct ethnic group. A small number of interviewees who
had experience of working in multi-national companies based in Ireland
noted that while these employers were often exemplary in their attention
to anti-racism, they often had no knowledge or understanding about the
Irish Traveller community and the racism this community faces;

•

develop, communicate and robustly implement equality policies,
including family-friendly employment policies that recognise the
significance of the family for the Traveller community, and the need to
allow flexibility in working arrangements to accommodate this cultural
diversity;

•

ensure “checks and balances” in employment processes and practice to
guard against people in decision-making roles acting as “gate-keepers”
in preventing Travellers from being employed by, or progressed in an
organisation;

•

introduce positive action measures, targeting Travellers, in recruitment
and progression; and

•

take active measures for Traveller employees to shadow colleagues in
leadership roles as a way to build their skills and confidence.

At a broader sectoral level, interviewees had a number of suggestions:

•

links need to be developed between employers in different sectors
alongside Traveller organisations, to champion employment of Travellers;

•

the private sector needs to be included in inter-agency committees
considering Traveller issues, such as local Traveller Interagency Groups;
and

•

Internships and work experience in the public and private sectors need
to be expanded, supported, and targeted at Travellers, including those
in education.
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3.8.2 Government
Interviewees had a number of recommendations for government in regard to
developing and improving employment pathways for Travellers:
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•

targeting apprenticeships at the Traveller community. Apprenticeships
were noted as important potential entry points, for Travellers, into
mainstream employment, particularly as they allow the apprentice to
earn as they learn;

•

Traveller-led social economy enterprises could be more broadly
established and better supported;

•

more training supports should be made available to Travellers, in particular
Traveller women, given the closure of the Traveller training centres;

•

implementation of employment equality legislation needs to be
strengthened with better support and protection for those making
complaints;

•

progression for Travellers in peer-led employment settings could be
enabled;

•

educational establishments and educators need to be more inclusive
with a stronger focus on Traveller culture and identity; and

•

funding and scholarships need to be targeted at Travellers to enable
return to education, particularly where they are supporting a family.

Mincéir Misl’er a Tom Tober
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SECTION 4

Traveller employment:
stakeholder perspectives
4.1

Employers

Seven employers were interviewed: two from the private sector; three from the
public sector (two operating at regional level and one at national level); and
two from the social economy sector. The interviews encompassed employers in
facilities management, financial sector, education, local authority, recycling, and
craftwork.
All interviewees were employed in senior positions in human resources, with
the exception of one social economy sector employer, who is the manager of the
organisation. Six of the seven organisations interviewed currently had Traveller
employees (one of which, a social economy employer, only employed Travellers).

4.1.1

Equality Infrastructure

The presence of a formal workplace equality infrastructure was reported by
three interviewees; such an infrastructure was more likely within the larger
organisations. This is viewed as important for a substantive, planned and
systematic approach to equality and inclusion in employment and the workplace. These examples included:

1

A private sector organisation with an Inclusion and Diversity Forum
involving senior executives in key roles from across the organisation;
staff networks, sponsored by senior staff members, including a
multi-cultural network to create a safe space for colleagues and to inform
inclusion and diversity work; an Inclusion and Diversity staff team;
alongside a range of equality-related policies.

2

A public sector organisation with equality policies in place, an equality
focused working group, and a senior staff member working on equality
issues.

3

A public sector organisation with a dignity at work policy; senior staff
with responsibility for equality included in their job description; an
internal equality action group; and equality training for staff.

It was noted, by one public sector interviewee, that this equality infrastructure
required sustained leadership and investment, in particular due to the demands
of people’s workloads.
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One private sector interviewee identified a more reactive approach to diversity,
in that, as barriers emerge and are identified, they are addressed. Openness to
diversity is seen, by this interviewee, as the bedrock from which diversity within
the workforce is and has been achieved.

4.1.2 Recruitment
Outside of the social economy sector, the interviewees did not record staff
ethnic identity, and, in most cases, the presence of Traveller employees was
known to managers on the basis of positive personal relationships developed
with individual staff in the course of their work. One private sector interviewee
reported plans to introduce an equality data system, in relation to their employees,
emphasising the importance of this for work on diversity.
Outside of the social economy sector, only one employer, in the public sector,
reported targeted action to recruit Travellers. This was by way of public sector
internships specifically targeting Travellers, a programme that was subsequently
terminated. While the organisation was disposed to continue employment for
the interns this did not prove to be possible. The interviewee raised the point
that, having proven themselves on internships, there should be employment
places made available on foot of a straightforward interview, rather than having
to undergo the civil service exam. In this regard, it was noted that one Traveller
intern did the civil service competition but narrowly failed the verbal test.
There was some reluctance evident to consider positive action measures, or to
target Traveller recruitment specifically, in terms of not wanting to single out one
particular group and for fear of perceived discrimination against others, despite
the provision made for such action in the Employment Equality Acts 1998–2015.
One public sector interviewee referenced the use of an ‘equal opportunities
employer’ label in their job advertisements and of taking steps to make reasonable accommodation for interviewees with specific needs. This organisation had
a practice of informing local civil society organisations of pending recruitment
competitions to get candidates from minority groups to apply. This interviewee
felt they could do more in this regard.
The two private sector interviewees and one public sector interviewee identified
a value in making links with a civil society organisation to connect with potential
Traveller candidates and enable their recruitment. It was noted that this approach
could be used with Traveller organisations. These interviewees noted a value in
gaining a better understanding of the barriers Travellers experience in accessing
and progressing in employment in order to better respond to these issues as an
employer. One of these interviewees noted a value in creating spaces with civil
society organisations for open discussion about such barriers.
The current 3 percent target for public sector employment of people with
disabilities, and the value in extending such a target for the employment of
minority ethnic groups, including Travellers, was explored with the public sector
interviewees. This was identified as a potentially useful strategy to pursue,
however, it was suggested that there is a need to review this strategy for the
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employment of people with disabilities, as there was a concern that this has
possibly become a box-ticking exercise for some bodies, rather than an important
lever for positive action.
Two of the three public sector interviewees identified that they provided work
experience to Travellers who required this for educational programmes they
were pursuing, including for Transition Year. While there was no policy on this,
it was seen as enabling Traveller educational attainment as well as offering a
route into future employment.
The social economy sector interviewees identified Traveller employment as a
key specific purpose. The route into employment, in one instance, was on foot of
interview after referral by the Traveller organisation linked to the establishment
of the enterprise in question.

