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Abstract
In dominant public, political and media narratives of Gypsy and Traveller communities, they have 
often been associated with criminality, deviance, violence, idleness and reluctance to assimilate 
into settled society. A discourse of othering predicated on negative stereotypes further affect 
their marginalisation and social exclusion. This empirical article critically examines reflections 
on, and responses to, these dominant narratives among practitioners who have engaged with 
Gypsy and Travellers operationally and strategically, in relation to crime and criminal justice. 
We find evidence of compliance with dominant narratives which include perceptions that deny 
and minimise experiences of victimisation and racism, while also suggesting a predisposition to 
criminality and violence among Gypsy and Travellers.
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Introduction

Historically, Gypsy Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities have faced marginalisation, 
discrimination and persecution, and have been subject to efforts to disperse, assimilate, con-
trol or eradicate them in many parts of the world, including Europe (Breazu and McGarry, 
2024; Clark and Taylor, 2014). GRT people have been racialised as an inferior group (Kóczé 
and Rövid, 2017) and experience more severe inequalities than any other ethnic group 
across a range of areas, including education, health, employment, criminal justice and hate 
crime (Cemlyn et al., 2009; Equality Human Rights Commission (EHRC), 2015). According 
to the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights GRT is the largest ethnic minority 
in Europe with an estimated population of 10–12 million and comprises diverse communi-
ties with different histories, languages, cultural practices and traditions. In the United 
Kingdom, there are around a quarter of a million Gypsy and Travellers (GTs; Brown et al., 
2013) which include Romany Gypsies, Irish, Welsh and Scottish Travellers as well as more 
recent Roma migrants who settled in Britain from mainland Europe in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s (James, 2020). GTs maintain a cultural affiliation with nomadism centred on 
freedom and autonomy with varied living arrangements ranging from caravans, mobile 
homes to permanent housing (James, 2020). Public and political disquiet with nomadism 
both historically and in contemporary times, has led to the racialisation, criminalisation and 
othering of GTs based on deep-seated prejudices, myths and stereotypes which underline 
their cultural difference from mainstream society (Clark and Taylor, 2014; James, 2020).

Media discourses have perpetuated negative stereotypes about GTs, portraying them 
as criminal, dirty, lazy, outlaws and deviant (Kabachnik, 2010). These negative dis-
courses have contributed to the ‘demonisation in the social construction of the public 
imagining’ of GTs and their treatment by the rest of society (Richardson, 2014: 52). 
Through a process of othering, heightened by political rhetoric, these negative discourses 
manifest into actions of social control and the implementation of legislative changes on 
public order and planning law disguised as measures taken to protect the public from 
GTs which have led to their criminalisation (Richardson, 2006).

While previous research has helpfully documented prevalence of these narratives, less is 
known about how these are understood and operationalised in policymaking and service 
delivery. In this article, we use insights gained from interviews with practitioners working 
with GTs operationally and strategically in relation to crime and criminal justice to under-
stand their perceptions and responses to dominant discourses about GTs. The article begins 
by introducing dominant discourses about GTs discussing the role of media and the state in 
processes of criminalisation. The subsequent section introduces the theoretical context and 
methods used in the study before discussing how practitioners perceive and respond to dom-
inant narratives about GTs. In conclusion, the article discusses the contribution of this study 
to our understanding of the ways in which GTs are perceived and treated by practitioners in 
relation to crime and justice and the impact these discourses have on GTs.

Media and political discourses and the criminalisation of 
Gypsies and Travellers

For decades, GTs have been subject to inaccurate, biased and sensationalised media cov-
erage, which regularly portrays them as beggars, thieves and ‘folk devils’ (Cohen, 1972) 
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who are work-shy and remain locked in some primitive past, while feared as menacing 
invaders (Okely, 2014; Richardson and O’Neill, 2012). Media portrayals of GTs regu-
larly problematise their nomadism and way of life by associating GT sites with criminal-
ity and anti-social behaviour, including mess, theft, noise and disruption (Clark and 
Taylor, 2014; Kabachnik, 2010; Richardson, 2006). Dominant public and media dis-
courses frequently feature GT communities as outsiders and a threat to the norm, a group 
not conforming to laws and the language used in the media perpetuates their stigmatisa-
tion, marginalisation and discrimination (Rowe and Goodman, 2014).

The media have played a pivotal role in shaping public perceptions and attitudes 
through imbalanced news stories exaggerating particular events involving GTs, and the 
impact of these events on local communities, often creating public outcry (Baillie, 2019; 
Powell, 2007). The run-up to Britain’s 2005 general election, for example, saw extreme 
levels of anti-Gypsy and Traveller narratives in the media. UK tabloid newspaper, The 
Sun (2005), ran a ‘Stamp on the Camps’ media campaign in March 2005, lobbying to 
reverse human rights laws that allowed the ‘illegal camp madness’ and positioned GTs as 
‘people who don’t pay taxes, give nothing to society and yet expect to be treated as 
untouchables’. Several other British newspapers, including the Daily Mail and Daily 
Express, joined the campaign and continued to denounce and demonise GT encamp-
ments, and the development of GT sites throughout the political campaigning. The domi-
nant narrative about unauthorised encampments excluded GTs’ struggles to locate and 
secure legal sites or legitimate stopping places, exaggerating the impact of GT culture 
and lifestyle on local communities and reinforcing the negative perceptions and stereo-
types associated with the GT population (Richardson and O’Neill, 2012).

