
A Partial Application of Classic Grounded Theory in a Study of Poverty in Greenland 

Ólavur Christiansen, The University of Faroe Islands and The Economic Council of the 
Government of Faroe Islands  

Helen Scott, Grounded Theory Online 

 Svend Erik Sørensen, self-employed international consultant (Ascap Aps) 

December 2013  

Grounded Theory Review, Vol 12 (Issue #2), 16-22 

The online version of this article can be found at: 

https://groundedtheoryreview.org  

Originally published by Sociology Press 

https://sociologypress.com/ 

Archived by the Institute for Research and Theory Methodologies 

 https://www.mentoringresearchers.org/   

https://groundedtheoryreview.org/
https://sociologypress.com/
https://www.mentoringresearchers.org/
https://groundedtheoryreview.org


The Grounded Theory Review (2013), Volume 12, Issue 2

A Part ia l Applicat ion of Classic Grounded Theory in a  Study of 

Poverty in Greenland

Ólavur Chr ist iansen, The University of Faroe I slands and The Econom ic Council of the 
Governm ent  of Faroe I slands

Helen Scot t , Grounded Theory Online
Svend Er ik Sørensen, self-em ployed internat ional consultant  (Ascap Aps)

Abstract  

This paper describes a part ial applicat ion of the classic grounded m ethod in a research 
project  t asked t o surface an understanding of poverty, and offer policy recom m endat ions 
for change, to the Governm ent  of Greenland.  The aim  of analysis was to find the core 
category and related categories though analysis stopped short  of conceptual 
com pleteness and conceptual integrat ion. The theory explains that  from  the perspect ive 
of social sector adm inist rators,  there is a concern as to how to t ransit ion clients from  a 
state of dam aging dependence to a less dependent  state. The adm inist rators process this 
concern by engaging in proact ive steering within a societal st ructure which is 
character ised by a lack of capacity and discont inuity, and in a context  of overwhelm .  
The theory developed was successfully applied to sat isfy the object ives of the research 
project .

I n t roduct ion

I n a study of poverty and its possible allev iat ion in Greenland, classic grounded 
theory(CGT)  was part ially applied to produce a new perspect ive to inform  policym akers
(Sørensen, 2010) .

As a self-governing ent ity within the Danish realm , Greenland is financially 
subsidised by Denm ark, and wit hout  this subsidy, Greenland would m ost  likely be in a 
state of severe povert yequal to the poorest  of developing nat ions. Social-st ructural 
issues regarding health, educat ion and em ploym ent  exacerbate poverty- related 
problem s, which are m ore pronounced in Greenland than in other  parts of the Danish 
realm , or in Western Europe as a whole. Start ling exam ples of such problem s are the 
high rates of suicide and sexual abuse,and that the num ber of abort ions equals the 
num ber of bir t hs (GrønlandsStat ist ik 2013;  Stat ist ics Greenland 2013) . I n m any 
respects, the situat ion of Greenland’s populat ion is closer to that  of the indigenous 
people of North Am er ica than to its European neighbours.

I n relat ion to poverty,  the three pr im ary tasks of Greenland’s governm ent  are 
first ly, to provide for those who cannot  provide for them selves due to lack of incom e;  
secondly, to take care of those who are unable to take care of them selves, e.g., due to 
age or handicap;  and thirdly, to help people and fam ilies to becom e independent  of 
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public assistance. To inform  this work,  the Governm ent  com m issioned a wide- ranging 
study. The research design was com plex and included analyses of quant itat ive data, 
com parison of povert y defin it ions, quant it at ive m easurem ent  of poverty, and 
com parisons of quant itat ive m easurem ents of poverty. There was also a qualitat ive 
study of data collected from  interviews with people in the adm inist rat ion and their  
clients, pr ivate ent repreneurs and m em bers of the general public. 

I n part icular, the Governm ent  requested a discovery of the m eaning of poverty in 
the local Greenlandic cont ext . This discovery was to be based on available quant itat ive 
data and on collected qualitat ive data. As far as possible, this discovery of the m eaning 
of poverty  should also include a discovery of clues to resolve som e of the problem s that  
were connected t o poverty.  Thus, part  of the task was to give policy  recom m endat ions to 
the Governm ent .