4.1.3 Workplace Culture
Interviewees noted the importance of building a positive organisational culture.
It was identified that the creation of this culture was largely pursued through
management and leadership within the organisation, however, in some instances, with no specific systems identified to drive and sustain this culture. One
private sector interviewee identified the centrality of cultural transformation
for the organisation and the importance of including a focus on diversity within
this. This has led to a significant focus on awareness and education in creating a
culture that is open to diversity and capable of realising the potential in diversity.
Openness, transparency, and respect were noted as key values driving
organisational culture, by one private sector interviewee. A social economy
sector interviewee noted teamwork and joint ownership of goals pursued as key
elements of organisational culture. Teamwork was also noted as an important
element by the second social economy sector interviewee.
One public sector interviewee implemented a staff programme of diversity
training to ensure Travellers coming in as interns experienced a positive work
environment. A private sector interviewee provides web-based training, including
unconscious bias training as part of management training, and is planning to
make an equality module mandatory.
Workplace flexibility was referenced as an important element in organisational
culture and practice, by one public sector interviewee, in particular for Traveller
women employees. Family-friendly policies and practice, to enable employees
to care for family or attend funerals was emphasised by one social economy
sector employer.
One public sector interviewee and one private sector interviewee noted the
importance of a supportive culture. This was identified in terms of meeting
employee needs, and in the provision of support in dealing with personal and
health matters that arise.
One private sector interviewee noted that particular attention was placed on the
recruitment of managers and assessing their likely fit with the culture of the
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organisation. This was identified as being very important in guarding the positive
organisational culture: management being key to creating and modelling a positive
environment for teamwork.
The importance of dealing appropriately and effectively with staff complaints
or workplace issues was emphasised by the two private sector interviewees,
including through formal complaints systems. In one case, the approach
described involved: formal complaint mechanisms; managers addressing
inappropriate behaviours immediately and not shying away from re-establishing
appropriate behaviours; providing the appropriate management training and
support; and holding managers to account for poor standards. One interviewee
reported a ‘Speak Up’ policy in place in relation to such issues.

4.1.4 Workplace Progression
One private sector interviewee and one social economy sector interviewee
emphasised and made provision for staff development and progression. This
included providing funding and support to employees to undertake training and
develop their skills, including accredited training, and, in the case of the social
economy interviewee, providing funding for Traveller employees to undertake
further education in different areas, not solely linked to the remit of the social
enterprise.
One private sector interviewee noted a value in mentoring, in particular by
senior staff. This enables the staff member to navigate the employment setting
effectively and provides the senior staff member with insights into workplace
barriers and how best to realise the potential in diversity.

4.1.5 Barriers
One public sector interviewee highlighted potential barriers in the design of
employment tests, specifically the verbal test for employment competitions
for the civil service and public sector. There is concern that this test presents
particular barriers to Travellers and could be designed in a more open manner.
One public sector interviewee noted that Traveller employees and their
dependents face particular issues due to their unequal health status. In this
regard, it was noted that employment policies and procedures for managing leave,
including sick leave, might not adequately reflect particular needs in this area.
Another public sector interviewee noted the current COVID-19 context and the
difficulty for some employees, including Travellers, where their living situation
was not conducive to working from home.
One private sector interviewee noted that requirements, in some employment
settings, for prospective employees to produce documentation, such as
references, bank statements, and utility bills, posed a problem for some
employees, including Travellers, who might not have such documentation.
Another private sector interviewee noted steps taken to remove a third-level
education requirement in general entry-level recruitment.
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4.1.6 Social Economy Sector
Different ambitions were evident in the social economy sector interviews. One
interviewee emphasised the importance, first and foremost, of being a thriving
and expanding business, and additionally, being a business with additional
impact, including: providing a first step on the employment ladder for Travellers
and subsequently their progression into other employment opportunities;
challenging negative stereotypes about the Traveller community through new
interactions with the settled community; and having social impact alongside
the economic impact.
The second interviewee identified the objective as being as much about the
space offered to Travellers as the employment provided for Travellers. This
enterprise was viewed as a “community”, that: provides employees a space to
interact with each other and with the settled community, as co-workers and
customers; and is good for employee wellbeing and mental health. This interviewee
identified limited turnover of employees, with staff tending to remain with the
enterprise. Progression for employees within this enterprise was identified by
the interviewee as limited, due to there being a limited number of posts.
Both social economy interviewees identified the importance of available state
or philanthropic funding for social enterprises, as they build their trading income,
and also to underpin their social impact.
One social economy interviewee identified concerns in relation to anti-Traveller
discrimination and prejudice and noted that the organisation initially had
difficulty securing premises due to discrimination.