GT sites and encampments and the perceived problems associated with their pres-
ence have become a recurring feature in public discourse, spanning from parliamentary 
debates to local meetings and media outlets vociferously opposing their presence 
(Clark and Taylor, 2014). This negative sentiment is often rooted in suspicions sur-
rounding their nomadic lifestyle and perceived detachment from fixed local geogra-
phies (Kabachnik, 2010).

Simultaneously, state interventions in the form of public order and planning law 
reforms in Britain have consistently served to criminalise GTs. The Criminal Justice and 
Public Order Act 1994 introduced public order law changes, which occurred in the con-
text of plural policing, the threat of eviction and a general lack of site provision. Due to 
a lack of legal stopping spaces, GTs have increasingly been forced to stay in places con-
sidered illegitimate, subjecting them to eviction practices and fostering negative percep-
tions of GTs among settled communities (James, 2020). More recently, the Police, Crime, 
Sentencing and Courts (PCSC) Act 2022 has augmented public order legislation, expand-
ing the criminalisation of trespass giving police the power to arrest, imprison and seize 
the homes of GTs. These policies criminalise GT culture and positions GT and their 
nomadic lifestyle as deviant, further othering this community from settled society 
(Burgum et al., 2022).

The rhetoric used by British politicians in political discourse serves to exaggerate the 
impact of unauthorised encampments on settled communities (Richardson, 2006). In 
2019, when discussing new police powers to criminalise unauthorised encampments for-
mer Home Secretary Priti Patel stated, ‘unauthorised encampments can cause misery to 



4	 Criminology & Criminal Justice 00(0)

those who live nearby’ and that ‘the public want their communities protected and for the 
police to crack down on trespassers’ (Gov.UK, 2019). This disproportionate attention on 
GT encampments, sustained by a one-sided media representation and fuelled by public 
and political disdain of GT lifestyle informs the negative discourse surrounding GT com-
munities, labelling them as deviant, criminal and refusing to assimilate into normative 
society (Burgum et al., 2022). This kind of sentiment towards what is characterised as a 
‘crime’ is driven by a state that desires to be perceived as being tough on crime (Gilling, 
2019).

These narratives about GTs play a pivotal role in the reproduction of anti-Gypsyism 
and racism, intricately interwoven into the fabric of society, controlling and influencing 
the treatment of GT by local communities and public agencies (Richardson, 2006). GTs 
face persistent hostility and hate crimes ranging from verbal abuse and stone-throwing to 
property damage and physical assaults (James, 2011, 2020). They also experience dis-
proportionate contact with enforcement and the Criminal Justice System (CJS), racial 
bias, harsher treatment by CJS officials and excessive force employed by police (Casey, 
2023; Drummond, 2022; James, 2007; Kabachnik, 2010; Traveller Movement, 2018). 
While GTs are over-policed as ‘offenders’ as a result of their criminalisation within pub-
lic order legislation, GTs are under-policed as victims, and despite the persistent dis-
crimination and hate crimes they experience, they are not recognised as ‘deserving’ 
victims (James, 2020). Public suspicion and mistrust from police towards GTs ultimately 
lead to a lack of victim reporting for a fear of not being believed or police not acting in 
favour of GTs who report incidents (Greenfields and Rogers, 2020; Thompson and 
Woodger, 2020).

Previous research has examined the representation of GT in media and political dis-
courses (Richardson and O’Neill, 2012; Richardson, 2006, 2014) yet there is little under-
standing of how GTs are understood, imagined and responded to both legislatively and 
operationally. To address this gap, this article presents empirical findings from qualita-
tive interviews that examine practitioners’ perspectives and responses to dominant dis-
courses about GT providing valuable insights about the ways they are treated by public 
agencies in relation to crime and justice.

Theoretical context and methods

The construction of discourses of criminality and deviance in relation to GTs is routed in 
processes of othering and stigmatisation that underly their broader racialisation (Rowe 
and Goodman, 2014). Othering constitutes a process of categorisation in which identities 
are created through hierarchical distinctions established by a dominant group which 
assigns subordinate characteristics to other groups positioning them as inferior through 
negative representations and stereotypes (Strani and Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2018). Seen as 
a process of attaching moral codes of inferiority to difference, othering can be used as a 
critical discursive tool for understanding discrimination and exclusion against individu-
als and/or groups based on their belonging to marginalised populations (Krumer-Nevo 
and Sidi, 2012: 300). When GTs are ‘othered’ this perceived outsider status leads to their 
stigmatisation (Powell, 2007).
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The process of stigmatisation according to Link and Phelan (2001) has individual, 
social and structural dimensions which include distinguishing and labelling differences, 
associating these differences with negative attributes and stereotypes, creating cognitive 
separation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and leading to discrimination and loss of status. Link 
and Phelan (2001) stress how stigma operates within power structures explaining that 
‘when people are labelled, set apart and linked to undesirable characteristics, a rationale 
is constructed for devaluing, rejecting, and excluding them’ (p.371).

