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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

	 Today’s Arctic is not the Arctic of twenty 
years ago, and the quickening pace of Northern 
change – social, economic, and environmental 

– will continue to transform the Arctic over the 
years to come. Although the region is in many 
ways unique, the dynamics of fundamental 
change in the Arctic is the same as anyplace 
else on Earth. Change creates opportunity for 
some and challenges – even crises – for others. 
Change exposes vulnerability, fuels innovation, 
and fosters resilience in every community, state, 
and nation it touches. Arctic Horizons identifies 
the diverse needs and priorities of Arctic social 
interdisciplinary research, which will give policy-
makers and researchers the information and 
strategies they require to respond to – and get 
ahead of – the profound changes occurring in 
the Arctic. 
	 The U.S. has significant and growing 
economic, security, and cultural interests in 
the Arctic. The creation of the NSF Arctic Social 
Sciences Program (ASSP) and the International 
Polar Year (IPY) transformed how social science 
is done in the Arctic. The US must continue 
and expand its leading role in Northern social 
science research. The changes occurring in 
the Arctic are broad and multidimensional, and 
ASSP takes an equally wide and comprehensive 
approach. ASSP–funded projects provide local, 
national, and international officials with the 
interdisciplinary knowledge they need to make 
effective policy, integrating natural science 
data with social science research methods. 
ASSP also emphasizes the importance of 
Indigenous peoples in this research and the 
development of Arctic policy. Indigenous people 

have lived there for millennia, and Indigenous 
communities and cultures have preserved a 
wealth of information about the Arctic, past and 
present. Their knowledge and unique insights 
are invaluable resources for understanding the 
rapidly changing Arctic and the public policy 
choices before us in this new age.
	 As the volume and diversity of human 
activities in the Arctic continue to increase, so 
too will the demand for social scientific study. 
Arctic Horizons is another step forward in the 
substantial growth and innovation in Arctic 
social science research which began with the 
ASSP visioning workshop in 1999.  

Recommendations

•	 Expand the number of agencies, foundations, 
and organizations with incentives to include 
funding for Arctic social science research in 
their mandates.

•	 Pursue international, interdisciplinary, and  
comparative research and funding.

•	 Expand efforts to mentor the next generation 
of northern scholars and to promote equity 
in northern research.

•	 Promote, support, and enact Indigenous 
scholarship, including improved support for 
community and community collaborations 
with  scientists. 

•	 Make ethics concerning the research and 
information sovereignty of Arctic Indigenous 
communities a standard element of 
research design in the region.  
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•	 Address rapid loss of cultural heritage, 
including the loss of Indigenous languages 
and the destruction of archaeological sites 
by climate change. 

•	 Invest in language research and revitalization 
programs.

•	 Improve and support research 
communication with the public and 
indigenous communities.

•	 Invest in data management, maintenance, 
and services for sharing, discoverability, 
and access; and seek to balance  issues of 
confidentiality and information sovereignty 
with the open data movement.

•	 Encourage researchers to share 
methodological innovations, findings, and 
data developed in Arctic research with 
scientists focusing on other regions. 

•	 Provide a venue to foster nimble participatory  
discussion on the state of the discipline. 

Research Priorities

•	 Convergent research on socio–ecological 
systems.

•	 Past and present drivers of change in the 
North, including climate change.

•	 Demographics of past and present migration.
•	 Community health and healing, social 

aspects of health.
•	 Food, water, and energy security.
•	 Youth and gender studies.
•	 Sustainability and sustainable development.
•	 Globalization and new colonialism.
•	 Innovations in data curation, management, 

sharing, discoverability, and access.

Workshop Findings

•	 Research on the effects of a wide range of 
interactive changes will be a crucial part of 
future work within Arctic social sciences.

•	 Arctic social science makes major, pioneering 
contributions to community–based research 
methodologies, Indigenous scholarship, 
sociology of disaster, language vitality 
studies, social and environmental impact 
assessment, co–management studies,     
socio–ecological systems research and 
modeling, and resilience theory.