4.1.7 Looking Forward
Interviewees pointed to a variety of initiatives that could improve the situation
and experience of Travellers in accessing and progressing in employment:
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•

the need for employment connections and referrals. There is a role
for Traveller organisations as trusted intermediaries linking Travellers
seeking employment with prospective employers, and for dedicated job
coaches or employment service workers who can link employers with
Traveller candidates and support Traveller candidates in getting job
ready. Employer links with Traveller organisations would assist in this;

•

the importance of government making Traveller employment an issue
and in leading by example, as the biggest employer in the state, by
employing more Travellers in the public sector;

•

develop and provide internships and work placements for Travellers
in the civil service, public sector and private sector, with potential
for progression maximised;

•

develop a work experience programme in the civil and public service
specifically targeting Travellers in Transition Year;

•

the need for an ambitious, and innovative Traveller employment strategy;

Both social economy
interviewees identified the importance of
available state
or philanthropic funding for social enterprises, as they build
their trading income,
and also to underpin
their social impact.
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•

a role for IBEC in raising awareness, among private sector employers,
of the barriers faced by Travellers, and creating spaces for employer
peer learning on employment equality issues;

•

the need for greater employer awareness of the need for family friendly
policies and flexibility for Traveller employees attending funerals and
caring for family members;

•

the need for anti-racism training and awareness for staff and awareness
training on cultural diversity and the particular challenges faced by
Traveller employees; and

•

the need for adequate funding for social economy enterprise, something
that might encourage more Travellers and Traveller organisations to
become involved in establishing such enterprises.

4.2

Policy and Social Partner Stakeholders

Five policy social partner stakeholders were interviewed: three senior civil
servants with responsibilities in the relevant areas of equality, Traveller
employment, and social enterprise; a trade union; and an employer association.

4.2.1 Current policy and policy directions
The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS) has become the sole
focus for addressing Traveller employment strategies. The NTRIS employment
and enterprise subcommittee has struggled to establish a focus and to secure
priority for its work. It was acknowledged that, regarding the implementation
of NTRIS, education had been the priority to-date, with significant pilot projects
implemented in that field. There is an opportunity, indicated by policy stakeholder
interviewees, for employment to gain some priority focus in the coming year.
Previously the employment and enterprise subcommittee had prepared a ten point
plan, with each of the ten aims identifying a link to a number of NTRIS actions.
It was noted that high-level labour market policies and programmes, in key
domains relating to employment, are not addressing the specific situation and
experience of the Traveller community, and consequently, a reliance is noted on
funded initiatives through NTRIS to secure progress in this field of employment.
This was identified as problematic in limiting the policy and strategic national
strategy engagement with and outcomes for Traveller employment, and in
allowing key government departments and their respective agencies to
effectively eschew their responsibilities in this regard.
An identified example of this issue, is the Department of Justice and Equality (now
the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration, and Youth) inheriting
an employment scheme for Travellers, from the Department of Employment Affairs
and Social Protection. This Special Initiatives for Travellers (SIT) funds six posts
regionally, to support job-ready Travellers to access employment and supports for
enterprise development.36 These posts, however, have not formed as a coherent
36 A response to a PQ, by Minister David Staunton, in December 2019, indicates that the SIT posts
are mainly based in the disability EmployAbility services, and are located in: Cork, Clare, Kerry,
Meath, Donegal, and Galway. The provisional allocation to this fund for 2020, was €434,000.
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unit under the Department of Justice and Equality. The additional funding has not
been available to get Traveller organisations to take the lead on these posts.
The policy response to Traveller employment was contrasted to the more holistic
policy approach to employment of people with disabilities, based on the
Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities 2015–2024. The
need for Traveller organisations to take up issues of employment was also noted.
Social enterprise was cited as a potentially significant, but largely untapped,
source of employment and employment progression pathway for Travellers, once
initial barriers are overcome. The potential of social enterprise is deemed to be
significant in that it has shown resilience in crisis, both in regard to the current
COVID-19 context, and in the previous economic crisis.
The National Social Enterprise Policy 2019–2022 includes a number of strands
of action that could benefit Travellers. As yet it does not target the emergence
of entrepreneurs from disadvantaged groups, but the potential is there. The
Department of Rural and Community Development is reviewing the policy in 2021
to establish next steps for this policy. There is merit seen in targeting tailored
supports for specific groups with specific needs like Travellers. In addition,
there is an awareness-raising strand in the Policy that could focus on mobilising
Traveller groups to explore the development of social enterprises.
The Bounce Back and First Class Insulation enterprises, established by the
Galway Traveller Movement, were cited as exemplars in that they demonstrated
a strong business focus and were Traveller-led. The importance of the business
orientation was stressed as being important to lever business supports, such as
through the Local Enterprise Offices, which are much greater in scale and scope
than community supports.
There is a need for champions across organisations providing business supports.
The public sector equality and human rights duty is seen as having a contribution
to make in this area. The Department of Rural and Community Development
is working closely with Local Enterprise Offices and the duty could be drawn
into this work. More generally, the public sector equality and human rights duty
was cited as an important but largely underutilised lever to address the lack
of employment of marginalised groups, like Travellers, in the public sector. The
procurement function of public bodies and government departments was also
noted as an area where duty could leverage action on Traveller employment
through contracts and service level agreements.

