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Research knowledge on the management practice of Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) in Greenlandic companies is 
limited. As a first study of work environment activities in Greenlandic companies, this article presents the results of a survey of 
OSH management practice in the private sector (>9 employees) in Greenland.  

74% of Greenlandic companies indicate that they want to have a work environment better than required by legislation. However, 
compliance with OSH legislation is challenged as only 45% meet the requirements for the compulsory risk assessment. Addi-
tionally, 69% of the companies claim to have the compulsory safety organization, although only 38% have educated the safety 
organization as required. For small companies and the regions far away from the capital Nuuk, compliance is even lower. The 
results point to the specific challenges in Greenland, such as the large distance in the country, hampering the dissemination and 
enforcement of work environment regulation.  

The difficulties for the Greenlandic companies in meeting the basic requirements from the work environment legislation creates 
a severe challenge for the society. The authorities and the social partners need to develop strategies to reach out to the private 
sector to secure a safe and healthy work environment. A better adaptation to the specific Arctic context in Greenland is highly 
pertinent.  

 

Introduction 

Greenland’s labour market has been through a fast transition from traditional self-employment 
based on hunting and fishing to ordinary salaried employment for most citizens. Following this 
development are safety and health risks at work. Greenland has adopted the Danish work environ-
ment legislation, and the Danish labour inspectorate is responsible for enforcing the legislation. 
However, Greenland’s unique geographical, occupational, social, and cultural conditions may chal-
lenge the understanding behind the Danish and European OSH legislation and its implementation, 
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and little is known about the Greenlandic companies’ management practice of occupational safety 
and health (OSH).  

The first indications of work related safety and health risks date from a survey of the living condi-
tions, lifestyle and health in Greenland, where Bjerregaard indicates that “a very large part of the 
population is exposed to nuisances in their work place that can influence the health negatively” 
(Bjerregaard, 1995) and he later points to the lack of knowledge: “poor work environment influ-
ences the health which is shown by a lot of surveys from many countries but no surveys have been 
conducted in Greenland” (Bjerregaard, 2004). Since then, only limited research is published. A few 
studies of occupational diseases have been conducted, pointing out serious challenges for both 
employees and companies in the fishing industry (Hjort Bønløkke et al., 2012; Laustsen et al., 2022), 
and furthermore a few studies in arctic safety in the oil industry, maritime and mining operations 
identifying the special arctic challenges as remoteness, limited infrastructure and weather condi-
tions (Albrechtsen & Indreiten, 2021). Yet, the main occupations have during a few decades shifted 
from self-employed hunters and fishermen to employment in all sorts of businesses – ranging from 
fish industry and construction to services and public employment (Lennert, 2015). Only less than 
4% of the employed population in Greenland has traditional fishing and hunting as their main 
income1. Management of OSH is therefore a new task for both employees and companies in Green-
land, and knowledge about how private companies in Greenland manage and implement the basic 
legal OSH requirements is needed to develop efficient strategies to improve the work environment.  

This paper contributes to this knowledge by investigating the approach to OHS, the ability to meet 
the regulatory OHS requirements and control measures in practice in the Greenlandic companies. 
Furthermore, the survey illuminates the OSH differences related to company size and location. We 
contribute to the OSH literature in the Arctic region by providing a first-of-its-kind survey study 
of work environment activities in Greenlandic land-based companies. The results call for a more 
targeted adaption of OSH regulation to the unique Greenlandic context and to further studies of 
work environment practices in both Greenlandic companies and public institutions. 

Background  

Greenland is marked by a harsh arctic climate and huge distances with a geography stretching 2670 
km from North to South and 1050 km from East to West. The country has around 56,000 inhab-
itants spread out in 17 larger and 54 smaller settlements along the coastline of Greenland, and as 
there are no roads between settlements, transportation takes place by either boat or plane/helicop-
ter. During winter, covering more than half the year, and spring, the weather adds more constraints 
because of sea ice, snow, and fog. Furthermore, the urbanization in Greenland has been remarkably 
high, and the capital, Nuuk, is now counting more than one-third of all the inhabitants in Greenland 
versus a fifth 40 years ago. In contrast, the number of people living in settlements with less than 
700 inhabitants has decreased from a quarter to one-seventh (Kleemann, 2023: 6). Privately owned 
companies are mostly situated in the larger cities where the economic basis for business is present. 
Additionally, 13 government-owned joint stock companies dominate business life in every settle-
ment (Kleemann, 2023: 20), especially within infrastructure, fishing industry, retail trade, and oil 
supply.  