•	 Arctic social science research is increasingly 
collaborative and community–driven.

•	 Political tensions among Arctic countries 
can stymie collaborative research and 
reduce access to new knowledge. Military 
investments in the region are on the rise.

•	 Climate change and other socio–
environmental processes, coupled with 
development, result in the rapid loss of 
heritage resources, including Indigenous 
languages, marine and land resources 
critical for food security, and archaeological 
sites.

•	 The loss of Indigenous languages continues 
in various parts of the Arctic, although in 
some regions language vitality remains high.

•	 Major technological and methodological 
changes in remote sensing instrumentation, 
sampling techniques, and data sharing 
enable less invasive, collaborative, and multi–
scalar investigations in the lab and in the 
field, from the elemental to the geospatial.

•	 Interdisciplinary social/natural science 
partnerships are extensive and expanding.

3
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2. PROJECT OVERVIEW

Purpose

	 Arctic Horizons is a multi–institution collaboration that provides the Arctic social science 
research community with an opportunity to reassess goals, potentials, and needs within the diverse 
disciplinary and transdisciplinary currents of social science research across the circumpolar 
North. The Arctic social science research community is at a momentous point when (1) several 
key domains of social science link explicitly to U.S. national and international research interests in 
the Arctic (e.g., Arctic Council, 2016; CAFF, 2017; IARPC, 2016; NRC, 2014; USARC, 2017), (2) the 
products and publications of the International Polar Year (IPY) 2007–2009 offer myriad testimonies 
to the accomplishments and potentials of research in Indigenous knowledge systems, (3) new 
media technologies greatly enrich the possibilities for outreach and science engagement among 
Arctic residents as well as wider publics, (4) the U.S. public is gaining a better understanding of 
Northern issues through policy and media sources (Myers, 2015; Hamilton et al., 2012), and (5) 
collaborations between the social and natural sciences across Arctic research are transitioning 
toward truly convergent efforts (Krupnik et al., 2011). These and other developments provide a 
fruitful opportunity for reflection and reevaluation, while also highlighting the need for input from 
Arctic communities to identify innovative and transformative synergies that capitalize on the rich 
past and the contemporary diversity of social science disciplines and approaches.
 
	 Prior to Arctic Horizons, the most recent effort at synthesizing United States Arctic social 
science research priorities, specifically by the National Science Foundation (NSF), is the now 18–
year old ARCUS (Arctic Research Consortium of the United States, 1999) publication Arctic Social 
Sciences: Opportunities in Arctic Research. This document successfully guided research priorities 
and constructs for more than a decade and a half without constraining or restricting new types 
of research or collaborations in response to rapidly changing social, environmental, political, or 
intellectual trajectories. NSF’s Arctic Social Sciences Program (NSF ASSP), in particular, has relied 
upon Arctic Social Sciences (ARCUS, 1999) to guide researchers toward globally relevant issues, 
while adjusting its vision and priorities in response to new or innovative constructs and changes in 
the social, environmental, and intellectual contexts within which, and on which, research is proposed. 
Many of the parameters governing work and life in the Arctic have changed dramatically since the 
release of this 1999 publication. It is time for the Arctic research community to review and articulate 
its priorities reflecting the new realities of work, life, environments, and policies in the North. 
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Goals and Objectives

	 The goal of the current Arctic Horizons project was to assemble community input and recom-
mendations on re–envisioning the mission, scope, future priorities and resource needs of the Arctic 
social sciences research community.  Our objectives were to:

1.	 Organize, develop, and conduct five regional, multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary workshops 
that integrated expertise from various fields, geographic locations, Indigenous communities, 
and stakeholder groups to develop a renewed vision of Arctic social sciences and identify key 
priorities and resource needs in the field for the future.  

2.	 Design and support a broad, inclusive discussion of research priorities, scope, and mission in 
the Arctic social sciences.  

