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A B S T R A C T

Since the turn of the century, Greenland has been examining the possibilities to develop its potential oil and gas
resources. The large scale oil and gas activities will impact the small Greenlandic society, both positively and
negatively. In this paper we employ the concept of a social license to operate to address the risks of an activity,
represented by the acceptance or approval of an activity by societal actors. The focus of existing research is
primarily on the interaction between local communities and companies. However, in an increasingly complex
society, where the role of governments, companies and civil society is subject to constant change, social licenses
to operate should be studied in an integrated way, to deal with all essential elements that influence the
successful implementation of controversial activities.

This paper builds on the idea that successful implementation of an activity is determined by social, political
and legal licenses. Trust and legitimacy are regarded as the fundamental principles on which all three licenses
are based. This paper therefore adopts an integrated approach, in which the role of the political and legal
licenses is taken into account as well as the social license. This approach provides for a more thorough analysis
for different sources of personal and institutionalised trust as well as input, throughput and output legitimacy
across the three licenses. The case study also illustrates the potential role of the government in co-shaping a
social license to operate.

1. Introduction

Oil and gas developments are subject to public debate, One source
of controversy is that their large scale has the potential to transform
communities, economies and environments (Harvey and Bice, 2014;
Slack, 2012; Omeje, 2005). These changes can have both positive and
negative impacts, and the distribution of those impacts can lead to
controversy. Over the last decade, the time for oil and gas projects to
reach production has nearly doubled (Franks et al., 2014). Almost half
of the risks that companies face in the development of an oil and gas
activity have a nontechnical nature, of which relationships with other
stakeholders is the largest category (Franks et al., 2014).

Since Greenland gained Self-Rule in 2009, the government is
looking to develop oil and gas activities in order to diversify its
economy and become financially independent from Denmark
(Naalakkersuisut, 2014). Such large scale oil and gas activities will
impact the small Greenlandic population, both positively and nega-
tively. Oil and gas development could therefore spark societal debate,
potentially leading to delays in implementation of the activities.

The concept of a social license to operate relates to nontechnical
risks of an activity, based on focussing on the acceptance or approval of
a certain activity by societal actors. The concept originates from the
mining industry where it emerged during the 1990s (Gunningham
et al., 2004). Since then it has been used in a wide variety of industrial
sectors (Hall et al., 2015). Typically the literature has focused on
questions such as “What is a social license to operate?”, “What
elements contribute to a successful social license to operate?” and
“How can companies obtain a social license to operate?”. The interac-
tion between local communities and private sector companies is
typically the primary concern of this body of research (Hall et al.,
2015; Moffat and Zhang, 2014; Parsons et al., 2014; Prno, 2013;
Boutilier et al., 2012; Prno and Slocombe, 2012). This focus is valid and
has contributed to establishing the concept of a social license to
operate, not only from an academic point of view, but also in best
practices of companies worldwide. However, current developments in
society ask for a broader understanding of the social license to operate
(Owen and Kemp, 2013; Harvey and Bice, 2014). In an increasingly
complex society, where the role of governments, companies and civil
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society are subject to constant change, approaches that examine the
social license to operate in isolation from other factors miss essential
elements that influence the successful implementation of controversial
activities (see also Prno and Slocombe, 2012).

This paper builds on the idea that successful implementation of an
activity is determined by social, political and legal licenses (Morrison,
2014). Empowered citizens and civil society organisations are not
satisfied with how national governments and (multinational) private
sector companies are implementing industrial activities such as oil and
gas developments. As stakeholders have lost trust in the legal and the
political systems to adequately deal with their concerns, the need for a
social license to operate has emerged. Trust and legitimacy are
regarded as the fundamental principles on which a social license to
operate is based (Morrison, 2014; Thomson and Boutilier, 2011), but
also play an important role in the legal and political system. An
integrated analysis of the acceptance of an activity thus requires
studying the processes through which trust and legitimacy are estab-
lished as part of all three licenses.

To understand the role of trust and legitimacy in the interactions
between these three licenses, the authors studied the development of
oil and gas activities in Greenland. The level of industrial activities in
the Arctic region has increased over the last decade. Sparked by
amongst others the increased accessibility due to receding ice and
snow cover (ACIA, 2004), technological advances, political stability and
high commodity prices, the extractive industries have expanded their
activities in this region (Brookings, 2014; Smits et al., 2014). It is
estimated that the undiscovered hydrocarbon resources in this region
could amount up to 90 billion barrels of oil equivalent and 1.670
trillion cubic feet of natural gas, which are technically recoverable
(USGS, 2008). This equals approximately 13% of the world's undiscov-
ered oil resources. Since the 1970s, 14 exploration wells have been
drilled in Greenland; eight of these were drilled in 2010 and 2011. No
economically viable oil and/or gas resources have been found yet
(www.govmin.gl). Now that the oil prices have dropped and are
expected to remain volatile, the future of Greenlandic oil and gas
activities is uncertain. This is a challenge for the Greenlandic
government and society, since the development of oil in particular
was seen as a driver for economic diversification and financial
independence.

