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Abstract

The governance of the Arctic as a frontier for international environmental and climate
cooperation, resource politics and security governance holds the promise to provide important
insights into some of the 21st century’s most enduring and pressing global challenges. This
article reviews the state of the art of Arctic governance research (AGR) to assess the potential
and limitations of a regional studies community for making sense of Northern politics and con-
tributing to the broader discipline of international relations (IR) research. A bibliometric analy-
sis of 398 articles published in 10 outlets between 2008 and 2019 reveals that AGR faces at least
four limitations that undermine understanding and explaining the processes and outcomes of
regional politics and inhibit generalisable observations applicable to questions of global gover-
nance: academic immaturity, methodological monoculturalism, state-centrism and analytical
parochialism. The lack particularly of theoretically driven and comparative research is indicative
of a deeper crisis in AGR which, if unaddressed, could further solidify the community’s unjustified
reputation as quixotic in orientation and negligible in its contributions to IR research.

Introduction

Within only a few years’ time, the Arctic, those marine areas and the adjacent landmasses of the
USA, Canada, Russia, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Iceland and the Kingdom of Denmark north of
66° 33'N, has emerged as a distinct object of international governance and social science
research alike (Hua, Yuan, Yan, & Li, 2012). The Arctic is an exemplary world region for
the intricacies of human—nature relationships and the complex entanglements of environmen-
tal, climate, resource and security governance at all levels from the very local to the international.
The complexity of these governance questions and the short time horizon to respond to a rapidly
changing and fragile environment exerts immense pressure on the multi-level governance sys-
tem put in place over the past two decades to steer the future of the world’s northernmost region
(Keil & Knecht, 2017a; Landriault, Chater, Wilson Rowe, & Lackenbauer, 2019). Warming at
twice the rate of the global average, the circumpolar North is all at once a signifier, victim and
amplifier of the devastating effects of global climate change. In the words of former Finnish
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Alexander Stubb, the Arctic “is evolving from a regional frozen
backwater into a global hot issue” (Stubb, 2009). In parallel to the wider public and political
attention scholars with a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, from political science,
international relations (IR) and international and public law to anthropology, history and geog-
raphy, have turned towards the North for the study of contemporary challenges of global gov-
ernance as diverse as multilateral diplomacy, indigenous and local politics, marine governance,
geopolitics, great power competition, international security cooperation, science-policy interactions
and the management of vulnerable socio-ecological systems (see for instance Brady, 2017; Burke,
2020; Grant, 2010; Kraska, 2011; Stone, 2015; Young, Berkman, & Vylegzhanin, 2020; Zellen, 2009).
Arctic change is to a great extent caused by global developments and has repercussions felt far
beyond its boundaries. Against this background, scholars argue that the region is an often unrec-
ognised focal point for the governance of many of the 21st century’s pressing international
problems (see for instance Durfee & Johnstone, 2019; Evengéard, Larsen, & Paasche, 2015;
Young, 2019). Some further contend that in many ways the Arctic region transcends a global
North/global South divide, Western/non-Western ontologies and imperialist ideas of centre-
periphery relations (Dodds, 2018; Grydehej, 2014; Olsen & Shadian, 2018). A peripheral region
only for those who stick to a map view of international politics, the Arctic has evolved into a
‘global region’ in which different norms, interests and policies from across the North American
continent, Europe and South and East Asia intersect (Heininen & Southcott, 2010). Herein lies a
challenge and an opportunity for IR research. Making sense of Arctic governance in its
local context and for the region and its peoples requires sustained efforts in ‘homegrown
theorizing” — ‘original theorizing in the periphery about the periphery’ (Aydinli & Biltekin,
2018, p. 4). At the same time, learning from the specific case of Arctic governance promises insights
and lessons also for other regions and global regime complexes and can enrich empirical, conceptual
and theoretical debates in IR and global governance more generally (cf. Acharya, 2014).
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Likewise, rigorously applying established concepts and theories
from across the discipline of IR can help to better make sense of
Arctic developments.