3.	 Make recommendations to funders and policy makers who support/should support Arctic 
research.

4.	 Produce this final report for the Arctic research community or for Arctic research funders that 
synthesizes relevant findings on the vision, mission, scope, and priorities of the Arctic social 
sciences community based on a sixth “synthesis” workshop.  

	 The first two objectives were achieved through a series of workshops, as well as several 
panels and town halls at relevant conferences (e.g. the Alaska Anthropological Association 
conference, the American Association of Geographers). Participation opportunities were increased 
through several online forums, including the project website (www.arctichorizons.org) and through 
social media, including Facebook and Twitter.  Workshop participants were drawn from a broad 
range of social science disciplines as well as current and prospective contributors in the fields of 
Indigenous science, natural science, humanities, and engineering. This final report synthesizes the 
future research priorities that emerged over the course of the project. 

5
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3. SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH IN THE ARCTIC 

The NSF Arctic Social Sciences Program as a Determinant 
of Rapid Progress in Arctic Social Sciences 

	 Over the past three decades, NSF’s ASSP has funded 741 awards, investing more than $60 
million in the advancement of Arctic science. The awards covered broad disciplinary areas from 
archaeology to economics, from linguistics to geography. Many projects were interdisciplinary in 
nature and involved international collaboration, with some projects aimed at providing opportunities 
for community and stakeholder engagement, enhancing education and workforce training, and the 
preservation and visualization of Indigenous Knowledge.

Figure 1.  ASSP Research Grants 1991–2017 ($)                           

Source: National Science Foundation 
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                  1990–1999                                                          2000–2009                                                     2010–2017

Figure 2. ASSP Research Grants By State 1991–2017 ($)                	

Source: National Science Foundation 

Source: National Science Foundation 
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	 At the program’s inception in 1990, Arctic social sciences was an emerging discipline only 
beginning to gain momentum, and grants from ASSP provided unique capacity–building opportunities 
for researchers at U.S. institutions working across the Arctic. Active ASSP participation in the IPY 
marked the next step of growth in Arctic social sciences and laid a foundation for integrating ASSP 
as an equal partner among other agencies supporting Polar sciences (Krupnik et al., 2011). The 
impact of IPY and NSF investment in ASSP was transformational in respect to defining the field of 
social sciences in the Arctic and ensuring that the United States secured a leading role in social 
science disciplines along with Canada, the Nordic Countries, and Russia. ASSP and individual NSF 
researchers were also key in establishing and growing the International Arctic Social Sciences 
Association (IASSA), an international association of scholars in social sciences and humanities 
working across the Arctic. 

	 Founded in 1992, IASSA now is a vibrant organization with more than 450 members (www.
iassa.org), acting as an observer in the Arctic Council and partnering with the International Arctic 
Science Committee (IASC). IASC established the Social and Human Sciences Working Group to reflect 
the increasing importance of Arctic social sciences. Recent international Conferences on Arctic 
Research Planning (ICARP) in 2005 and 2015 highlighted the role of social sciences in proposed 
research priorities (ICARP II, 2005; ICARP III, 2015).

Figure 3.  ASSP Award Values 1991–2017 ($) 
*not included CH2M HILL CONSTRUCTORS and U.S. Civilian Research and Development Foundation

Source: National Science Foundation 
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Source: National Science Foundation 

	 ASSP is instrumental in maintaining the research momentum for Arctic social sciences after 
the IPY. In recent years, ASSP has emphasized international projects which pursue interdisciplinary 
projects which engage multiple stakeholders. For example, ASSP supported the Arctic Human 
Development Report (Larsen and Fondahl, 2015), RCN–SEES Arctic–FROST (Research Coordination 
Network–Science, Engineering, and Education for Sustainability) (Petrov, 2014), RCN in Arctic 
Urban Sustainability (Orttung and Reiser, 2014), RCN–GHEA (Global Human Ecodynamics Alliance) 
(Nelson et al., 2015), MOVE–BOREAS (Huskey and Southcott, 2010), and many others. In addition, 
ASSP has consistently funded projects dealing with fundamental research questions and applied 
projects aimed at developing knowledge to address community needs in Alaska and around the 
Arctic. Projects funded by ASSP range from archaeological investigations of the earliest settlements 
in the Arctic to interdisciplinary studies of economic development trajectories and their potential 
environmental, social, cultural, and political impacts. The focus of that research and the relative 
importance of sharing its results beyond scientific communities has shifted over time (Figures 4, 5).