Another important layer in understanding the Greenlandic context is the fast transition from Dan-
ish colony to Greenlandic Self-government within half a century, impacting both business structure 
and democratic influence and traditions (Bianco, 2019). The transformation from a traditional 
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society with self-employed hunters and fishermen to modernity with salaried employment has been 
particularly rapid in Greenland compared to other Indigenous societies in the Arctic (Karlsson, 
2021). Consequently, Greenlanders may have ambiguous relations to salaried employment as self-
sufficiency from hunting and fishing has been highly valued (Kruse et al., 2008). However, cultural 
values and preferences of the Greenlandic labour force are changing as employment may now be 
seen as the means to acquire resources for needed equipment instead of having an identity as a 
salaried employee (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2003: 31). Furthermore, the drive for self-sufficiency 
may create a barrier to the traditional organisation of employment with managers directing and 
controlling work activities (Lau, 2005). A further related trait is acceptance of conditions as they 
are and avoidance of confrontations and conflicts (Lau, 2005; Wilson, 2015). These constraints 
may, together with positive economic development explain a labour market characterized by full 
employment with vacant positions and large problems with attracting and retaining employees 
(Karlsson, 2021). The labour force is furthermore marked by a relatively low rate of skilled and 
many unskilled workers, and a language divide between Greenlandic and Danish with a large share 
of both only speaking one of the languages (Karlsson, 2021). Increasingly, workers from third 
countries, mainly from Asia, are hired without speaking Greenlandic or Danish and in many cases 
not even English. These labour market challenges can be expected to have a spillover effect on the 
companies’ possibilities to manage OSH as high labour migration and absenteeism and reluctance 
to speak up together may be a constraint for motivation and organisation of systematic work envi-
ronment activities.  

Danish, and thereby Greenlandic legislation2, follows the same principles outlined in the European 
framework direction from 1989 on OSH (Jensen, 2002). In Greenland, Denmark, and the EU, the 
employer has the full responsibility to secure safe and healthy working conditions for the employees 
– independent of explicit regulatory rules (Uhrenholdt Madsen & Hasle, 2017). Moreover, the em-
ployer has to make risk assessments (workplace assessment in the Danish legislation) of all possible 
risks and to plan how to control these risks to protect workers from all health hazards. Employees 
are to be involved in OSH management through election of safety representatives and the estab-
lishment of joint safety committees. Managers in the safety groups and the safety representatives 
in Greenland must complete the statutory work environment education of five days duration. The 
education is carried out by the Danish Working Environment Authority (DWEA) and ensures 
basic knowledge of the work environment, the legislation, and its implementation in practice. Most 
courses are offered in Nuuk in either Greenlandic or Danish, according to DWEA.  

Little is known about the work environment in the labour market in Greenland. The number of 
reported accidents and occupational diseases has increased since 2009 to 619 accidents and 100 
diseases in 2016. However, in 2016 Greenland Statistics stopped publishing on OSH (Grønlands 
Statistik, 2017), and only few studies in the fish processing industry show considerable health prob-
lems (Laustsen et al., 2022). Research and public statistics lack information about the work envi-
ronment in Greenland. The public health survey from 2004 (Bjerregaard, 2004: 83-84) indicates a 
massive underreporting of work accidents and argues for the expected number to be around 1,500 
per year. Knowledge about the work environment has decreased even further since regular studies 
of public health in Greenland do not compare occupation or sector with health (Larsen et al., 2019).  

In 1986, the first work environment legislation was approved in Greenland, which is a delay of 
decades compared to Denmark, and while the legislation in Denmark has been adjusted often, 
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there have been very few adjustments in Greenland, with the latest in 2005, but a major revision 
has just passed into law and will apply from July 2023. The revision entails equality of mental and 
physical work environment, inclusion of sickness absence in the workplace assessment (WPA), as 
well as changing the designations from safety organisation to work environment organisation and 
a higher level of fines for infringement of the law.  