The CGT study

Given this br ief, classic grounded theory becam e an obv ious choice of m ethodology. The 
consultant  however,  was not  fully fam iliar wit h CGT and while CGT studies can be t im e-
consum ing, this part  of the study had to be com pleted over a period of approxim ately 
four m onths. The consultant  therefore needed to develop theoret ical and pract ical 
insights intoCGT m ethodology and its applicat ion, swift ly. To facilitate this process the 
consultant  part icipated in a valuable CGT Workshop in the United Kingdom  in February 
2010, and sought  equally valuable guidance from  Olavur Christ iansen, a Fellow of the 
Grounded Theory I nst itute. Given the t im e- fram e, it  was deem ed im possible to use the 
CGT procedures in full as prescribed by Barney Glaser  (Glaser & St rauss 1967, Glaser 
1998, 2001) therefore, analysis had to be select ive. 

As is com m on with CGT, the data collected was m ost ly qualitat ive and obtained 
by interview;  part icipants were m ainly public em ployees within the educat ional and 
health sectors, and their  respect ive clients. The select ion of 70 interviewees dur ing field 
work largely followed the prescribed CGT procedure for theoret ical sam pling. I n total, 
Greenland has about  56,000 inhabitants covering an ice- free area of 410,000 km 2. 
Nuuk, the capital, has 16,000 inhabitantswith a further 32,000 inhabitants liv ing in 16
towns, and 8,000 m ore inhabitants liv ing in approxim ately 60 set t lem ents. Most  
set t lem ents com prise 50-75 peoplewhile a few are larger and have 200-500 people
(Stat ist ics Greenland 2013) . The focus was on four geographical areas indicat ed by the 
quant itat ive data to be quite different  from  each other :  Eastern Greenland (1 town, 1 
set t lem ent ) , Southern Greenland (1 town, 1 set t lem ent ) , Cent ral Greenland (1 
set t lem ent ) , and the Northern Greenland (1 town, 2 set t lem ents) . The a pr ior i select ion 
of these populat ions m ay be seen as a data select ion approach designed to m ax im ise t he 
differences.

Since t im e was lim ited, the aim s for analysis and the generat ion of theory were to 
find the core var iable and several other high- level concepts. Based on the procedures 
executed, we are confident  that  we have developed useful categories that  reflect  the 
actual situat ion and that  analysis sufficient ly conceptualises the relat ionships between 
the categories. This new perspect ive enables us to proffer som e new solut ions to 
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poverty- related problem s in Greenland. The core variable selected was one of several 
potent ial core categories and therefore whilst  useful, the opportunity rem ains for 
developing a m ajor CGT study.

The beginning of theory generat ion: current  understanding

From  the perspect ive of adm inist rators in the social sector, the problem  relates to their  
clients and in part icular to the clients’ states of dam aging dependence. The 
adm inist rators’ m ain concern is to do with the need to t ransit ion their  clients into a less 
dependent  state;  a state they  at tem pt  to br ing about  by changing clients’ behaviours. 
This process of proact ive steering is undertaken within a societal st ructure which is 
character ised by a lack of capacity and discont inuity, and in a context  of  overwhelm .

Dam aging dependence

Tradit ional I nuit  vir tues such as hum ility, reservat ion and ret icence are st il l pract ised in 
Greenland,but as a consequence of dam aging dependence they are expressed in the 
form  of subordinat ion, m eaninglessness and powerlessness. Where a desired state m ight  
be an inter -dependence based on fam ily t ies and social relat ionships, dam aging 
dependence is based on an over- reliance on others and is perpetuated by a cycle of self-
dest ruct ive behaviours.The following data-slices illust rate th is concept  and its 
significance.

Dam aging dependence is seen in cases wherea studentorapprent iceis 
unabletocom plete t rainingdue to a lack oft rained teachers and is therefore unable to 
work and support  herself. I t  is also seen where opportunit ies t o workand self-support  are 
lim ited. For exam ple,the availabilit y of work can be unreliable and dependent  on the 
unpredictable condit ions of natural resources:  the fish processing factory m ight  only 
work every other week and som et im es not  at  all.  I t m ay re-open or m ay not . This has a 
st rong im pact  on the incom e levels of the towns and set t lem entsand affects an 
individual’s abilit y to self-support .  