Elias’ work on established-outsider relations also emphasises the role of power in 
racialisation dynamics, showing how GT groups like are stigmatised as outsiders by 
established communities (Elias and Scotson, 1994) who attribute negative traits of a 
minority to the entire outsider group which leads to all GTs being viewed as deviant, 
lazy, criminal, uncivilised and inferior (Powell, 2007). Thus, GT communities are oth-
ered and stigmatised not only due to their outsider status but also through racialised 
constructions of inferiority, further perpetuating their marginalisation within society. The 
literature on discursive practices of othering highlights strategies such as denying preju-
dice and discrimination, positive self and negative other-presentation, and discursive 
deracialisation (Strani and Szczepaniak-Kozak, 2018). Van Dijk’s (2000a) work on ide-
ologies, racism and discourse shows how strategies of positive self-presentation and 
negative other-presentation, used by people expressing racist views are used to justify 
their legitimate use. A central argument in Van Dijk’s (2000a) work is that discourses are 
influenced by ideologies frequently expressed in terms of group self-schema using a 
selection of group-relevant, self-serving socio-cultural values which have a polarising 
structure between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and a group-defining categories such as membership 
criteria, typical actions, goals, norms, values and resources and group positions.

We draw on these theoretical perspectives to examine practitioners’ perspectives and 
responses to dominant narratives about GTs, to understand how they are understood and 
imagined by public agencies in relation to crime and justice.

The article draws from qualitative interviews conducted with criminal justice practi-
tioners and related practitioners working in the Southeast (Surrey and Sussex), South 
West (Devon and Cornwall), North of England (Leeds and Manchester) and East Anglia 
(Norfolk). The interviews were conducted between October 2022 and June 2023. Using 
a quota sample, designed to represent multiple agencies across our research sites, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with practitioners working in policy and practice 
fields to examine perceptions and experiences of working with GTs and how these per-
ceptions influence organisational engagement and service provision for GT communi-
ties. While Roma are recognised as an ethnic minority in the United Kingdom, they were 
not the focus of this study as they comprised more recent migrant groups perceived as 
‘settled people’ that have been racialised and stigmatised through populist and nativist 
media and political discourses related to fears of immigration (Breazu and McGarry, 
2024; James, 2022). This article draws on a sample consisting of 17 females and 12 
males; ages ranged from 30s to 60s. In terms of self-identified ethnicity, the interviewees 
comprised white (25), black (1), mixed race (1) and white mixed Romany Gypsy (2). 
Professional roles included services in police, probation, youth justice services, local 
state (planning, social and children’s services, health, education) and GT community-
based organisations. Participants were recruited by email invitation. Interviews were 
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conducted either in person, through Zoom or Microsoft Teams and lasted anywhere from 
40 minutes to 2 hours. The researchers also kept field notes throughout the data collection 
and analysis to reflexively assess subjectivity and bias in the data collection and analysis 
stages, and these were reviewed at regular project meetings.

A thematic analysis was used to identify themes from the data with an inductive coding 
process (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Brief notes (codes) were recorded next to segments 
within the data that appeared interesting and relevant in relation to the aims of the research. 
Codes sharing distinctive concepts were reviewed and refined into themes. Both semantic 
and latent approaches to the data analysis were utilised, providing both descriptive and 
interpretive accounts of the data. Although discourse analysis is not used explicitly as a 
method, Van and Dijk’s (2000a, 2000b) work which links discourse, society and cognition 
and how ideologies are embedded and transmitted through language and shared beliefs, 
provides interesting insights that can be applied to this study. By focusing on practitioners’ 
language and the way they discuss GTs, we aim to uncover the views and shared beliefs 
about GTs and how these perspectives align with dominant discourses.

Gypsy and Travellers and crime and justice: Practitioner’s 
perspectives

Three main themes were identified during analysis, ‘culture and criminality’ reviewing 
perceptions held that GT are inherently criminal, ‘GT victim denial’ which explores the 
discrediting of GTs experiences of victimisation, and ‘community safety’ which exam-
ines the belief that GTs pose a threat to the community and the negative perceptions of 
and responses to GTs that persist in communities.