In the European countries with a long history of industrialisation and subsequent OSH regulation 
– Denmark got the first legislation in 1873 – workers still suffer from accidents and occupational 
diseases, and improvements have been limited since the Millennium (Countouris N et al., 2023). A 
safe and healthy work environment is, therefore, not a goal, which comes automatically with in-
dustrialisation and economic development. Even rich countries in Europe are fighting to improve 
the work environment (Aleksynska et al., 2019: 66; Inc, 2022: 42–43). 

Methodology  

We selected a cross-sectorial survey design with telephone interviews to create an overview of the 
work environment activities in private Greenlandic companies. The National Research Centre for 
the Working Environment has developed a questionnaire to map work environment activities in 
Danish companies and compare the activities with regulatory requirements (Bach, 2018). The ques-
tionnaire is based on Danish legislation, and has been validated and used repeatedly for research 
purposes (Madsen et al., 2022; Thorsen et al., 2017).  

The Danish questionnaire contains 46 questions covering themes such as workplace assessment, a 
priority of work environment, safety organisation, preventive activities, risk assessments and in-
struction and training of employees. We adapted the questions to the Greenlandic context to make 
the questionnaire shorter and more relevant for the respondents. The adjustments are based on 
discussions in the research group with Greenlandic students and have subsequently been discussed 
with an advisory group consisting of representatives from Greenlandic companies, the labour mar-
ket department, the Danish Working Environment Authority, employers' organizations, and trade 
unions.  

Adaptation to Greenlandic conditions consists in the removal of irrelevant questions, e.g., ques-
tions related to recent legislation in Denmark not implemented in Greenland, while a few questions 
have been added such as weather conditions particularly relevant to Greenland. The Greenlandic 
version ended with 35 questions covering ten themes including company information, workplace 
assessment, priority of the work environment, physical, chemical, and psychosocial exposures, 
safety and accidents, management of OSH, and OSH training.  

We translated the questionnaire into Greenlandic by the bilingual members of the research group, 
and bachelor students studying professional translation made a translation back to Danish. The 
translation validation showed difficulties in translating several work environment terms not usually 
applied in Greenlandic – a problem also identified in a study of court proceedings in Greenland 
(Pedersen & Lauritsen, 2018). After reconciliation, to validate the adaption to the Greenlandic 
context, we tested the questionnaire in six interviews – three in each language, initiating a few more 
adaptions.  

During data collection, we became aware of four issues of particular importance for Greenland 
that needed adaptation of the questionnaire. We identified a misunderstanding about fulfilling a 
workplace assessment and consequently added two additional questions about actions plans and 
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follow up to indicate a full compliant workplace assessment. Due to the geography many compa-
nies appeared to have several separated locations (up to 1000 km distance) without present man-
agement but having managers responsible for the work environment located elsewhere, and man-
agers expressed uncertainty about the management responsibility in these cases. We therefore 
added questions about management of more locations, and added an open answer to clarify how 
responsibility was handled practically. A recurring misunderstanding was how employees were 
counted in several physical separated workplaces. Here, some counted each workplace separately, 
and others assumed that only permanent staff counted, where none of the two assumptions are 
correct. Likewise, several companies indicated that they did not have a safety representative, and 
we added questions about these issues to a subsample of the respondents. We furthermore pre-
pared a procedure for the implementation of the interviews, including details about the number of 
employees. 

The study population 

The work environment law requires companies with 10 or more employees to establish a safety 
organisation, and we therefore limited the study population to all land-based companies having 10 
or more employees, including both private owned and government owned joint stock companies 
with a permanent residence in Greenland. Number of employees is calculated as total number of 
employees independent of geographical location and covering both permanent and temporary em-
ployment as well as part time. Since 2018, Greenlandic companies have been integrated into the 
Danish Central Business Register. We used the register to identify the population, but the register 
proved they have incomplete information about physical operating places and numbers of employ-
ees. Consequently, we used supplementary data to identify companies with more than 9 employees 
from the social security numbers associated with a company and a payroll of more than 3 million 
DKK from the Labour Market Insurance company3 combined with the data from the Danish Cen-
tral Business Register. We explained the interpretation of the rules in the beginning of the interview, 
and the interviewees accepted joining the interview, even though they stated less than ten employ-
ees. Due to the misunderstanding about counting the employees, we included the so-called small 
companies in the study, as we assume them to have more than 9 employees according to definition 
in the law. 