      Figure 4.                                                               Figure 5.

	 ASSP studies document and provide the basis for safeguarding the cultural heritage of the 
North’s Indigenous peoples and provide foundational, interdisciplinary data sets critical for the 
development of policy at many scales (from local to international). This information is required by 
the dynamic and fast–changing contexts of contemporary Arctic environmental, economic, political, 
social, and strategic challenges. For example, ASSP has supported studies that have led to the 
development of critical repositories of multi level data on weather and sea ice trends that have 
implications for global policy as environmental shifts affect human health and social, cultural 
and economic aspirations and potentials (Eicken et al., 2014; ELOKA, 2017). ASSP also supports 
knowledge co–production for the Arctic.  As a result, ASSP projects contribute to effective policy 
by integrating natural sciences data, social sciences approaches, Indigenous Knowledge, and 
Community–Based Monitoring. The co–production of knowledge for the Arctic has allowed for ASSP 

9
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projects to contribute to effective policy (Johnson, 2014; Johnson et al., 2015). For example, currently 
funded research by Karen Hébert (Award 1219390) is exploring the roles of risk assessment in 
northern Alaskan coastal communities.  Hébert’s focus is on differential perceptions and risk 
assessment models that guide actors in different roles within their communities as they confront 
changes due to climate change and/or economic development. Additionally, ASSP supports studies 
that preserve, protect and maintain Indigenous languages and promote linguistic diversity (Kari et 
al., 2012; Krauss, 2012). These studies contributed, in part, to the recent passing of legislative bills 
in Alaska recognizing Alaska Native languages as official languages of the state and establishing 
the second Monday in October as Indigenous Peoples Day. Currently funded research by Karen 
Hébert (Award 1219390) also is exploring the roles of risk assessment in northern (Alaskan) 
coastal communities and the differential perceptions and risk assessment models guiding actors 
in different roles within their communities as they confront changes due to climate change and/or 
economic development. Comparable studies of present day integration of Indigenous Knowledge 
with interdisciplinary natural/social science models form a growing thread within ASSP funding. 

Figure 6. Distribution of Arctic scientific publications by field, 2011–2015

Source: Arctic Research Publication Trends: A Pilot Study, 2016
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Figure 7.  Number of Arctic scientific publications by Scopus Subject Area, top–6, 2001–2015

Figure 8.  Proportion of Arctic scientific publications by Scopus Subject Area, top–6, 2001–2015

Source: Arctic Research Publication Trends: A Pilot Study, 2016

Source: Arctic Research Publication Trends: A Pilot Study, 2016
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Current Status of Arctic Research
	

	 Since the 1997 ASSP visioning workshop, the Arctic social sciences have experienced 
substantial growth and transitioned from an emerging field of research to a well–established 
multidisciplinary research area.  At the same time, due to rapid environmental and social changes, 
the Arctic itself has moved to the front of U.S. national interests and to a focus of scientific inquiry 
on “navigating the new Arctic” (White House, 2013; U.S. Arctic Research Commission, 2015; 
NSF, 2016), and the U.S. has taken a leadership role in Arctic policy development by chairing 
the Arctic Council from 2015–2017. In recent years various U.S. agencies and international 
organizations produced a number of reports and priority–setting documents for polar research, 
including the Arctic social sciences. Key conclusions and recommendations from these reports 
are important elements for defining new visions for Arctic social sciences in the near– to 
long–term future. Arctic Horizons steering committee members and participants consulted a 
variety of U.S. government documents (NSTC, 2013; IARPC, 2016; USARC, 2017), NAS  and NSF 
commissioned reports (NRC, 2014; NSF, 2013; NSF, 2016), and international priority–setting 
documents (AHDR II, 2014; ICARP III, 2015; Petrov et al., 2016; RATIC, 2016; Vorosmarty et al., 
2015). 