Culture and criminality

There have been persistent accounts condemning GTs as inherently criminal in media and 
politics in the United Kingdom, associating the GT community with violent and deviant 
behaviour (Burgum et al., 2022). Research analysing UK discussion forums concerning 
GTs found some individuals employ a strategy of constructing criminality as a key char-
acteristic of GT culture to express their negative opinions and comments on GTs, essen-
tially arguing that being a criminal is a fundamental feature of GT identity (Rowe and 
Goodman, 2014). Some practitioners in our study perpetuated stereotypes through distin-
guishing ‘cultural differences’ and associating these differences negatively. A Trading 
Standards officer made the following claim when discussing illegitimate GT traders:

So, I think it’s part of their culture, that particular splinter group, it’s a cultural thing. Because 
I think they believe old people don’t need their money, so go take it off them, cause they’re 
gonna be dead soon anyway. (Trading Standards officer)

This assumption appears to be influenced by the practitioners’ direct encounters with a 
specific concentrated group of GTs involved in rogue trading such as ‘doorstep fraud’ 
(Phillips, 2017). Yet this assumption is then generalised as a culturally exclusive belief 
attributed to GTs, suggesting a collective endorsement that it is morally acceptable to 
steal from the elderly. Labelling GTs ‘cultural differences’ through a lens of 
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unlawfulness adheres to the stereotypes of GTs being inherently criminal, leading to their 
stigmatisation and discrimination (Link and Phelan, 2001). By framing criminality as an 
intrinsic aspect of GT culture, this criticism of cultural processes pivots away from an 
explicit focus on racial identity, justifies the stereotyping and presents these comments as 
non-racist – a characteristic of discursive deracialisation (see Strani and Szczepaniak-
Kozak, 2018), whereby race is deliberately avoided or removed from potentially racially 
motivated points. The consequence of this misrepresentation and broad generalisation 
ultimately perpetuates a prejudiced ideology that falsely paints GTs as inherently predis-
posed to criminality.

We also saw practitioners suggesting that the experience of growing up in a GT family 
is ultimately preparing youths for a lifestyle of criminality. The normalisation of violence 
was seen as a main driver for explaining criminality in GT culture, as demonstrated in the 
following quote from an equalities officer in probation attempting to ‘understand how 
they got there’ in reference to their criminal justice involvement:

sometimes violence is something they might see quite often as they’re growing up. Then they 
obviously don’t look at it as harshly as I might. It’s just trying to understand where that came 
from. Why did you do that? Sometimes it’s because they haven’t had an education. They 
haven’t got a career, and their only career is to work with their dad and that’s what their dad 
does. Their dad offends. They then end up offending, which can be the same for other cultures, 
I guess. I think more so with them because they don’t necessarily have that standard go to 
school, get your GCSE, they won’t go off and get their own job. (Equalities Officer, Probation)

A clear ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinction (Link and Phelan, 2001) emerges from this account. 
There is a stark contrast between the practitioner’s positive self-presentation of viewing 
violence as unpleasant or undesirable, against the negative other-presentation portrayal 
of ‘them’ – the GT community – as subscribing to a purportedly accepted and normalised 
view of violence (Van Dijk, 2000b). Attributing criminality and lack of education through 
culture overlooks and undermines the real challenges and stark socio-economic inequali-
ties that GTs face as a marginalised group (Cemlyn et al., 2009; Clark and Taylor, 2014). 
Creating this cognitive separation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ results in a perceived freedom 
to stigmatise GTs, describing them as uneducated and violent, likely to end up as a crimi-
nal. The consequence of such stigmatisation is that it leads to harmful stereotypes of GTs 
such as criminality being a characteristic of GT culture, causing further social rejection.

Practitioners also positioned GTs outside of society, for example, a Senior Probation 
Officer recognised that there is ‘not a great deal of investment by society in them and so 
equally not a great deal of investment by them in society’. This social and cognitive dis-
tancing and exclusion may serve to justify and reinforce prejudicial views towards GT 
communities. This practitioner also discussed working with GT populations in probation:

A lot of the work that we do to try and convince people of the value of not offending, not having 
an impact on other people, not being responsible for causing harm to other people, doesn’t 
work, generally speaking, or it does work with some GRT, but generally speaking, that is a far 
less effective approach. If you’re trying to say to people, trying and convince them that they 
don’t want to cause harm to others, frankly, that isn’t something that they are valuing. (Senior 
Probation Officer)
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The assertion that GTs do not prioritise the value of not causing harm to others carries a 
dehumanising implication (Tileagă, 2007), effectively painting GTs as uncivilised. This 
criticism of their values, or perceived lack thereof, presents an example of ‘abnormalisa-
tion’ (Verkuyten, 2001), whereby GTs are portrayed as problematic as they deviate from 
normal expectations of behaviour that conform to socially accepted standards of decency 
and morality. The broad and generalised view that GTs are predisposed to criminality, 
influenced by a culture of violence and limited education, and that ‘they’ lack socially 
accepted values, is constructed in opposition to the behaviour and values attributed to 
‘us’, the ‘respectable’ settled society (Powell, 2007). Criminality being presented as an 
inherent feature of GT culture pushes a cognitive separation, resulting in a perceived 
justification of discrimination which perpetuates the negative stereotypes that have long 
surrounded this community. It is crucial to note that while many practitioners acknowl-
edged the socio-economic disadvantages experienced by GTs, as well as the broader 
social stigma and stereotypes and the impacts they have, there was often a lack of recog-
nition of their own negative perceptions and how they manifest or influence their treat-
ment or service provision for GT communities.