The selection process carries the risk that there may be companies that are not included in the 
study, even if they are covered by the selection criteria. This can be misclassification in the Danish 
Central Business Register or incorrect information from the manager about the number of em-
ployees. Yet, we believe that the selections process covers most of Greenlandic businesses with 10 
or more employees.  

Data collection procedure 

280 companies met the criteria for inclusion in the study. We started with a general telephone call 
to contact the companies to identify the manager responsible for OSH for the interview and for 
larger companies to map the number of physical units, and whether they have several managers to 
interview. When possible, the interviews with the OSH responsible managers were complete at this 
first contact, but in most cases, the interviewers had to call several times to get an appointment to 
carry out the interview. The interviews were conducted in the language preferred (Danish or Green-
landic) by the Interviewee. All interviews were conducted by bilingual project participants who 
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possessed both linguistic and cultural skills to conduct interviews on the respondent's terms, in-
cluding handling of language ambiguities. Most of the 160 respondents had Greenlandic as mother 
tongue, but only 43 answered in Greenlandic, the reason is – as expressed by one interviewee “the 
meaning of the Greenlandic expression can be ambiguously unclear”, consequently the Danish 
version were preferred. A few respondents requested a digital version of the questionnaire and 
answered through an internet link.  

Results 

The data sampling ended with 160 completed questionnaires corresponding to a response rate of 
57%. The non-respondents were contacted up to 10 times and the most common reasons for not 
participating were lack of time and interest but also misunderstanding about whether the company 
was covered by the legislation. All the contacted companies have been interviewed in their pre-
ferred language (Greenlandic or Danish) and no one has refused with language as a reason.  

The response distributed based on geography and sectors shows no tendency to important bias 
(Table 1 and 2).  

Municipality Response 
n 

Pct Total 
N 

Avannaata 8 47% 17 
Qeqertalik 7 88% 8 
Qeqqata 23 56% 41 
Sermersooq  
(Location of Nuuk) 113 56% 202 
Kujalleq 9 75% 12 
Total  160 57% 280 

Table 1. Responses distributed on the five Greenlandic municipalities. 

In this context, it is important to bear in mind the small numbers of companies in the municipalities 
outside the capital, which means that we are cautious about concluding on these individually but 
instead use them to contrast the capital municipality. 

Sector Response 
n 

% Total 
N 

Construction 35 61% 57 
Trade 40 51% 78 
Industry 4 67% 6 
Office and communication 21 54% 39 
Agriculture and food 18 75% 24 
Private Service 17 61% 28 
Social and Health 0 0% 6 
Transport 21 57% 37 
Education and research 4 80% 5 
Total 160 57% 280 

Table 2. Responses distributed on sectors. 
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Data analysis 

The analysis focuses on the implementation of the basic regulatory requirements to the work en-
vironment activities in Greenlandic companies, and the aim is to provide an overview over the 
Greenlandic situation by analysing the attitude towards the work environment and the compliance 
level on WPA and safety organisation followed by a closer look at the challenges caused by geog-
raphy and business structure.  

Greenlandic companies generally indicate a high priority of the work environment – also compared 
to Danish companies (Bach, 2018). Two out of three Greenlandic companies indicate high priority 
of the work environment, and only half of the Danish companies do the same (Figure 1). The 
prevalence of low priority is low and almost the same.  

 
Figure 1. Does the workplace give high priority to the work environment?  

In both countries approximately one out of three companies indicate that the work environment 
should be better than legal requirements (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Does the workplace intend to have better work environment than the law requires?  

Taken together Greenlandic companies generally indicate a high priority of the work environment 
at a level comparable to Danish companies. 