Abuse of m any types underpins psycho-social and healt h issues often leading to 
dependence on public sector support .  Com pounding an original st ress,  a social 
situat ionthat  requires a response from an often ineffect iveor non-existentpublic authority 
can leavet he client  inisolat ionand ‘paralysed’. Fam ilies de- railed by sim ilar events m ust  
seekassistancefrom other fam ily m em bers,fr iends orthe public syst em . I t  is also not  rare 
for the econom ic resources of funct ioning fam ilies in the towns to be (ab) used by less 
well-offfam ily m em bers from  set t lem ents or from  fam ily m em bers who m ight  be drug or 
alcohol addicts. I n these cases ent ire fam ilies can be drawn into a state of dam aging 
dependence.

Proact ively steering behaviour
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The challenges for the social workers in proact ively steering clients’ behaviourare 
significant  and their  efforts are often fut ile.  The social workers are heavily overburdened 
and there is a very high turn-over of em ployees.The following data-slices illust rate 
theconcept  of proact ively steering the clients’ behaviourand its significance. 

I n the sm all towns and set t lem ents of Greenland, there is alm ost  an over - reliance on 
teachers to guide the young and the challenge for teachers is to proact ively steer their  
students’ behaviour bot h within the educat ional set t ing and w ithout . 

Sim ilar ly, social workers wish to proact ively steer the behaviour of their  clients to
( i)  ensure proper  l ivelihoods for children, young people and fam ilies, and in part icular ( ii)  
toassist  in detoxificat ion or prevent ion of drug abuse and ( iii) to assist  in keeping ‘law 
and order’ at  night - t im e, often addressing pet ty cr im e. Also, proact ive steering of 
behaviour is observed in psychologists’ efforts to t reat  and support  sexually abused or 
t raum at ised children and young people.

An unintended consequence of social workers’ efforts to proact ively steer client  
behaviour toward problem  prevent ion and problem  solving behaviours is that  these 
efforts can them selves lead to dam aging dependence, increasing the burden on the 
social st ructures. For exam ple, the processes used by the social workers often rely on 
‘external m eans’ that  do not  enhance or engage the resources of the ‘self’ of the client ,  
and instead perpetuates the problem  by keeping the client  dependent  on ‘externals’, 
e.g., threats of withdrawal,rewards of delivery and cash.

The process of proact ively steering client  behaviour will not  be elaborated in this 
paper as the substant ively coded data has not  yet  been conceptually integrated into the 
theory. However, the considerable overburdening of the social workers was recurrent ly 
indicated in the data and studies from  the wider research project  have indicated that  the 
overwhelm  experienced by social workers in Greenland is st rongly correlated to the 
issues of discont inuity with in the basic social st ructure,and t he lack of  capacity within t he
public system .I ndicators of discont inuity and lack of capacity follow.

Relocat ions, term inat ions and lay-offs throughout  Greenland’s public system  have 
caused the disrupt ion and loss of knowledge and skilled labour in the public system  with 
huge at tendant  problem s am ount ing to inefficient  service delivery. Social projects are 
discont inued due to the persistent  lack of professional staff, such as social workers 
and/ or psychologists. I n the rem ote set t lem ent  st ructure of Greenland, social services 
and support  are provided random ly  or through m onthly visits from  the cent ral 
adm inist rat ion.

Lack of capacity and discont inuity are seen in nearly all towns and set t lem ents, 
for exam ple,  there is an alm ost  persistent  lack of teaching staff availableto fillvacant  
posit ions and those posit ions that  are filled by qualified teachers frequent ly  becom e 
vacant  again, leav ing a knowledge vacuum  in the locality.  Therefore, it  isdifficult  to
increase capacity through the recruitm ent , developm ent  and retent ion of qualified 
em ployees. Thelack of an ‘academ ic’ or ‘learning’ environm ent often m eans that  staff 
find it  difficult  to develop professionally and professional challenges rem ain unm et .Other 
professionals working with ‘heavy’ social cases often leave their  posit ions due to an 
absence of collaborat ion and feelings of isolat ion. This situat ion is accentuated by the 
often inefficient  polit ical leadership of the towns. 
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This lack of capacity of the social st ructures is exacerbated by the problem  of
discont inuity within. Both factors cont r ibute to the sense of overwhelm  experienced by 
the adm inist rat ion which causes staff to leave and results in a further reduct ion in 
capacity and discont inuity. The lack of t rained staffim pact son the efficiency of work and 
service delivery to clients.For exam ple, data showed that  m any foster fam ilies had too 
m anychildren placed with them . This had a negat ive effect  on the care of the foster 
children who would often end up in a m ore severe situat ion than before being rem oved 
from  their own fam ilies or form er foster fam ilies. 