Gypsy and Traveller victim denial

Previous research has shown that police engage with GTs primarily through enforcement 
rather than community policing initiatives (James, 2007), indicating a focus on GT com-
munities as potential perpetrators, rather than victims of crime. There maintains a lack of 
acknowledgement or evidence of GT’s experiences of crime as victims, both in media 
representations and research. This reluctance to recognise GT’s victimisation and ten-
dency to focus on and use language to emphasise GT’s labels as problematic offenders, 
was evident in some of our interviews. Interviewees who worked in GT charities, third-
sector organisations and community-facing advocating roles acknowledged that GTs 
experience hate crimes, but highlighted the issue of under-reporting (see also, Home 
Office, 2016). Qualitative literature evidence that GTs are hate victimised (James, 2022), 
yet some practitioners stated they were not aware of victimisation towards GTs. A GT 
Service Manager mentioned he ‘very rarely’ encountered incidents of hate crime and that 
‘it’s not really been reported’. Similarly, a Councillor suggested, ‘it doesn’t seem to be a 
huge issue’ seemingly playing down the extent of victimisation experienced by GTs. 
There was also some reflection on the difficulty of investigating such offences, as a hous-
ing specialist service manager noted,

They do [report hate crimes] but it’s evidence though isn’t it. So, they’ll say to the police like 
three men come on site and they did this and did that, but there’s no evidence and they’ve got 
no way of identifying these people and if it happened. It’s really difficult because if you’ve got 
a high-profile problematic group that are big and are committing crimes left, right and centre, 
you know, eating in restaurants and running out, that community tension is going to get higher, 
and we do get one of those groups every year. So, I don’t know if you saw the media this year, 
but we had a group in town that-like police got drafted down from the county and they seized 
all their vehicles and arrested them all. (Housing specialist services manager)
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There is a clear divergence from the question about crimes directed at GTs, instead giv-
ing a justification for their supposed victimisation, blaming GTs for causing community 
tension. The language used suggests cognitive biases held by the practitioner who 
informs how they speak of GTs; rather than answering the question and discussing their 
experiences of victimisation, the practitioner relies on ideologies embedded in their cog-
nitive framework which reflects the discourse of GTs being offenders and not victims 
(Van Dijk, 2000a). This justification conflates ethnicity with offending behaviour, essen-
tially attributing the role of offender to individuals based on their ethnicity rather than 
their offending behaviour. This approach not only delegitimises the genuine experiences 
of crime by GTs but also suggests a tendency to automatically categorise GTs within the 
framework of offenders rather than victims. Similar to other ethnic minorities, in particu-
lar, black and black mixed-race men, GTs are seen as the ‘ideal offender’ rather than the 
‘ideal victim’ (Christie, 1986; Long, 2021) whereby their legitimacy or worthiness of 
victim status is questioned, flipping their position from victim to suspect, meaning they 
are generally not recognised as potential victims. The perceived legitimacy or worthiness 
of ‘ideal victim’ status is based on demographic and socio-economic factors and attrib-
utes such as respectability and blamelessness (Christie, 1986). The process of ‘othering’ 
the GT community distances them from the ‘ideal victim’ status, and by blending ethnic-
ity with offending behaviour, this instead, presents GT as the ‘ideal offender’.

Evidence shows that GT populations are more likely to experience racial hostility and 
less likely to report it when compared with other ethnic minority groups (Thompson and 
Woodger, 2020). Some practitioners acknowledged the issue of hate crimes directed at 
GTs; some held the view that hate crime towards GTs is ‘acceptable almost in society’ 
(GT Local Authority Team Manager), while others confessed to being unaware of any 
instances of GT hate crime victimisation. A GT Site Manager claimed, ‘it could be hap-
pening, but there’s no way to monitor it because the Travellers won’t report it to the 
police’. He then offered an explanation on why GTs do not report their experiences of 
hate crime to police:

They don’t want to work with the police and they don’t want police intrusion. I don’t mean this 
disrespectfully, but they don’t want police visiting the site for something innocent that might 
have happened because there are Travellers that are doing things that they shouldn’t be doing. 
(GT Site Manager)

The practitioner utilises a semantic move – a discursive strategy employed when discuss-
ing racially sensitive topics (Bonilla-Silva and Forman, 2000) – whereby he frames his 
opinion as non-offensive (‘I don’t mean this disrespectfully’) to distance himself from 
accusations of racism, before voicing his belief that GTs do not report crimes because they 
themselves are engaging in criminal behaviour. Yet, according to a discrimination survey 
with GTs, under-reporting is fuelled by a lack of action by police and the courts (Traveller 
Movement, 2016). The practitioner minimises GT’s experiences of hate crime, calling it 
‘innocent’ which serves to avoid complete denial but rather normalise or downplay the 
significance of hate crimes directed at GTs and reposition them as offenders. This echoes 
existing research measuring prejudice in Britain where less importance was attached to 
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GTs’ experiences of discrimination compared with other protected characteristics (Abrams 
et al., 2018). In a 2018 national survey of prejudice in Britain, 44% of people expressed 
openly negative feelings towards GTs, twice the percentage of those expressing negative 
views towards Muslims who are disproportionately targeted as victims of hate crime 
(Abrams et al., 2018).

