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Discussions and planning around Arctic science1 provide an 
opportunity to improve equity and inclusion. In particular, the 2022-
2026 Arctic Research Plan may be a space in which to establish 
clear goals and metrics for supporting equity and inclusion in Arctic 
research. This paper seeks to provide definitions and examples of 
equity and inclusion in the context of the Arctic Research Plan. It 
synthesizes and strives to reflect a series of reports, articles, and 
other documents written by and in collaboration with Indigenous 
communities and Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) 
scientists to analyze and explain a path toward increased equity and 
inclusion in Arctic science. 

Drawing from these sources, this paper describes some of the 
historical and ongoing roadblocks to equity and inclusion. To build 
on existing efforts to improve equity and inclusion, it recommends 
actions in three key areas: centering Indigenous and BIPOC voices, 
knowledge, and research needs; establishing and deepening 
relationships; and increasing staffing and federal agency capacity.
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What is the history of equity and inclusion in Arctic 
science?
Western science has historically been one aspect of colonization: Western science is driven by 
“discovery,” and information gathered by (typically white) academically-trained scientists has 
frequently been considered the most accurate, reliable, and important information. Science in 
the Arctic is no exception. However, Indigenous Peoples in the Arctic have occupied this region 
since time immemorial and are closely linked to Arctic lands, animals, and ecosystems; they 
continue to hold sovereignty over their well-being and that of the ecosystems they are a part 
of. For hundreds of generations they have closely observed their environment, conducted their 
own inquiries, and produced long-term understandings of patterns and processes in Arctic 
ecosystems. 

Colonization disrupted the process and transmission of Indigenous Knowledge, and colonizing 
researchers conducted both ethical misconduct and extractive research.2,3,4 This history has 
resulted in trauma within Indigenous communities and mistrust of institutions such as the 
federal government, state government, and academia. BIPOC communities and individuals 
continue to be excluded from Arctic science communities due to the legacy of colonization, 
a lack of capacity building and compensation, and the fact that these spaces typically 
prioritize white and Western paradigms over Indigenous and other nonwhite cultures and 
worldviews.5,6,7,8,9 In recent decades, many individuals and institutions—both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous—within Arctic science have actively worked to engage Indigenous Peoples in 
Alaska through funding, conference invitations, and other efforts.10,11,12 Current Arctic science 
efforts present an opportunity to improve inclusion. 

In the past several years, IARPC has implemented or initiated some steps to attempt to address 
these historical and ongoing issues, including through the formation of a Diversity & Inclusion 
Working Group and an Indigenous Engagement Working Group (in progress). However, IARPC 
and IARPC Collaborations still have far to go. There continues to be limited engagement by 
Indigenous people, Black people, and people of color within collaboration teams, owing to 
imbalances felt in those spaces, a centuries-long history of exclusion and overlooked input, and 
the fact that accessing collaboration teams requires internet bandwidth, which can be limited 
in Arctic Indigenous communities. To more effectively address some of these historical and 
ongoing issues and to support sustained engagement with Indigenous Peoples, Black people, 
and communities of color, the next Arctic Research Plan should consider equity and inclusion as 
foundational themes, with an emphasis on establishing clear goals and metrics.

What do equity and inclusion mean in the context of the 
Arctic?
Equity gives everyone the tools they need to succeed. It is often compared with equality, in which 
everyone is given the same resources or time, regardless of their starting point. In contrast, 
equity meets individuals and communities where they are, seeking to remove barriers and/or 
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make up for past injustices. Equity in Arctic science means, for example, financially supporting 
efforts by Indigenous communities to improve internet access, working with communities 
to ensure that public comment periods and research projects do not overlap with important 
lifecycle events such as subsistence harvest times, providing mentorship and funding explicitly 
for scientists of color, collaborating with Indigenous communities to build capacity, training 
scientists and federal agency staff to effectively listen to and incorporate BIPOC comments and 
address their needs, and supporting community self-determination of where funding should go 
and how it should be used.

Inclusion means that not only are people invited into a space, but that they are given respect and 
fully incorporated into the group. Their comments are carefully and thoughtfully considered, 
they are treated fairly and respectfully, and they are welcomed. Inclusion means not prioritizing 
one worldview or culture over another. In Arctic science, inclusion means, for example, ensuring 
that BIPOC individuals have opportunities and support to speak, present, ask questions, and 
lead; and restructuring introductions, presentations, and discussions to incorporate multiple 
cultural protocols. Inclusion in Arctic science could also look like institutions ensuring that non-
BIPOC researchers are trained in cultural competency and have opportunities to reflect on their 
personal roles in making Arctic science more inclusive.

Why center equity and inclusion in the next Arctic Research 
Plan?
Equity and inclusion are keys to sustained engagement with Indigenous communities and 
BIPOC scientists. These concepts could be applied to many other groups, including but not 
limited to women scientists, LGBTQ+ scientists, and scientists with disabilities, all of whom are 
underrepresented in Arctic science. Indeed, IARPC has made strides toward greater inclusion of 
women in science in particular. 