A suggested definit ion of poverty and its related solut ion( s)

One possible definit ion of poverty is t he psychological dist ress caused by liv ing in a state 
of dam aging dependence;  of being unable to ut ilise t he resources of one’s self in order to 
obtain a balanced ‘dependency- independency vis-à-vis others’. 

An opportunity of grounded theory is that  key dependent  and independent  
variables are ident ified. I f an independent  var iable is changed, it  will cause a change in 
each of the dependent  variables.   I t  is speculated that  a key independent  var iable in this 
studyis the resources of self and one way to enable an individual to ut ilise these
resources is to develop the self, in part icular, their  self-confidence. An outcom e of this 
study was therefore to recom m end that a poverty reduct ion st rategy for Greenland 
should take its point  of departure in proact ively steering behaviour with the aim  of 
building the self-confidence of its clients. The societal st ructurebeing character ised by 
discont inuity  and lack of capacity however,  does not  facilitate a fundam ental social 
process in which one of the key solut ions to address poverty concerns is sustainable 
confidence building.Nonetheless, data has shown that  where there is sustained t rust

am ong the part iesencouraged by t ransparency, access to inform at ion and inform at ion 
exchange, sustained t rust  cont r ibutes to posit ive behaviour change. Two exam ples are 
the reduct ion in drug abuse and an increase in the num ber of youth enrolled in 
educat ion.The aim  is therefore to reduce the burden on the system  by increasing the 
self- reliance of clients and stepping outside of the cycle whereby support  creates future 
dam aging dependence.  

At the operat ional level courses and t raining of social workers, teachers, and 
other public em ployees will em brace the concept  of ‘proact ively steering behaviour’ 
through the developm ent  of sustainable confidence building facilitat ed by sustained t rust  
between social workers and clients. Supplem ent ary and support ive approaches have also 
been ident if ied including the adopt ion of a program m at ic approach to social prevent ive 
work. This m eans com bining different  solut ions m ore effect ively  than what  has 
previously been done in t radit ional pract ices;  for exam ple, a ‘fam ily  program m e’ that  
addresses, in a flexible m anner, client - related t raining and support  in ( i)  parental
responsibilit y and the safeguarding of children and youth, ( ii)  educat ion and housing, ( iii)  
fam ily econom y/ budget ing, and ( iv)  fam ily and rules and regulat ions of the public sector. 

Opportunit ies
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This study has explained a m ain concern of adm inist rators in the social sector  of 
Greenland and has gone som e way to explain how the efforts to address the m ain 
concern worsen the problem . This understanding has enabled the developm ent  of a 
st rategy to work within the const raints of a lack of capacity and discont inuity to im prove 
the self- reliance of its dest ruct ively dependent  populat ion.  I t  has been achieved through 
the part ial use of the classic grounded theory m ethod. An am ount  of data far in excess 
of the needs of a grounded theory was collected and only part ially analysed. This 
analysis has em erged som e relevant  concepts and whilst  the relat ionships between them  
are not  yet  fu lly underst ood, a core category is tentat ively recognised, and som e of the
relat ionshipspostulated. Further select ive coding, m em oing and eventually sort ing would 
reveal a m ore conceptually integrat ed t heory. I t  is a credit  to grounded theory that  even 
in this part ial state, the resultant  t heory is useful.

Moving forward, a paper in progress will com pare the understanding of poverty 
generated by this study with other internat ionally recognised defin it ions of poverty.  We 
also ident ify an oppor tunity to conduct  a study across nat ional borders to develop
different  understandings of poverty .  We plan to discuss t he im plicat ions of this theoryfor 
pract ice and seek to determ ine its cont r ibut ion to knowledge by com paring it  to extant  
theory and literature. 

I t  is our hope that  th is study will encourage CGT consultants to feel increasingly 
confident with th is m ethod and to include this opt ion in their  cont ract  proposals.
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