4.2.2 Current strategy and strategy directions
The Diversity Forum in IBEC, with a membership of 260 medium and large private
sector companies, was noted as offering potential in addressing Traveller
employment. It had, just before onset of the pandemic, engaged with a local
Traveller organisation and members were exploring actions that could be taken
with the organisation on Traveller employment. This could serve as a model for
future such initiatives, once reinitiated post-pandemic. It could serve the
emergence of employer champions for Traveller employment.
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Trade unions are identified as important champions for workplace equality.
Forsa’s equality committee organised events for members covering the various
groups experiencing inequality. An event focusing on Travellers was organised in
2019, with the involvement of a local Traveller organisation. The event followed
on from an employment equality case in the area supported by the trade union.
A link with a Traveller organisation has also supported internal training on
Traveller issues for the equality committee. The trade union does not use an
ethnic identifier in tracking diversity among its membership.
Both the employer association and the trade union interviewees noted a need
to build awareness, among employers and trade union members, of the employment barriers and labour market challenges facing Travellers. It was noted that
Travellers are often not on the radar of employers given the range of competing
demands. It was noted that across the membership of trade unions, there is
likely a greater understanding of the employment equality issues for some
groups, such as women and people with disabilities, than in regard to Travellers.
The absence of private sector employers in fora relevant to advancing Traveller
employment, was cited as a gap in regard to some of the policy and strategies
being pursued. The NTRIS employment and enterprise subcommittee has only
recently engaged employer participation. Trade unions had been invited and
accepted to participate on the subcommittee, in 2019.
Both the employer association and trade union interviewees noted a gap between
the presence of employment equality, including dignity at work, policy, and its
implementation, as an ongoing challenge. Lack of communication was identified
as a problem alongside failures to act on foot of an incident.
The employer association get almost no queries from employers in relation to the
Traveller ground, which is very different to all other grounds. There have been
few Traveller employment cases before the Workplace Relations Commission,
only about six in recent years and only two of these were successful, including
one involving harassment.

A role for the NTRIS
was pointed to in
providing resources
and guidance for the
development and
standardisation of
internships and
positive action
employment measures in the public
sector. The need for
NTRIS to set targets
and outcomes in this
regard was noted.

The value in targeted internship and work placement programmes in the public
sector was noted. The Department of Justice has initiated an internship and the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform still has an initiative in place. The
need to build on this was emphasised. A role for the NTRIS was pointed to in
providing resources and guidance for the development and standardisation of
internships and positive action employment measures in the public sector. The
need for NTRIS to set targets and outcomes in this regard was noted.
The issue of no guaranteed job after an internship was noted, as well as having
to undertake the civil service competition: the Department of Justice is looking at
mentoring for this competition. Tusla The Child and Family Agency is also sponsoring
people for training as social workers and social care workers (as part of an agreed
action under the NTRIS) with jobs guaranteed at the end of this if successful.
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SECTION 5

Traveller employment:
exemplars of interest
In seeking to build and improve employment pathways for Travellers, there are
exemplars that could be drawn on, from:
• previous and current employment initiatives targeting the Traveller
community;
• employment initiatives, in an Irish context, targeting other minority
groups that are distanced from employment; and
• employment initiatives from other jurisdictions, targeting minority
ethnic groups.

National Exemplars

5.1

5.1.1 Previous and current employment initiatives targeting
the Traveller community
In the early 2000s, there were a number of public sector employment initiatives
targeting Travellers, that point to the importance of positive action in promoting
employment equality. A sample of these initiatives was documented by the
Equality Authority,37 and include:

•

Two targeted training and employment initiatives in South Dublin County
Council (SDCC). The initiatives were supported through a partnership
approach with: local Traveller organisations; FAS; vocational education
providers:

•

Initiative one, in SDCC General Duties Programme Area, targeted young
Traveller men. Supports included: adapting an interview process for the
initiative to meet the needs of the candidates; provision of accredited
training; mentoring by senior staff; and on-site work experience.
Key outcomes: participants completed accredited training in a number
of skills areas; and eight Travellers secured full-time employment in
the General Duties Programme Area.

•

Initiative two, in SDCC clerical/administrative areas, targeted
employment ready Travellers. Supports included: provision of in-work
training; mentoring by senior staff; and on-site work experience.
Key outcomes were: development of new transferrable skills;
three Travellers secured employment in administrative roles and the
Customer Care Centre of SDCC.

37 Peelo, D., O’Connor A., and O’Toole G. (2008) Positive Action for Traveller Employment. The
Equality Authority, Dublin.
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Key learning identified from the SDCC initiatives:
• adapting the recruitment and interview process, to increase
accessibility, was important in encouraging young Travellers to apply;
• the provision of on-going mentoring to participants and the
establishment of relationships of trust between participants
and mentors was important.
• the partnership approach, between SDCC and Traveller organisations
was key to the success of the initiatives; and
• the possibility, from the outset of the initiative, of employment
opportunities was essential in motivating participants’ involvement.

•

A targeted work experience programme in the Department of
Communications, Marine and Natural Resources. The programme was
run over the summer period and involved: partnership with Traveller
organisations; mentoring supports to participants; and undertaking
administrative work. Secondary social welfare benefits were retained
by participants during the work experience.
Key learning identified:
Some participants found the leap from part-time training/employment
to full-time employment difficult to manage. The opportunity to
participate in the initiative on a part-time basis would have attracted
a greater number of candidates.