The following questions were examined in this case study: How are
trust ensured between national government, local indigenous commu-
nities and oil companies? Who are legitimate decision makers on
whether and under what conditions oil and gas may be developed in
Greenland? What will be the consequences for granting a license to
operate for future oil and gas activities? To answer these research
questions, we will first elaborate on the case study and methods chosen
for conducting the analysis (Section 2). Section 3 discusses in more
detail how the legal, political and social licenses to operate interact, as
well as how trust and legitimacy are operationalised. Section 4 analyses
the three licenses in relation to the oil and gas development in
Greenland, followed by a discussion about trust and legitimacy in the
interaction between the political, legal and social licenses to operate in
Greenland (Section 5). In Section 6 conclusions are drawn.

2. Case study and methods

The research for this paper was conducted using a case study
approach (Yin, 2009), focused on the offshore oil and gas developments
in Greenland. The methods that were used to gather the qualitative
data for this case study consisted of semi-structured interviews,
observation and literature and document analysis. The empirical data
has been gathered between 2011 and 2016. By collecting data in three
different ways, data triangulation ensures that the data and findings are
confirmed or disconfirmed in multiple ways (Yin, 2009; Vennix, 2006).
This paper primarily draws upon the semi-structured interviews
conducted in 2016. The interviews were held with representatives of

local (n = 1), national (n = 2) and international (n = 1) government
authorities, local (n = 2) and international (n = 1) private sector
companies, and local (n = 3) and international (n = 2) civil society
organisations.

The interviewed authorities, companies and organisations have
been selected based on their involvement in the development of oil
and gas activities in Greenland. In the selection process the authors
have ensured a balanced representation of sectors (government, private
and civil society) and of geographical origin (local, national or
international). The socio-political focus of this research determined
which departments or representatives were approached, e.g. (repre-
sentatives and experts of) social/economic/political departments with-
in governments, companies and organisations rather than (represen-
tatives and experts of) the technical departments. It should be noted
that some local and national organisations are so small, that the entire
organisation consists of one to five employees. The representatives of
the organisations that have been interviewed were all high level policy
or executive officers that spoke on behalf of the organisation they
represented. Some of them have been born and raised in Greenland,
while others are Danes that now work and live in Greenland or work
and live in other European countries. All interviews were conducted in
English as the authors do not master the Danish and Greenlandic
languages sufficiently to conduct semi-structured interviews. This only
affected the selection process concerning the local civil society organi-
sations: Next to the three civil society organisations that have been
interviewed, the authors also approached the Greenlandic workers and
fishermen and hunters organisations, however due to the language
barrier no interviews could be conducted with these two organisations.

All interviews have been recorded, after which a transcript was
made. The conceptualisation of the legal, political and social licenses
and the elements of trust and legitimacy, as outlined in Section 3, was
used to code each of the transcripts. and the transcripts were then
analysed with qualitative data analysis software. Furthermore, a
number of informal interviews were held during various conference
visits, including the Arctic Frontiers (2015) and Arctic Technology
Conference (2015). The observations stem from two visits to
Greenland: one in 2011 and one in 2016. Secondary material such as
policy documents, scholarly literature and newspaper articles were
used to complement the data generated from interviews and observa-
tions.

3. Legitimacy and trust in the social, political and legal
licenses

To perform industrial activities, companies need permits and
political support. These political and legal licenses of an activity are
based on formal judicial and political procedures. The political license
is ‘the authority that the government gives to any other organisation
to undertake a particular activity’ (Morrison, 2014), and is granted by
politicians. The legal license applies to an activity outlined by the
regulatory framework, and is granted for example as a permit by an
assigned governmental authority, represented by its civil servants,
based on well-defined legal procedures. Besides these political and legal
licenses the past decennia gave rise to a new type of license: the social
license to operate (SLO). A social license to operate is generally defined
as ‘the ongoing acceptance and approval from local communities and
other stakeholders’ (Parsons et al., 2014; Prno, 2013; Thomson and
Boutilier, 2011; Joyce and Thomson, 2000). Different from the political
and legal licenses to operate, the social license to operate is not granted
by a public authority, but is rather a process that runs through the
entire lifecycle of a project and seeks a ‘license’ from in particular local
communities and other stakeholders (Hall et al., 2015; Prno, 2013).
This raises the question who grants a social license to operate? When is
it obtained? And how is it obtained?

It is generally acknowledged among scientists and practitioners that
trust and legitimacy play an important role in obtaining and maintain-
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