Workplace assessment 

When we turn to the actual legal requirement for the companies to organise work environment 
activities, the picture is more nuanced and deserves a closer examination. As indicated in section 
2, the EU requirement for risk assessment is in Denmark and subsequently in Greenland translated 
to workplace assessment. Full compliance involves the following four steps:4  

1. Mapping of the company's work environment risks 
2. Assessment of the risks 
3. Preparation of an action plan for control risks and solve work environment problems  
4. Guidelines for follow-up of activities undertaken, including responsibility, implementation, 

and revision of action plan 

It is mandatory that risk assessments are carried out for all major changes of work organisation and 
technology that may have an impact on the work environment and must in any case be carried out 
at least every three years. The results for compliance with workplace assessment in Greenland show 
that three out of four companies have carried out a workplace assessment at one moment in time 
and a little more than half have done it inside the three years requirement. These results are lower 
than the comparable Danish compliance (Error! Reference source not found.). 

 
Figure 3. Completed workplace assessment. 

The size of the company has an influence on the inclination to comply with the legislation, and the 
large companies are as expected more compliant in both countries while the smallest companies 
have the lowest compliance (Figure 4). As in the Danish survey the company size is based on 
number of employees: small companies 0-9 employees, medium-sized companies 10 -34 employees 
and large companies are 35 and more employees, but it is important to bear in mind the register 
challenges in Greenland as described earlier under “The Study Population”. 
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The Greenlandic companies have a lower compliance rate than the Danish for each size of com-
panies. Especially the required recurring implementation of WPA every third year constitute a chal-
lenge for the Greenlandic companies.  

 
Figure 4. Completed workplace assessment distributed by company size. 

However, a fully legal workplace assessment requires both preparation and implementation of an 
action plan, and with the two additional elements less than half of all companies have full compli-
ance with the workplace assessment requirement (table 3). Even for large companies 40% have not 
a compliant WPA, and for smaller companies the majority do not have a compliant WPA.  
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plemented = full compli-
ance  
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Table 3. Compliance with the requirement for workplace assessment in Greenland 

Distributed by geography and represented by the five municipalities of Greenland (Table 4) the 
results show that the compliance rate is higher in Sermersooq with the capital Nuuk. It is by far 
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the biggest city with most of the companies and the largest ones. The number of respondents from 
the four other municipalities is low, but added up, the average of the compliance rate is 31% which 
is considerably lower than the capital municipality with a rate 50%.  

 Northwest municipalities -> central municipalities-> southern municipalities 

 Avannaata Qeqertalik Qeqqata Sermersooq Kujalleq 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

WPA mapping  5 63% 4 57% 17 74% 93 82% 5 56% 

WPA within 3 
years  3 38% 1 14% 14 61% 74 65% 3 33% 

Prepared action 
plans 3 38% 1 14% 10 43% 61 54% 3 33% 

Concrete initia-
tives imple-
mented = full 
compliance  3 38% 1 14% 8 35% 57 50% 3 33% 

Total 8  7  23  113  9  

Table 4. Workplace assessment distributed by municipalities. 

A part of the explanation for compliance differences is differences in company size where Serm-
ersooq has 37% large and 49% of medium size companies, while the average for the other four 
municipalities is 28% large and 60% medium size companies. However, even for large companies, 
the compliance rate outside Sermersooq is considerably lower (Table 5).  

 Sermersooq Outside Sermersooq 

 Full compliance Pct N Full compliance Pct N 

Large companies 28 67% 42 5 38% 13 

Medium-size companies 21 38% 55 9 32% 28 

Small companies 8 50% 16 1 17% 6 

Total 57 50% 113 15 32% 47 

Table 5. Workplace assessment distributed to Sermersooq versus rest of the country. 

Safety organisation  

A key feature in the management of the work environment is the safety organisation. Companies 
with 10 or more employees but less than 20 employees must establish a safety group consisting of 
the first line manager and an employee-elected safety representative, while companies with 20 or 
more employees must establish a safety5 committee chaired by a responsible management repre-
sentative. Both the safety groups and the safety committee must include employee-elected safety 
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representatives. During the interviews, many respondents expressed uncertainty about these rules, 
and the interviewer had to explain the rules to get an answer.  