•

A Traveller health programme initiative, involving a partnership approach
between the founding NGO and the then Eastern Health Board, is another
employment initiative reviewed by the Equality Authority:

•

The Primary Health Care for Travellers Programme (PHCTP) was
established in 1994 by Pavee Point, in partnership with the then Eastern
Health Board. The PHCTP is a peer-led community healthcare programme
delivered by Traveller community healthcare workers (CHW). From this
initial pilot, the Programme is now mainstreamed through the HSE Social
Inclusion, with Traveller CHWs employed in all regions.
Key outcomes: a model of Traveller employment in health care provision
that has been mainstreamed; new competencies and skills acquired by
the CHWs as new needs are identified in a changing policy context; and
CHWs work part-time, allowing them to retain secondary benefits.
Key learning identified:
The establishment of a multi-disciplinary steering group representing
the interests of both the statutory sector and the Traveller community
has proven to be a critical element in the successful management of
the programme;
• Being able to retain secondary benefits has been important in enabling
Traveller women to take up employment with the programme.38

•

A current exemplar noted, in an Irish context, involves social enterprises
specifically targeting Travellers, established by the Galway Traveller Movement

38 Ibid.
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(GTM): Bounce Back Recycling (BBR) and First Class Insulation (FCI), with GTM in
the process of developing a third social enterprise, now in a pilot phase:

•

Bounce Back Recycling (BBR) was established in 2017, and First Class
Insulation (FCI) in 2010, on foot of conditions created for this purpose by
GTM. These enterprises are Traveller led.
Key outcomes: providing employment to Travellers in the local area, with a
number progressing into mainstream employment; expanding production
in both enterprises, with partnerships established with local authorities
regionally; challenging stereotypes and racism in the wider community;
and Travellers are recognised as key partners in environmental waste
management.
Key learning identified:
• Forming strategic business, academic, and statutory alliances, was
a critical factor in successfully establishing the enterprises;
• Relevance and potential of social enterprise models for Traveller
employment and economic self-determination;
• Importance of appropriate state funding models for start-up and
sustaining such enterprise.39

5.1.2 Employment initiatives, in an Irish context, targeting other
minority groups that are distanced from employment
The current policy strategy being implemented to improve the labour market
situation and experience of people with disabilities establishes key elements
of the type of infrastructure that might also serve to enhance employment
pathways for the Traveller community.40 This infrastructure includes:

•

Work experience: creating opportunities for work experience during
schooling and encouraging employers to provide work experience.

•

Bridging support into work: implementing the EmployAbility Programme
of supported employment, a wage subsidy scheme, and supports to private
sector employers with the cost of adaptations or assistive technology.

•

Retention support in work: training trade union ‘disability champions’
in supporting employment and retention of people with disabilities.

•

Employer engagement: creating an employer peer support network,
disseminating information to employers, and establishing an employer
helpline.

•

Positive action: setting and monitoring a public sector target for the
employment of people with disabilities and expanding internships in
the public and private sectors as a recruitment route.

39 St. Stephen’s Green Trust (2019). Op Cit; Input by Galway Traveller Movement to the European
Roma Grassroots Organisations Webinar: Social Economy and Roma Inclusion, November 17,
2020; and Bounce Back Recycling Strategic Plan 2020–2022.
40 Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with Disabilities, 2015–2024, Government of
Ireland.
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5.2

International Exemplars

5.2.1 Employment initiatives in EU jurisdictions,
targeting Roma
A review of the learning from employment initiatives targeting the Roma
community, across the EU, that have been cited as good practice examples,
identifies three common elements that positively impacted on their success:41

•

A partnership approach: involving Roma and their representative
organisations, employers, and statutory employment services was most
frequently cited as the critical success factor for initiatives. Ensuring a
leadership role for Roma and their representative organisations, and the
involvement of employers from the onset, was noted as particularly
relevant to the success of initiatives.

•

Attention to diversity in programme design and delivery: this was
exemplified in:
• adjusting a public employment service model to meet the needs
of Roma by: delivery through outreach; employing Roma as
‘bridge-builders’ between job-seekers and the public employment
service; and allowing Roma to upskill while continuing to access
social protection payment;
• providing tailored supports and individual employment plans to meet
the specific needs of Roma job-seekers; and
• specific targeting of Roma women, Roma young people, and Roma
with disabilities.

•

The level and deployment of resources: underpinned by capacity to
deliver, key enablers for these initiatives were:
• direct support to businesses to increase the likelihood of job creation
for Roma, including: training; advisory services; and financial incentives;
• mobilisation of the resources of local and regional authorities; and
• programmes operated by public employment services, drawing on their
knowledge of the local employment market and the needs of employers.

5.2.1 Employment initiatives in Australia,
targeting indigenous people
Looking further afield, Australia has been a source of some inspiration regarding
initiatives targeting indigenous communities, including in the field of employment.
A governmental employment strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people reflects a priority for building indigenous employment in the public sector.42
An employment target of 3% in the public sector is set, for indigenous peoples,
with annual reporting on this required. Four strands of action are pursued to:

•

increase the range of employment opportunities for indigenous people
and offer a range of entry pathways into the public service;

41 Mullen R., (2019). Roma employment: good practice initiatives at European level. Paper for
Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre.
42 Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Strategy, Australian
Government, 2015.
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…, the potential in the
public sector equality
and human rights duty,
needs to be realised
in supporting employment for Travellers
in the public sector.