While some practitioners adopted this minimising approach to GT victimisation, one 
practitioner, a Police Community Support Officer (PCSO) outright denied GT’s experi-
ences of discrimination:

They said I’m Gypsy so that’s why they don’t want me in the shop. It’s a case of no, they don’t 
want you in the shop because you’ve not got control of your children and they’re feral, you 
know, it’s not because they’re Gypsy. It’s just because there’s lack of boundaries. (PCSO)

Describing GT children as ‘feral’ alongside repudiating their discriminatory experiences 
demonstrates how language is used to dehumanise (Billig, 2001; Tileagă, 2007) and 
problematise GTs to justify their prejudicial treatment. The negative language used by 
the PCSO may be influenced by underlying ideologies embedded in their cognitive 
framework which reflect broader societal views. These shared beliefs and attitudes influ-
ence how practitioners perceive and speak about GTs, perpetuating negative ideologies 
and reinforcing societal biases. The interviewee highlights the disparity between what 
they consider appropriate ‘control’ and ‘boundaries’ and the perceived lack of such 
boundaries within the GT community, while simultaneously devaluing and dismissing 
the GT’s experiences of victimisation. This process of stigmatisation (Link and Phelan, 
2001) and the perpetuation of stereotypes that depict GTs as troublemakers or criminals 
can lead to a profound lack of empathy and ultimately discrimination and social rejec-
tion. Such negative portrayals disconnect ‘us’ emotionally from the experiences and 
hardships faced by GTs (‘them’), resulting in their status as victims being overlooked or 
dismissed and an overall loss of status.

These accounts demonstrate resistance from some practitioners to acknowledge GT’s 
experiences of victimisation. This reluctance could stem from an underestimation of the 
frequency and severity of discrimination or victimisation targeting this group, fuelled by 
a lack of reliable data on GT’s experiences of crime victimisation (James et al., 2019). 
Alternatively, it could reflect a tendency to downplay the significance of their victimisa-
tion experiences, perceiving them as harmless or insignificant, causing GTs and their 
experiences to be overlooked (Abrams et al., 2018). It is likely that rather than acknowl-
edging GTs as victims of crime, some practitioners defer to underlying negative ideolo-
gies, pre-existing, prejudiced and biased views, further exacerbating the issue.

Community safety

Much of the discourse surrounding GTs centres on their risk to settled community safety. 
‘Community safety’ is defined not only as a response to crime but also to the insecurity 
related to crime (Gilling, 2001). Research shows that the response and level of insecurity 
felt may not be directly linked to the risk of crime but to perceived risk and media repre-
sentations of crime (Gilling, 2001). Interviewees stated that many reports from the 
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settled community often related to the perception of GT’s breaking the sedentary biased 
rules of acceptable use of space and place rather than actually committing crime:

a lot of it was about fear of crime and then the lower level anti-social behaviour associated with, 
you know, people living, you know, behind four walls, but more in the open air and the noise 
that generated. (Senior Local Authority Officer for policing and crime)

This is another example of an ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinction (Link and Phelan, 2001), where 
the stigmatisation of GTs has led to discrimination in the form of exclusion. This can 
manifest in depersonalisation, rejection and stereotyping by the local community (Rogers 
and Pilgrim, 2010). Interestingly, practitioners stated that their actions towards, or sup-
port for, the GT community are often determined by the expectations of the local settled 
community. One retired police officer noted, ‘If you want to be elected, you cannot be 
sympathetic to Gypsies because nobody [.  .  .] no static member of the community wants 
that support’. Other police officers stated that what is perceived as them being tough on 
the GT community is often their responding to calls of concern from the local settled 
community who ‘complained about fires’, ‘lack of toileting facilities’, ‘dogs barking’ 
and ‘nicking the lead off the roof’.

Moreover, this fear of increased crime was sometimes recognised by practitioners as 
unfounded. One police officer observed that reports of criminal activity in relation to 
GTs were often inflated or exaggerated. In addition, a former senior police officer stated 
that he found no evidence that crime increases after the arrival of an unauthorised 
encampment into an area. Nevertheless, concerns about GT’s disproportionate involve-
ment in crime were recognised by many to be the main rationale for public opposition.