4.  ARCTIC HORIZONS 
ORGANIZATION AND PROCESS

	 Arctic Horizons contributes to this re–envisioning with a dedicated effort to assemble 
the needs and priorities of social sciences and its many subfields, including the involvement 
of a large group of participants across a diverse set of geographic and virtual platforms, the 
focused participation of Indigenous scholars, and an emphasis on the inclusion of early career 
scholars.  The primary path for community input was through five regional workshops that took 
place between early February and early June 2016 (Table 1).  

	 Workshops hosted researchers with expertise across a range of  social science fields, as 
well as other fields engaged with human–environmental connections (e.g., ecology, geology), 
and members of Indigenous communities linked to Arctic regions; and the workshops were 
characterized by broad, inclusive discussion of ASSP priorities, scope, and mission. During and 
between the workshops, the larger Arctic research community and any interested individuals 
contributed ideas and suggestions to Arctic Horizons through an interactive project web platform 
(www.arctichorizons.org) and social media such as Facebook (www.facebook.com/ArcticHorizons/) 
and Twitter (@ArcticHz) that emphasized both engagement and transparency. Additional insights 
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from the community were also obtained from three town halls and panel discussions that took 
place at already scheduled conferences known to attract Arctic social science researchers. A 
final formal event, the Synthesis Workshop, was held September 21 to 23, 2016, to integrate 
key ideas that emerged from the workshops, town halls, and social media, and to draft a final 
report for Arctic Horizons. See Appendix IV for process details.

	 To lead and support these varied activities, the Arctic Horizons PIs created a flexible 
leadership and organizational structure that consisted of three main components: a Steering 
Committee, Local Organizing Committees, and an Advisory Board (Figure 9). 

	 The National Steering Committee was comprised of the Arctic Horizons PIs, representing 
multiple disciplines and geographic regions of the Arctic, and included archaeologists, socio–
cultural anthropologists, geographers, Indigenous scholars, and researchers in aesthetics 
and environmental engineering. The eight members were Shelby Anderson (Portland State 
University), Virginia Butler (Portland State University), Michael Etnier (Portland State University), 
Andrey Petrov (University of Northern Iowa), Aaron Presnall (Jefferson Institute), Stacy Rasmus 
(University of Alaska Fairbanks), Kevin Smith (Brown University), and Sveta Yamin–Pasternak 
(University of Alaska Fairbanks). The Steering Committee provided overall guidance, participant 
recruitment and engagement strategy, coordination, planning, and assessment. The Steering 
Committee held virtual meetings every month from November 2015 to May 2016, to ensure 
communication, transparency, and collegiality in decision–making and management processes. 
Members attended one or more regional workshops and participated in the Synthesis Workshop. 
The Steering Committee also authored the final report summarizing the 2015–2016 Arctic 
Horizons project. Additional personnel (Colleen Strawhacker, NSIDC) were included in the 
authoring of the final report based on expertise needs and foci identified during the workshops. 

	 To support each of the five regional workshops, the PI(s) responsible for a given workshop 
created a Local Organizing Committee comprised of professionals and students that worked 
closely with the PIs to plan the logistics of workshop organization and execution. 

	 An 11–member Advisory Board, consisting of senior academics and Arctic stakeholder 
representatives, was created to provide recommendations on the directions of the re–envisioning 
process, assist with linking past and current priority–setting efforts, and participate in the Arctic 
Horizons evaluation process (Appendix II). The Advisory Board provided oversight in several 
ways. Board members reviewed and edited the set of questions posed at workshops; members 
commented on the draft final report; and the board suggested key literature that workshop 
attendees should read before workshops in preparation for discussions. 
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Figure 9.  Project Diagram of Arctic Horizons, highlighting synthesis and reporting process

Table 1.   List of Arctic Horizons workshops hosted in drop period after 2016
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