•

improve career development and increase in-work development
opportunities for indigenous employees;

•

provide mentoring, talent management programmes, and targeted
development programmes to increase indigenous representation
in senior leadership positions; and

•

foster workplaces that respect and support cultural diversity, including: a
Cultural Capability Framework as a benchmark for cultural understanding
for agencies, leaders, and employees; and a focus on cultural awareness
principles in management development programmes.

Finally, in the Irish context, the potential in the public sector equality and human
rights duty, needs to be realised in supporting employment for Travellers in the
public sector.43 The duty extends to all public bodies44 and requires public
bodies to take steps to eliminate discrimination, promote equality, and protect
human rights, for staff, service-users, and policy beneficiaries, across all of their
function areas.
In implementing the duty, a public body is required to undertake an assessment
of the equality and human rights issues relevant to its functions. Such an
assessment by a public body would include issues such as:

•

unemployment levels among Travellers and barriers that distance
Travellers from employment;

•

discrimination, racism and harassment experienced by Travellers
in accessing, retaining, and progressing in employment; and

•

the lack of recognition for the distinct identity and culture of the
Traveller community, and issues arising from a failure to accommodate
the needs that arise from Travellers’ distinct identity and culture.

Following this assessment of equality and human rights issues, a public body is
then required to identify, in their plans, policies, and programmes, the actions
they are undertaking, or intend to undertake, to address the issues identified
in their assessment. Public bodies must report annually on their progress in
implementing the duty. The full and effective implementation of the public
sector equality and human rights duty should drive further Traveller employment
and progression within the public sector.

43 Section 42, Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014.
44 Including government departments, with the exception of the Defence Forces and the
Department of Defense.

47

What
nextReport
for Traveller Employment?
Research

SECTION 6

conclusions and
recommendations
6.1

Conclusions

The significant employment gap between Travellers and the majority population
has been well documented. Educational disadvantage is a key causal factor,
compounded by significant barriers of discrimination in accessing and
participating in the labour market. Issues with regard to limited access to
work experience opportunities and employment supports and networks, and
disincentives around loss of secondary benefits present further barriers.
Traveller women, similar to non-Traveller women, face specific barriers due
to caring responsibilities. However, research indicates that the presence of
children also reduces Traveller men’s participation in employment, which is not
the case for non-Traveller men.
National policy targeting Traveller employment is limited. The National Traveller
and Roma Inclusion Strategy includes important commitments to specific
actions to enhance Traveller labour market participation, but currently suffers
from lack of implementation. National policy and strategy related to the labour
market has to-date failed to name and target Travellers or to consider their
particular situation and experience. The lack of an ethnic identifier in key data
systems precludes effective monitoring and is a barrier to evidence-based
policy-making.
Analysis of the qualitative interviews conducted with fifteen Travellers indicates
a range of employment/labour market factors, community/situation factors, and
disposition factors that both enable and challenge Travellers in accessing and
progressing in employment:
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In relation to employment/labour market factors:
A supportive, flexible organisational culture is valued by Travellers in employment.
The necessary features noted in this regard are: family-friendly, teamwork, and
empowering and supportive management. Both men and women emphasised the
importance of flexibility in work arrangements to meet family responsibilities.
Supportive management was linked with Traveller employees feeling valued,
particularly in a context where they are the only Traveller employee. Line
managers were identified as key in building this culture. There were few
instances noted of training or other discrete actions to support such a culture.
Harassment is a significant workplace issue for Travellers, principally taking the
form of micro-aggressions such as hostile conversations being overheard, or
being patronised. This was viewed as subtle and therefore difficult to challenge.
There was little awareness of relevant policies or evidence of employer action on
the issue.
Supportive managers were a source of career encouragement. However, there
were few instances of skills development or other opportunities provided for
progression within employment and to match the aspirations of interviewees.
Traveller expectations and experiences of discrimination present barriers at the
point of recruitment. For some interviewees, the expectation of discrimination
not only dictated whether and how specific recruitment opportunities were
approached, but had also shaped and limited their career choices.
Trusted connectors emerge as key for enabling Travellers’ access to employment.
Interviewees with third-level education were more likely to make good connections
into employment, through lecturers, college peer networks, and college-based
work experience. For those who had not completed third-level education
connectors were likely to emerge through local Traveller organisations, job
coaches working in local community organisations, and through family links.
Opportunities through Traveller organisations and local community-based
provision are important in getting Travellers ready for employment and in making
up for educational disadvantage. Traveller organisations provide important
opportunities for personal and skills development, and community education
facilities provide valuable opportunities to return to education and secure
educational and vocational qualifications.
Traveller internships in the public sector were identified as valuable launching
pads into the world of work. Social economy enterprises making a similar
contribution alongside, and as part of, the direct employment opportunities
they provide.
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In relation to community/situational factors:
Educational disadvantage delays and thwarts Travellers’ career aspirations.
Many interviewees had left school early, most had experienced racist bullying in
school, particular from their peers at second level, and many had experienced
low expectations from teachers at primary and second level. A significant
number of instances of systematic segregation in primary school settings were
reported. In a context of educational disadvantage, holistic third level access
programmes have a key contribution to make, providing information, linking with
employers, and enabling access to grants.
Third level access programmes have a key contribution to make in enabling
Traveller progression within education.
A community disillusionment based on negative educational experiences,
combined with the expectation of a lack of employment opportunities due to
discrimination, even with education qualifications, can serve as a disincentive
to ambition. The Traveller interviewees, in breaking new ground in progressing
in mainstream employment, identified the importance of mutual support.
Parents are credited with playing significant roles in building tenacity and in
the success achieved by interviewees. Parents often had to advocate with the
education system to ensure their children got the education they were entitled
to. Parents were cited as instilling a love of learning and a valuing of education
in their children. They were seen as encouraging a strong work-ethic and a
sense of self-belief and self-worth.
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While not presenting
themselves as such,
many interviewees
convincingly evidenced
a strong sense of being
pioneers. A strength
of self-motivation
was evident across
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Interviewees evidenced
a strong work ethic
and desire to succeed.
The determination to
succeed was forged in,
and sometimes a direct
result of a lived
experience of racism
and discrimination.