Some practitioners portrayed a paradoxical effect, whereby they expressed views that 
were sympathetic to settled groups’ hostile views of GTs, yet they tended to be more 
positive about GTs they interacted with professionally or personally. Those exhibiting 
anti-GT sentiment tended to select positive social representations of their in-group (set-
tled community), and negative ones about the (GT) out-group:

I suppose that can be quite disturbing for some people because then they leave a mess and they 
might be quite noisy, and they’ll often have – the children might not go to school, perhaps .  .  . 
I don’t know how I’d feel about that and then it’s the unknown, isn’t it? If you don’t know what 
they’re capable of or what they’re going to do, and you’ve got this set view in your head, it can 
sometimes make people automatically think, oh, I know that they don’t necessarily commit 
those types of crimes. They don’t really break into people’s houses and stuff like that. They are 
quite respectful, actually. The people that I’ve worked with, they are all respectful especially. I 
don’t know if it’s from probation but even in the village actually, there is a good morning. They 
are nice. (Probation Equalities Officer)

Here, the practitioner describes a phenomenon (the arrival of GT) as a situation that 
could be ‘quite disturbing’ for the settled community. The practitioner displays a positive 
ideological self-image when highlighting the negative consequences for the settled com-
munity that they align with, stating that they ‘don’t know what they’re capable of’. The 
practitioner differentiates between the ‘in-group’ settled community and the ‘out-group’ 
GT community; problematises and talks negatively about GTs with stereotypes such as 
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being messy and noisy; describes wanting to keep the GT out of the local area and dif-
ferentiates between ‘the local communities’ space and ‘GT’ space. The practitioner 
clearly states the perceived problems caused by the presence of GTs, but at no point men-
tions, or recognises, the problems experienced by the GT communities. The language 
used aligns with Van Dijk’s (2000a) theories of racist ideological self-schema which 
states that ideologies are expressed using a selection of group-relevant, self-serving 
socio-cultural values which have a polarising structure between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

Anti-GT discourse can be seen as a form of racist ideology that legitimises discrimi-
natory policies and practices targeted at GT (Walach, 2020). However, Van Dijk (2000a) 
recognises that the definition of a self-schema as racist could be problematic as many 
people will not self-identify as racist or recognise their actions as being racist. In addi-
tion, it is too straightforward to imply that discrimination such as this can be entirely 
reduced to the racialisation of GT communities. It is a well-recognised finding that rac-
ism is often about ambivalence rather than binaries (Phillips, 2023). Examples of this 
from our research include multiple practitioners stating that they changed or were advised 
to change their work-based safety protocols when visiting GT homes. This included 
home visits routinely being conducted in pairs and using police escorts when visiting 
sites, a practice usually only conducted in a situation of known risk (Ministry of Justice, 
2022). This type of behaviour further exacerbates the misrepresentation of the GT com-
munity and has the potential to increase GT resistance to professional engagement and 
accessing services.

Very few practitioners within our research were provided training to work with GT 
communities or aware of any targeted strategies within their organisations aimed at 
engaging with GT communities. Despite several interviewees having long-term experi-
ence working with GTs, there appeared a lack of cultural competence among practition-
ers working in mainstream services. While the desire of some practitioners to improve 
their cultural competence to work with GTs was evident, there were several accounts 
which suggested limited understanding of their history, diversity and cultural practices. 
For example, practitioners questioned whether those living in ‘bricks and mortar’ hous-
ing should be considered part of the GT community, misinterpreted GT communication 
styles which often include using gestures and talking in a loud tone as aggressiveness and 
lacked awareness of gender norms which prevented effective engagement.

Some practitioners appreciated the cultural differences that arise from a nomadic life-
style and the socio-economic-political drivers behind the inequalities faced by GT com-
munities. They also understood the reasons for any reluctance to assimilate into settled 
society and engage with authority. They recognised that this was often the result of his-
torical mistreatment through the vilification and criminalisation of GT cultures and life-
styles (Clark and Taylor, 2014). Below is an example of a practitioner exhibiting 
anti-racist narrative:

Because of that prevalence of poverty amongst GRT groups. Not only that but also, of course, 
not having the same access to services that might avoid getting into either poverty or crime in 
the first place. Access to education, access to health, access to social services, all of that. I think 
that’s why they tend to be of much prevalence, but also as well, I’d say they are more policed 
therefore they’re more likely to be caught if they do something. (Senior Probation Officer)
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Here, the practitioner shows a balanced attitude towards GTs which recognises the 
impact of socio-economic inequality and lack of government assistance on the commu-
nity. This practitioner also mentions the over-policing/hyper-surveillance of the GT com-
munity, supported by previous research of GTs reporting unwarranted stop and searches, 
hyper-surveillance of their sites and regular visits by police for no reason (James, 2007).

