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Irish Travellers’ Background.

• An indigenous minority group 
• Make up 0.7% of population (CSO, 2016)

• Recognized as a distinct ethnic minority group in 2017. 
• Considered the most disadvantaged and marginalised

people in Ireland (Department of Justice, 2017)

• Features of Irish travellers: 
• Religious devotion and cures
• Extended Family – larger family size
• Marriage age, birth rate and social position of women

• Nomadic race 
• 25% of all Travellers are mobile at any given moment 

(Cavaliero & Levinson, 2019)

• Language and literacy levels are below average.

• Travellers characteristics
• Own customs, beliefs and practices  
• Remain separate from the settled community by choice, to 

preserve customs and avoid discrimination (Pavee point, 2018)
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Mental health
• Suicide rates are seven times 

higher for males than the 
national average

Barriers to health: 
• Illiteracy 

• Difficulty reading 
medication instructions

• Leading to poor lifestyle 
choices & health practices

• Experiences of discrimination 
when accessing healthcare

• Less likely to attend 
outpatients appointment 

• Living conditions are poorer 
as many live in halting sites 
and are mobile by nature

Age
• Pyramid of travellers resemble 

structure of a developing 
country –high premature 
mortality and morbidity

• Traveller men live on 
average 15 years less and 
women 11.5 years less 
than the general 
population(HSE, 2020)

• Travellers have a 14.1% 
infant mortality rate 
compared to the settled 
community of 3.9% (CHO, 
2018)

• Travellers have higher 
levels of hypertension and 
diabetes than general 
population.

Irish Travellers – Specific 
Health Issues.



Contributing factors to poor 
physical and mental health

TRAVELLERS 
HEALTH ISSUES: 

Cardiovascular 
Health, Diabetes, 

Cancer, Poor Mental 
Health including 

Addictions.

Accommodation. 
Water and 
Sanitation

Discrimination

Literacy Levels

Accessibility of 
Services

Employment and, 
Poverty

Education and 
Diet
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Aims  & Methodology

• Aim of the study:
• Explore Irish travellers experiences and views of health 

care services.
• Ascertain healthcare challenges encountered due to their 

specific ethnicity 

• Methods 
• Four focus group interviews involving (n=25) women 

travellers took part in 3 locations : the University , 
Travellers halting sites and a community centre.

• Interviews – recorded and transcribed verbatim.
• Descriptive analysis was used to analyse the interviews
• Ethical approval was granted for this study
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Findings: Discrimination 

Cultural Discrimination: 

• Feelings that health care professionals view them as a burden to 
the Health care system, and discriminated against them, 

• Particularly evident in relation to maternity services 
One Participant said 
As I was preparing to go {home} a HCW said ….” sure we will see 
you again in 9 months time”…..
For another participant who was asking about vaccinations
“Oh you should really know what to do by now, you have had a lot 
of practice…..”
However another said 
“ I have only had positive experiences – I was lucky I met some 
very nice nurses who took an interest in my traveller background
• No acknowledgment of Travellers customs or belief system. 
“My local GP is very arrogant…. She doesn’t understand our culture 
and way of life ….understands nothing about our family”
Another participant believes 
“things haven’t changes around the attitudes to the traveller culture
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Findings: Illiteracy 

Illiteracy within the community:
• High illiteracy rates means that many are unable to read the 

dosage, side effects and contraindication directions on 
medications

• Knock on effect is non-adherence to medication or over-
medicating  

“If you’re going to your GP and you're getting any sort of 
medication you need to know how and when to take it. They will 
not sit down with you to explain“
I know women in Cork who are zonked out of it on anti-
depressants because they don’t know how and when to take the 
medication
• However another participant said (discussing family needs)
They {family}almost always don’t know how {to manage 
medication} until they go to the pharmacist. And at the 
Pharmacy, they are very good at explaining”
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Findings: Lack of knowledge of 
traveller customs and culture

• Uptake of cultural awareness training programme
for Health professionals is poor in certain sectors

“We put letters and leaflets into the surgeries {about the 
training programme} but it is very hard to get the doctors on 
board“

“I feel something has happened with the public health nurses, 
its very hard to get a public health nurse to come out to 
you…..”The nurses aren’t getting traveller information and they 
need it badly” 

“One positive is that now when you go to a hospital there is a 
box you tick for ethnicity and you tell them specifically that you 
are a member of the traveller community” 
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Findings: End of life care support

• Issues around Dying in Hospital 
Lack of compassion and understanding of traveller cultural practice 
around end of life care was evident in all focus groups
“We are a big family, and when your loved one is dying you want to 
be there, but the Doctors and Nurses think nothing of telling you, 
that you all you have got to go, they have little concern…… and the 
passing is very important in our culture”
For another participant
”If people are passing there is no privacy given to families, 
absolutely no privacy what so ever, no compassion.

Hospice experiences
• were much more positive:  
“It was an amazing service when my cousin was passing – they 

were much more friendly, allowed sleep on couches and very 
welcoming and we were there for the critical moment of passing”
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Areas for further development 
as viewed by participants.

• More graphics and visual information-
• Traveller leaflets that are made by travellers, are more 

visual information and less texts (diabetes)
• An increase in Empathy and Understanding from 
health care Professionals 

• Acknowledge the difficulty of living in a halting site 
& associated problems with appointments 
(beneficial to send out appointments by text) –
increase in follow-up

• All health professionals who care for travellers
should undergo Traveller Culture Education.

• Better access to visiting dying patients and greater 
co-operation from HCW to perform cultural 
practices around death and dying.
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Recommendations

• Increased recognition of travellers and their 
cultural identity and heritage

• Traveller Awareness Training for all health 
professionals

• Need for an ethnic identifier within the health 
care service

• Increase in availability of mental health services 
– community based (addresses suicide rates)

• Increase in adult literacy programmes and an 
enhanced support for children / teenagers to 
complete second & third level education. 

• Dr Cindy Joyce first PhD graduate from the Traveller 
community in 2019
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“We all want the same for our children: to grow up and thrive in a
society where everyone is free to be who they truly are. No one 
should have to hide their religion, their sexual orientation, their 
race or culture to be respected or even accepted in society”.

Enda Kenny’s (Former Taoiseach)speech on day that 
Travellers were recognised  as a distinct ethnic group 
March 1st 2017

We wish to sincerely thank all of the traveller women who 
participated in this study, and to Erasmus + for funding.

Thank you ! 
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