In relation to disposition factors:
While not presenting themselves as such, many interviewees convincingly
evidenced a strong sense of being pioneers. A strength of self-motivation was
evident across all interviewees. Interviewees evidenced a strong work ethic and
desire to succeed. The determination to succeed was forged in, and sometimes
a direct result of a lived experience of racism and discrimination.
Another dimension to this self-motivation is a concern to have a positive influence
first on family but also on and for the wider Traveller community. Financial
independence, particularly for women, is another dimension stimulating a drive
to earn an income and achieve a good quality of life.
Traveller women, as in the wider general population, face specific barriers due
to caring responsibilities and gendered norms and expectations. The provision
of affordable childcare, flexible working arrangements, and flexible training
programmes are particularly important in enabling Traveller women’s access to
mainstream employment. Particular barriers in the loss of secondary benefits,
specifically the medical card, are noted in a context where expectations of
discrimination undermine confidence in job retention.
Stakeholder interviews involved seven employers, three policy-makers and
two interviewees from business associations and trade unions. These explored
workplace practice and systems and current and future directions for policy
and strategy.
Employers point to a need to enable a deeper understanding among employers
of the barriers to employment experienced by Travellers. Organisational culture
that encompasses diversity is noted as important, with responsibility for
creating this seen as resting with management. However, diversity training plays
a role in some instances, as do processes of internal cultural transformation.
Employers identified a value in establishing an equality infrastructure with
internal structures, policies, and leadership for equality and diversity in their
workplace. Workplace flexibility is pointed to as needed to enable family
responsibilities. The wider accommodation of diversity was referenced in terms
of addressing employment tests or recruitment requirements that might serve
as an unfair barrier to Travellers.
While positive action in directly recruiting Travellers was not pursued by the
employers interviewed, there were instances of engaging with civil society
organisations to encourage applicants to come forward and of providing work
experience and internships specifically for Travellers. Within the workplace the
provision of mentoring support is also noted. One employer is developing an
ethnic identifier to track diversity in their organisation.
Different models of social economy enterprise are evident: business-led in
opening up markets and opportunities, and social-led in creating spaces for
Traveller interaction. There is an absence of adequate and appropriate funding
models for social economy enterprises.
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Policy and social partner stakeholders identified policy directions in prospect
that hold potential for Traveller employment. A new focus on employment, under
the National Travellers and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021, with an expanded
employment and enterprise subcommittee would be at the heart of any such
new directions. It was stressed, however, that Traveller employment issues
should not be solely addressed through NTRIS, and the importance of naming
Travellers as specific target groups in mainstream policy and strategy, was noted.
The review of the National Social Enterprise Policy 2019–2022 offers an
opportunity for developing tailored supports for and building awareness of the
potential in Traveller-led social enterprise. It was noted that enterprise support
services could usefully implement the public sector equality and human rights
duty as part of this.
Employer associations and trade unions have an engagement with Traveller employment that has potential for further progress. The IBEC Diversity Forum has initiated
such a focus with the potential for a new model of business/local Traveller
organisation partnership for Traveller employment to emerge. The Forsa trade
union initiative with members to focus on the Traveller ground opens up a potential
for an effective trade union engagement in the workplace on Traveller issues.
The need to build employer and trade union member awareness of the issues
is emphasised as is the challenge to ensure equality policies are effectively
implemented in the workplace. Stakeholders also point to the value in public
sector internships as a pathway to employment for Travellers, emphasising the
need to ensure employment at the end of a successful internship.
Exemplars, past and current in the Irish context, and in relation to Roma in an
EU context, and indigenous peoples in an Australian context suggest the need for:

•

Positive actions targeting Travellers for recruitment and providing
mentoring, in-work skills development, and work-experience opportunities.

•

Attention to diversity in recruitment processes and flexible working
arrangements, and in creating an organisational culture that recognises
diversity and its value.

•

Bridging supports to connect Travellers with opportunities in mainstream
employment.

•

Employer engagement in strategies for Traveller employment, including
the development of partnerships involving employers and Traveller
organisations.

•

Opportunities for employment in peer-led services to the Traveller
community and in social economy enterprises.