Some practitioners recognised that such practices together with unchallenged racist 
discourse within the media and politics were an indication of systemic ideology and 
policy based on racist premises (Eliav-Feldon et al., 2009). A Senior Local Authority 
officer for policing and crime stated that

there’s a perception from policing that some families, some communities, need more policing 
than others but that’s not at the heart of policing, that’s at the heart of the institutional racism 
isn’t it? (Senior Local Authority officer for policing and crime)

However, one retired senior police officer questioned whether discriminatory actions 
by the police stemmed from racism or were more accurately a feature of class bias:

I don’t think that’s racism, I think that’s more about what they call police property which is the 
police assume that all Gypsies are criminal and therefore they belong to the police, you know, 
like any criminal community, they should be surveyed, looked at and controlled. (Retired senior 
police officer)

This contradicts the experiences of GTs with the police (James, 2007) and widespread 
reports that police officers use racist language and stereotypes regarding GTs (Casey, 
2023; Drummond, 2022). The creation of the ‘Gypsy Roma Traveller Police Association’ 
(GRTPA) in 2014 marked a significant step in improving GRT representation in the police. 
Despite this, criminal justice practitioners of GT heritage in our research described dis-
criminatory work environments where they felt the need to work twice as hard or hide 
their ethnicity for fear of negative professional consequences. Two practitioners described 
being victims of racist discourse from colleagues with comments such as ‘Shut up and get 
back in your caravan’. If an organisational environment allows for the stigmatisation of 
GT employees, the consequences of this practice can result in status loss and discrimina-
tion (Link and Phelan, 2001). Multiple practitioners mentioned that racism against the GT 
community is still the last acceptable form of casual racism. These findings are supported 
by wider examples of institutional racism against GT communities within the Criminal 
Justice System in England and Wales (Lammy, 2017; The Traveller Movement, 2018).

Conclusion

This article has focused on practitioner’s perspectives of GTs in the context of crime and 
justice and how they align with broader societal views. It delves into the prevailing dis-
course surrounding this community and reveals practitioners’ compliance with dominant 
narratives and stereotypes of GTs and criminality. We go on to discuss how these per-
spectives may influence practitioners’ service provision for GT communities and the 
impact this has on GTs.
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Our research draws attention to the ways negative stereotypes are embedded in indi-
vidual behaviours and practices among practitioners working with GT communities and 
how negative perceptions manifest and reproduce within practitioner’s spaces, transmit-
ted through language and shared beliefs about GTs. We found evidence of othering and 
compliance with dominant narratives about GT criminality which included perceptions 
that GTs have a predisposition to lawlessness and criminality inherent in their upbringing 
and culture where violence and anti-social behaviour is normalised. These perceptions 
appear to influence and legitimise practices such as home visits routinely being con-
ducted in pairs and using police escorts as well as police using excessive force when 
visiting GT sites (Drummond, 2022).

Practitioners working in policing and crime were attuned to public concerns about the 
threat of GTs to community safety but reported that these prevailing views seemingly arise 
from a fear of crime rather than direct experiences of crime. This research found that some 
practitioners rejected dominant discourses about GTs, recognised the impact of socio-eco-
nomic inequality faced by GT communities and understood that generational vilification 
can lead to a reluctance to assimilate with settled society and engage with authority. 
However, many practitioners exhibited a lack of awareness concerning the victimisation 
and discrimination of GTs; some even denied that such victimisation occurs, contradicting 
prior research findings (James, 2020). Practitioners were found to underestimate the fre-
quency of victimisation, downplay its severity or defer to pre-existing prejudiced views 
regarding GTs. We found evidence that stereotypes of GTs rooted in media and political 
discourse influence negative ideologies shared by practitioners and shape their perspec-
tives, opinions and treatment of GT communities. The experiences of practitioners with GT 
heritage reveals they have been subjected to racism and discrimination by other practition-
ers, with some choosing not to self-identify for fear of discrimination.

Failure to challenge the prevailing negative narrative not only perpetuates the portrayal 
of GTs as criminals but also calls into question their status as victims. There is a lack of 
national data on GTs’ experiences of crime victimisation (James et al., 2019). GTs are typi-
cally excluded from household surveys because of their mobility, distrust of official sur-
veyors or because they choose not to self-disclose their ethnicity for fear of racism and 
discrimination, and as a result their experiences are hidden from public view. The perpetu-
ation of these prejudiced views by practitioners which in part can be attributed to a lack of 
cultural competence evidenced by the research exacerbates the challenges faced by GTs, as 
their experiences of discrimination and victimisation, are overlooked and invalidated. In 
the absence of cultural competence training, practitioners may rely on stereotypes leading 
to culturally insensitive biases and inappropriate services, exacerbating the inequalities 
faced by the GT community. The provision of targeted strategies and training can assist in 
improving confidence in engaging with GT communities and can decrease levels of 
enforcement and over-policing (Traveller Movement, 2018).

Further research is needed to examine GT’s experiences of crime as victims, including 
hate crimes, in order to challenge the popular representation of GTs as offenders rather 
than victims (Long, 2021). In addition, research is needed to explore why some practition-
ers resist or support dominant discourses. This article contributes to the broader discourse 
on social justice, with the aim of informing policymakers, practitioners and researchers on 
the potential implications that policies, interventions and practices influenced by domi-
nant discourses have on practitioners’ service provision for GT communities.
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