The frequency of companies is depicted in Error! Reference source not found.6. We have in-
cluded small companies even though they in principle are not required to have a safety organisation 
as we expect that, according to the definition in the legislation, in practice they have had 10 or 
more employees. 

The prevalence of safety organisations is almost level with Denmark, with the majority of large 
companies and two-thirds of the medium-sized companies having a safety organisation.  

 

Large compa-
nies 

Medium-sized 
companies 

Small compa-
nies Mean 

 N Pct N Pct N Pct N Pct 

Has a safety organi-
zation 50 91% 52 63% 9 41% 111 69% 

Total 55   83   22   160   

Denmark  93%  69%     

Table 6. Distribution of companies with a safety organisation 

Similar to workplace assessments, the capital municipality has a higher frequency with 76% cover-
age compared to the other four municipalities with 53% of the companies having a safety organi-
sation. 

One of the requirements for the safety organization is that the members (managers and safety 
representatives) receive a compulsory one-week education in a work environment. Completion of 
the education can be a proxy for a fully compliant safety organization. Table 6 shows the prevalence 
of a safety organization with all, or most managers and safety representatives educated (Error! 
Reference source not found.7). Companies can be compliant even though all managers and safety 
representatives are not educated due to employees leaving and waiting time for enrolment at the 
course.  

The results indicate that only a little more than one-third of the companies have a fully compliant 
safety organisation with a majority of educated members.  

 

Large compa-
nies 

Medium-sized com-
panies 

Small compa-
nies 

Mean 

 n pct n  pct n pct n pct 

Safety organization 50 91% 52 63% 9 41% 111 69% 

Educated Safety Organization 28 51% 25 30% 7 32% 60 38% 

N 55   83   22   160   

Table 7. Educated members of the safety groups distributed in company size. 
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Half of the large companies have educated safety organizations while the share is remarkably lower 
for medium-sized and small companies. As shown in table 8 the share of educated safety organi-
zations in Sermersooq is 42% while the average 28% for the other four municipalities is remarkably 
lower. Most courses are organized in Nuuk and companies in other localities have therefore signif-
icant cost for completion of the courses as they bear both course fees and travel and subsistence 
costs.  

 Avannaata Qeqertalik Qeqqata Sermersooq Kujalleq 

 n pct n pct n pct n pct n pct 

Safety organization 4 50% 4 57% 15 65% 86 76% 2 22% 

Educated Safety Organization 3 38% 4 57% 6 26% 47 42% 0 0% 

N 8  7  23  113  9  

Table 8. Educated members of the safety groups distributed geographically. 

As for workplace assessment, large companies are more compliant with establishing and training 
the safety organization – although half of the large companies do not fully follow the rules. The 
geographical distance similarly plays a role for compliance with the safety organization rules.  

Management of several locations 

It is common for Greenlandic companies to have several locations distributed on the coast, and 
41% of the 123 managers who were asked this question are responsible for more than one work-
place (Table 9).  

Number locations responsible for: n Pct 

Total responsible for more than 1 location 51 41% 

Hereof: 

• 2-3 places 28 

 

23% 

• 4-6 places 12 10% 

• 7 locations or more  11 9% 

N 123  

Table 9. Management of several locations 

Some of these separated workplaces can be more than 1000 km from the manager’s residence and 
require several days of travelling. One fifth of the managers are even responsible for four or more 
locations, which is likely to be a severe constraint for an effective management of the work envi-
ronment and leads to questions about the feasibility of fulfilling the responsibilities satisfactorily. 
With the geography of Greenland, it must be a severe constraint for the safe control of the work 
environment.  

Just below half of the managers with several locations experience themselves that they have proper 
control of the work environment. More than half consider the consequences of the separation of 
units to be more constrained. 



Arctic Yearbook 2023 

 

 

Occupational Safety and Health in Greenland – a chapter to be written? 

13 

 

  

 n pct 

To a large extent 23 45% 

To some extent 18 35% 

To a little extent 6 12% 

No possibility 4 8% 

N  51 100% 

Table 10. Possibility to manage the work environment at several locations. 