Equality legislation, and its effective implementation, provides a useful platform
for advancing Traveller employment. The public sector equality and human rights
duty in the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 encompasses
the employment function of public bodies. The Employment Equality Acts 1998–
2015 prohibit discrimination and harassment on the Traveller community ground.
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6.2

Recommendations

Traveller employment should be established at a national level, by the relevant
Government departments, as a significant focus for policy and strategy in improving the labour market situation and experience of Travellers. This should be
driven through mainstream labour market policy and strategy and, in a targeted
manner, through the National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS).
Mainstream labour market policy and strategy should include a named focus
on and targeting of Travellers in order to ensure gains for Travellers in this field
and to avoid a segregation of Travellers in relation to labour market provision.
The NTRIS infrastructure should champion and ensure this mainstreaming. In
particular, it is recommended that:

•

the forthcoming Pathways to Work employment strategy from the
Department of Social Protection should establish a named focus on, and
targets in relation to Travellers, within a dual strategy of mainstreaming
and targeted initiatives to develop employment pathways for Travellers;

•

the planned 2021 review of the National Social Enterprise Policy by the
Department of Rural and Community Development should establish a
focus on Traveller entrepreneurship in the social economy, with a focus
on building awareness within the Traveller community and Traveller
organisations about the potential of social enterprise, and on developing
tailored supports for developing and sustaining Traveller social enterprises;

•

the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration, and Youth
should develop and implement a strategy to enable full and effective
implementation of the public sector equality and human rights duty by
employment and enterprise service providers in the public sector; and

•

providers of employment and enterprise services in the public sector
should use an ethnic identifier in their data gathering and analysis to
track and monitor Traveller participation, disaggregated by gender,
using the model employed by the local development companies.
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The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS) infrastructure
should address and progress a range of targeted initiatives in an employment
strategy for Travellers, it is recommended that:

•

the reformed NTRIS employment and enterprise subcommittee should
prepare and progress a new action and outcome focused strategy for
Traveller employment for immediate implementation and for inclusion
in the next iteration of NTRIS, due on foot of publication of the EU Roma
Strategic Framework for Equality, Inclusion and Participation for 2020–
2030.

The new policies and strategies emerging from the above initiatives should respond to the perspectives and recommendations in this report. In particular,
it is recommended that:
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•

a programme of work experience and internships for Travellers in the
public sector should be developed and implemented under the auspices
of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, with steps taken to
ensure real opportunities for employment on foot of these;

•

reconfiguring and expanding the limited infrastructure already in place,
a network of Traveller employment liaison posts should be established,
under the auspices of the Department of Social Protection and linked
to Traveller organisations, to act as: connectors between Travellers and
employers; a resource to Travellers in getting job ready; and a support for
employers in effectively managing a culturally diverse workplace;

•

Traveller employment in peer-led services, as established in the health
sector and currently being piloted in the education sector, should be
expanded and enhanced in terms of working conditions and in terms of
progression routes in other levels and types of employment in the specific
sectors; and

•

initiatives are developed that respond to and address the specific
employment situation and experience of Traveller women and the
particular barriers they face. In particular:

•

The next iteration of the National Strategy for Women and Girls 2017–
2020 should include specific responses to the labour market situation
and needs of Traveller women.

•

The Department of Social Protection should take steps to ensure
access to secondary benefits does not present a barrier to employment for Travellers, in particular given the health inequalities
experienced by this community, and to ensure that Travellers are
fully informed of their rights and entitlements in this regard.

•

Labour market policy and provision, mainstreaming and targeting
Travellers, should be gender proofed to ensure they benefit both
Traveller women and Traveller men.
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Employer associations, trade unions and individual employers have a key role
to play in improving the employment situation and experience of Travellers. It is
recommended that:

•

the IBEC Diversity Forum would sustain its focus on Travellers, creating
and promoting a model of local partnerships between private companies
and Traveller organisations, and other relevant local organisers, to create
work experience and employment opportunities for Travellers;

•

the Forsa model of organising member events to discuss issues in relation
to Traveller employees be built on with further training and guidance
to enable members to be champions for Traveller employment and a
workplace culture that is positive to diversity;

•

trade unions would give some priority to the recruitment and support of
Traveller members and include an ethnic identifier to track progress in
this regard; and

•

employer associations and trade unions should be supported through the
NTRIS to advance awareness programmes for members on the aspirations
of Travellers for employment and the barriers they face, the prevention
and elimination of discrimination and harassment experienced on the
Traveller ground, and the steps to be taken in creating workplaces that
are comfortable with and benefiting from diversity.

Employer commitment to and competence in managing cultural diversity is an
important element in the positive experiences for Travellers in employment.
It is recommended that:

•

training and guidance be developed and made available for employers
in: developing and implementing an equality infrastructure to eliminate
and prevent discrimination and to achieve equality; building workplace
cultures that are positive to diversity; and supporting Traveller entry into
and progression within the workplace.
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Local development companies, funded to implement LEADER and/or SICAP
programmes, play an important role in employment and economic development
at a local level, including support to social enterprises and providing supports
for individuals to access employment. It is recommended that local development companies:

•

take specific actions to increase uptake of programmes by Travellers;

•

provide targeted services to Travellers as part of their local employment
service provision; and

•

build Traveller awareness of social enterprise opportunities and provide
supports to enable Travellers and Traveller organisations to take
advantage of these opportunities.

Traveller organisations have a role in advancing Traveller employment. This role
could usefully be expanded and taken up more broadly. It is recommended that:

•

supports and resources are developed to enable Traveller organisations
to play roles they deem to be appropriate in improving the labour market
situation of Travellers.

Travellers in employment demonstrated a marked commitment to support other
Travellers in employment and to create fora for mutual support among Travellers
in employment. It is recommended that:

•

56

the independent Traveller-led peer graduate network, currently in
formation, should be resourced and supported.
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