However, this paper focuses on Indigenous communities and BIPOC scientists in recognition 
that these groups are most heavily impacted by the legacy of colonization in science, and 
that research has happened historically to, without communication with, and on the bodies 
of Indigenous and Black people. While they face many different issues and challenges, the 
legacy of colonization means there are significant overlaps in how equity and inclusion can be 
implemented. Moreover, there are overlaps in these two groups, as the “I” in BIPOC represents 
Indigenous individuals, including those from the Arctic.

How can we approach equity and inclusion in the Arctic 
Research Plan?
Creating an environment that is equitable and inclusive of historically underrepresented groups 
begins with understanding barriers from their perspectives. Through a survey of community-
driven articles and reports by Indigenous organizations and BIPOC scientists, we identified 
several barriers:

https://www.iarpccollaborations.org/uploads/cms/documents/equity___capacity_building_documents.xlsx
https://www.iarpccollaborations.org/uploads/cms/documents/equity___capacity_building_documents.xlsx


iarpccollaborations.org

4

Including and building equity for Indigenous Peoples into the Arctic Research Plan would first 
and foremost require recognizing that knowledge transfer is a two-way street; the validity 
of Indigenous Knowledge is often ignored. Indigenous Knowledge is a form of systematic, 
interconnected observation and knowledge based on thousands of years of cultural tradition 
and relationships with the land and ecological systems.13 Indigenous Peoples are experts in their 
landscapes, ecosystems, and cultures.14,15,16,17,18 Moreover, Indigenous Peoples have sovereignty 
over their lands and data and often have well-established information and action priorities 
for their communities. The value of Indigenous communities’ participation in Arctic science for 
those communities needs to be clear. Often these communities are asked to share their data, 
priorities, and input without getting anything in return or seeing any significant change; in 
some cases their input is used to impinge upon their food sovereignty or other aspects of their 
communities.19,20,21,22

The next Arctic Research Plan could develop teams or priorities that address inclusive and 
equitable research methods in which researchers gain permission from Tribal councils, build 
and maintain long-term relationships with communities, and support community efforts to 
build capacity, particularly with youth.23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30 To build equity and inclusion, the plan and 
IARPC in general could consistently create spaces and opportunities throughout the research 
process for Indigenous communities to be actively involved in Arctic research, particularly 
recognizing that lack of compensation, internet connection, and other factors are barriers that 
need to be overcome, and that research priorities and timing need to be set with subsistence 
harvesting seasons in mind. The plan could also recognize and support the need for Indigenous 
communities to set their own priorities and make decisions about where funding is directed.

Indigenous communities and BIPOC scientists face numerous barriers to equity and inclusion in Arctic science spaces. 
While each of these communities experiences its own unique barriers, some barriers, including lack of compensation and 
the prevalence of tokenization, are held in common. The Arctic Research Plan is an opportunity to address some of these 
barriers within the context of the IARPC scope of work.
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To include and build equity for BIPOC researchers, safety and security are paramount: it is 
not enough to invite BIPOC researchers into Arctic science spaces without ensuring that they 
will be emotionally and physically safe and able to thrive when they arrive.31,32 An opportunity 
exists for the next Arctic Research Plan to emphasize the importance of safety in fieldwork 
situations, particularly for BIPOC women and LGBTQ+ individuals. It could encourage support 
for BIPOC role models and mentorship—which means encouraging hiring BIPOC scientists and 
compensating them for the mentorship they give other scientists.33,34 It is important that the 
onus of identifying or fixing systemic racism is not placed on BIPOC scientists, and that individual 
BIPOC scientists are not expected to speak on behalf of their entire race or community.35 
Accountability is also key: space must be made for discussions of race, racism, and the ongoing 
impacts of colonization, and all scientists must be held accountable for racist comments and 
actions.36,37

For both Arctic Indigenous communities and BIPOC scientists, certain themes arise consistently. 
First, addressing the lack of compensation given to Indigenous communities and BIPOC 
scientists could help the Arctic Research Plan support equity and inclusion. BIPOC individuals 
continue to earn less than their white counterparts and may bear the ongoing trauma of 
colonization, and Indigenous communities have survived a long and continued history of land 
dispossession and economic marginalization.38 Moreover, while scientists are often salaried, 
Indigenous community members often are not and yet are frequently asked to provide input 
or information.39 Second, it is important to recognize and seek to address that the burden of 
representation often falls on a few, typically overtaxed, individuals. Third, BIPOC individuals 
are often brought into science spaces as “tokens” to point to a general support of diversity and 
inclusion, without receiving significant community support.40

What are the stages of creating an environment that is 
actively equitable and inclusive?
Individual and group support for equity and inclusion can be seen along a spectrum, from 
roadblock to passive ally to active ally to accomplice. Effectively fostering equity and inclusion 
requires active allyship and accompliceship.41,42

Roadblock:

A roadblock dismisses the importance of equity and inclusion. They may make assumptions 
about Indigenous communities, BIPOC scientists, and other minoritized groups, and shut down 
or avoid conversations about race and racism.