For some of the companies with several units placed in the same city – particular in Nuuk, where 
most companies have their headquarters, the physical distance constitutes a smaller problem, but 
most of the companies have locations in different geographical locations where they do not come 
daily. In the open question, approximately one fourth indicate that they use the safety organisation 
and the legislative instruments such as workplace assessment to management the work environ-
ment at distant locations. It most often also involves various kinds of digital communications. Yet, 
a large share (approximately half of the companies) indicated that they leave local leaders and em-
ployees to take care of the work environment and that they expect them to report if there are any 
problems. 

Discussion 

The Greenlandic legislation on work environment is relatively new and only few updates have been 
made with the latest in 2005, although a major revision come into force from 2023. The findings 
from this survey constitute the study of work environment activities in Greenlandic companies 
before this major revision. Yet, the changes in legislation are all adopted from Danish legislation 
without any adoption to the Greenlandic context. 

We consider the response rate of 57% as a satisfactory response rate for company-based surveys 
(Pielsticker & Hiebl, 2020), but of course, it would have been interesting to dive more into the 
company size of non-respondents to clarify. However, due to the register challenges, it is not pos-
sible to verify this sufficiently. From other studies, we know that small companies tend to have a 
lower response rate as well as larger challenges with the work environment (Sørensen et al., 2007). 
Despite this, we consider the sample to be a valid representation of companies in Greenland in our 
target group, as explained in the study population section.  

The first important result is that Greenlandic companies have adopted the work environment as a 
key issue on their agenda. This result is very positive as Greenland has only had explicit work 
environment legislation for approximately 35 years, whereas Denmark has more than 150 years of 
experience with public regulation of the work environment. Despite this difference, Greenlandic 
companies indicate a priority of the work environment at the same level as Danish companies. In 
addition, the establishment of the basic safety organisation with safety groups (a manager and a 
safety representative) and a safety committee is on level with Danish companies.  
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However, a high priority is not equal to a high level of management of the work environment in 
practice. Next to the short history of work environment management, Greenland companies face 
several other constraints, including a small population dispersed on a large geography, resulting in 
many small companies and often with several physical separated locations. Furthermore, the work-
ing population has a limited experience of salaried employment and may, especially for unskilled 
labour, consider employment as a means to acquire the necessary resources for a return to fishing 
and hunting (Karlsson, 2021). A low level of some of the required work environment activities is 
therefore not a surprise. This is particularly the case for workplace assessment, which is one of the 
key elements in the work environment law. A significant majority of Danish companies have car-
ried out a workplace assessment inside the required three years, whereas only a little more than half 
of the Greenlandic companies have done so, and when it comes to taking tangible action to im-
prove the work environment, less than half of the companies has done so. These results suggest 
that most Greenlandic companies have knowledge of the requirement for a workplace assessment 
but only, to a more limited extent, initiate tangible activities.  

A similar problem is having an efficient safety organisation where only a smaller part of the com-
panies has secured that the members of the safety organisation have the compulsory work envi-
ronment education. The cost of having a trained safety organization on both the manager and 
employee side may explain why only a minority of the respondents have a trained safety organiza-
tion and thus meet the requirements of the legislation.  

The share of companies with an educated safety organization is remarkably higher compared to 
the companies outside Nuuk. One explanation is the education costs for the companies outside 
Nuuk, causing companies to wait for the courses offered closer to their location. Furthermore, the 
course language adds another constraint, as bilingualism is more limited outside Nuuk. 

These results indicate that the geography constitutes a major constraint. The compliance level in 
the municipality Sermersooq, dominated by the capital Nuuk, is much higher than the other four 
municipalities, with many smaller towns and settlements and large physical distances. The head-
quarters of the major companies including the ones owned by the Government of Greenland are 
in Nuuk, and companies in Nuuk have easier access to a higher skilled labour and education in 
work environment. The labour market in Nuuk is challenged by a lack of labour force and high 
turnover can force the companies to improve the work environment and display their achievements 
to potential employees. Also, the supplementary questions about management of workplaces in 
different locations underline the geographical challenge.  

Even the relative high level of priority must be considered with reservations. It is the first time an 
adapted Danish questionnaire has been applied in the Greenlandic context. The interviewed man-
agers may tend to give positive answers as they are aware of the legislative requirement and there 
may be quite a distance from the opinion of the responsible manager to the practice in the fish 
factory or the construction site. Although the same contradiction may be expected at Danish work-
places, and our survey has a satisfactory response rate above the Danish study, the non-repliers 
could be expected to give a lower priority to the work environment. All in all, our results will 
therefore represent a group of replying companies with a better performance than non-repliers, 
and even for the repliers, the practice at the workplace level may be less effective than indicated by 
the replying companies themselves.  

Conclusion 
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The work environment at Greenlandic workplaces is of growing importance as most Greenlanders 
work in salaried employment and the labour market is challenged by full-time employment, high 
labour turnover, and high absenteeism. The companies put a high priority on the work environ-
ment at the same level as Danish companies, and they have in most cases established a safety 
organisation. However, for the more tangible preventive activities such as completing a full work-
place assessment cycle – including mapping, planning and implementation – only a minority of 
companies do so. The same is true for securing the compulsory education of the members of the 
safety groups. The challenges are especially found among companies outside Nuuk and in the me-
dium-sized and smaller companies, as well as in companies with several units at physically separated 
locations. With a group of non-respondents and many respondents with a distance to the shopfloor 
level, many workplaces may even have larger problems related to implementation of the compul-
sory work environment activities.  

Perspectives 

The high priority of the work environment among Greenlandic companies and the relatively low 
level of compliance with the basic requirement for work environment management point toward 
a need to develop strategies that help companies improve their work environment management 
practice.  

A strengthened work environment policy, in cooperation between the Greenlandic authorities and 
the social partners, such as labour unions, business associations etc., would create possibilities to 
improve safety and health at the workplace. Such an effort can have a potential not only for safety 
and health but also for some of the labour market challenges with high labour turnover, exclusion 
from the labour market and high absenteeism (Karlsson, 2021).  

The Greenlandic government has already initiated such a process with the amendment of the pre-
sent law with the changes of the Danish work environment law passed in 2005. Yet, a process of 
tailoring the practical enforcement to the Greenlandic context is still pending. In planning that 
process, an integrated process between all involved parties with orchestration of the stakeholders’ 
activities would have a stronger impact (Hasle et al., 2017).  

Future research 

This is the first study of work environment activities in Greenlandic, and to a large extent for the 
whole Arctic, as only very few studies of OSH and work environment have been published outside 
the fields of oil, gas, and mining industries. More research is needed to confirm whether the results 
can be found in other Arctic societies. It would also be relevant to study work environment activ-
ities in public employment, which is covering a little less than half the population.  

Furthermore, during the data collection, we registered uncertainty regarding the legal requirements 
related to how temporary employees were to be counted related to the establishment of a safety 
organization, and another uncertainty addressed the range of responsibility for the managers. Nat-
urally, this leads to the question of how the law is implemented in the workplace in practice. Hence, 
it would be of high relevance to carry out more detailed case studies of work environment practice 
at the shopfloor level to get an understanding of both barriers and possibilities for preventions of 
occupational risks. It would be particularly relevant to study the influence of the Greenlandic cul-
ture and possibilities for handling constraints related to geography, sector structure, and 
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competence. Such case studies at the shop floor can be used to better understand the mechanisms 
hampering the full implementation of work environment activities, as well as possibilities for im-
provement.  

 

Notes 

1. Greenlandic Statistic: 
https://stat.gl/publ/da/AR/202218/pdf/2021%20Besk%C3%A6ftigelsen.pdf fig. 1. 

2. https://at.gl/da/regler/love/lov-om-arbejdsmiljoe-i-groenland/. Accessed21.04.2023 

3. https://www.aes.dk/english/about-labour-market-insurance 

4. §11a, part 2 Order no. 1048 of the Ministry of Employment of 26 October 2005 as 
amended and §3, part 3 Executive Order no. 1168 of the Danish Working Environment 
Authority of 8 October 2007  

5. §5 and §6 part 1 Order no. 1048 of the Ministry of Employment of 26 October 2005 as 
amended 
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