Passive ally:

A passive, or performative, ally recognizes the importance of equity and inclusion but in a vague 
and oversimplified way. They may overlook their own personal responsibility and speak over 
or on behalf of minoritized individuals or communities. A passive ally often expects rewards or 
praise for their allyship.
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Active ally: 

An active ally recognizes the importance of equity and inclusion and strives to center it in their 
work. They provide funding for Indigenous communities and BIPOC scientists, call out injustice, 
actively work to educate themselves, and/or seek to transfer the benefits of their privilege to 
those without it. An active ally recognizes that their actions may not be, and do not need to be, 
recognized or celebrated. 

Accomplice:

An accomplice includes the traits of an active ally, and consistently applies themselves to 
challenge institutionalized racism, colonization, and white supremacy. They create long-term, 
meaningful relationships with the communities they are attempting to support and stand with 
them in support of those communities’ goals.

What are the next steps for centering equity and inclusion 
in the Arctic Research Plan and in IARPC?
Centering equity and inclusion will require a long-term, multi-pronged approach. In addition to 
the recommendations above, the Arctic Research Plan and IARPC can begin to improve equity 
and inclusion by:

Centering Indigenous and BIPOC Voices, Knowledge, and Research Needs

• Ensure adequate time, opportunities, and mechanisms for the public to weigh in on 
the draft plan, including making sure that public comment periods do not fall within 
subsistence harvest periods, are of adequate length, and are communicated to Indigenous 
entities before and during the public comment period. 

• Include agreed-upon methods for Indigenous engagement and inclusion of Indigenous 
Knowledge throughout the plan and its implementation; emphasize the role of Co-
Production of Knowledge and Tribal sovereignty.

• Collaborate with Indigenous communities to link basic research objectives to information 
needs identified by Indigenous Peoples and entities.

• Create a plan structure that allows participants with limited or variable availability to be 
involved throughout implementation.

• Support Indigenous Peoples and BIPOC peoples in leading collaboration teams and in 
attending presentations and meetings. This includes offering administrative support and 
financial compensation for their time. 

Establishing and Deepening Relationships

• Encourage IARPC leadership, collaboration team leads, and others to visit communities 
(at times that are convenient for community members) outside of the five-year planning 
process to share information, receive feedback, and adjust implementation and focused 
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efforts as requested and necessary.

• Work with local and regional entities on outreach to communities and compensate those 
entities for their time. 

• Co-create meaningful opportunities for Indigenous leadership within the new plan structure 
and consider means for adequate compensation.

• Establish meaningful relationships with organizations that represent BIPOC scientists and 
ensure they have the means to comment on the plan draft.

• Create agreed-upon mechanisms for making knowledge generated through plan 
implementation useful, usable, and consistently shared.

• Use collaboration teams and self-forming teams to support a workshop to foster dialogue 
on historical and ongoing barriers toward equity and inclusion and paths forward.

Increasing Staffing and Federal Agency Capacity

• Hire an Indigenous engagement coordinator hosted by the IARPC Secretariat who works 
with and across the other federal agencies and with existing Tribal liaison networks.

• Collect best practices from federal agencies who work well with Indigenous communities.

• Offer training and programming about the history of Arctic Indigenous Peoples, colonialism 
in research and the Arctic, and decolonization; foster spaces for self-reflection.

This list was generated from a variety of sources over the span of plan development to 
date, including those cited above, the March 2019 comment letter on the National Science 
Foundation’s Navigating the New Arctic Program submitted by the Association of Village Council 
Presidents, Kawerak Inc., Bering Sea Elders Group, and Aleut Community of St. Paul,43 and the 
August 2020 letter on co-productive approaches to research planning in the Bering Sea sent 
by Kawerak Inc., the Association of Village Council Presidents, the Aleut Community of St. Paul 
Island, the Bering Sea Elders Group, and the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium.44 It is not 
intended to be prescriptive or exhaustive, and aims to give workshop participants and plan 
developers ideas to consider as they determine the content and structure of the next plan.

Through efforts like the Principles for Conducting Research in the Arctic, IARPC member 
agencies and IARPC Collaborations members have taken a step toward making Arctic research 
more equitable and inclusive. The drafting of the next Arctic Research Plan is an opportunity 
to deepen and strengthen these efforts, and to weave equity and inclusion throughout all our 
Arctic research endeavors.

This paper was prepared by Liz Weinberg with support from Nikoosh Carlo on behalf of the IARPC Plan Development Steering 
Group.
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