As a first step towards a deeper symbiosis between the field
of Arctic governance research (AGR) and the discipline of IR,
this article seeks to gain a deeper understanding of AGR and the
toolbox of methodological, epistemological and ontological
approaches the scholarly community devote to its study. Our inter-
est in these parameters stems from contradictory statements in
past commentaries that the Arctic as “an extreme case can be a
demanding and sometimes creative challenge to the theory used”
(Wever, 2017, p. 121), whereas in practice “research on Arctic
politics has only to a limited extent spurred theory-building or
debate between (implicitly or explicitly defined) camps” (@Dsterud &
Honneland, 2014, p. 171). One of the main reasons for this, as
Honneland suggests elsewhere, is that “IR literature on the politics
of the Arctic has been mainly empirical in orientation” and “[flew
contributions take their explicit point of departure in matters of
theory” (Henneland, 2016, pp. 16-17).

Beyond the necessity to track regional developments, exploring
and ultimately explaining the Arctic as an “archetype of the com-
plex, multi-dimensional global problems of the twenty-first cen-
tury” (Blunden, 2009, p. 137) hold promise for IR and global
governance research as well. Not only is the Arctic undeniably
of relevance as a resource base and regional security complex in
international affairs but some also consider the unique system
of Arctic governance a role model for effective and inclusive global
climate governance (Forbis & Hayhoe, 2017; Koivurova, 2012).
Understanding the structures and processes of the regional gover-
nance system with the Arctic Council in the centre thus can yield
relevant results to that effect.

In this paper, we investigate the state of the art of the relatively
young field of AGR through a bibliometric analysis of academic
outlets that specifically focus on or regularly publish in the field.
As a precaution, we consider it important to assure that we do
not intend to judge individual contributions to the field and, more
importantly, our review should not be read as an attack on any
researcher’s academic merit. Whenever we point to individual
contributions or researchers throughout the analysis, we do so
to highlight positive examples of the point we want to make.
What we have configured here as a pathological diagnosis is one
of the field to show where obstacles to academic progress prevail
in a highly productive research community, not of the authors that
contribute to it. This leads us to a second precautionary note. We
do not suggest that the field of AGR is a sick patient or should be
pronounced dead. As the review will show, the field is very alive
and prospering, both in terms of research output and quality.
We are more concerned with the issue of diversity of research
objects and the methods and approaches used to study them that
we think slows progress and keeps the field of AGR from assuming
its rightful place in IR. The aim then is to conduct for the first time
a comprehensive and systematic assessment of academic patterns
and long-term developments in this particular IR subfield over a
period of more than a decade from 2008 to 2019. The article scru-
tinises how AGR has developed back to back with its object of
study, and which paradigms, approaches and methodologies have
been used for understanding, interpreting and explaining
international governance in the Arctic. Reflection about the course
of science can further help to identify past priorities, current
research gaps and future needs in the study of the Arctic.
Notwithstanding these opportunities for progress, the findings
of this review suggest that AGR is often self-limiting in the sense
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that much potential of the field for empirical, conceptual and theo-
retical advancement is left unexploited. Just as much as the Arctic is
often seen as politically detached from world affairs, the study of
Arctic governance is overall decoupled from the wider IR discipline
and neither downstreams existing knowledge, concepts and
hypotheses for theory-testing nor upstreams localised research
to inform theory building and broader debates with relevance else-
where on a larger scale.

The remainder of this article continues as follows. In the next
section, we introduce our data set of 398 peer-reviewed articles on
Arctic international governance and describe in detail the data col-
lection process, coding technique and analytical standards applied
to assess how the field has developed over more than a decade and
where it currently stands. We then analyse the data set along a
number of key parameters — research orientation, methodology,
unit of analysis and level of analysis — and identify at least four cen-
tral weak points of AGR: academic immaturity, methodological
monoculturalism, state-centrism and analytical parochialism. We
conclude the paper by problematising these four limitations as
severely diminishing the relevance of AGR for regional affairs
and IR and make a couple of proposals to elevate the standing
and importance of the field as a legitimate part of IR.

We investigate what methods and analytical techniques AGR has
applied to understand and explain the complexity of international
politics in the Arctic over the period from 2008 to 2019. We are
further interested in how research findings are related to the wider
discipline of IR and global governance to stimulate empirical and
theoretical debate. We take the year 2008 as the start for our bib-
liometric analysis as it marked a crucial turning point in Arctic his-
tory. Due to a combination of factors — scientific reports about the
fast degradation of the Arctic environment and the simultaneous
increase in economic and political attention towards the region —
public perception changed from an allegedly “old” and “regional
Arctic” positioned in the periphery of both international politics
and the IR discipline to what is now called the “new” and “global
Arctic” characterised by a polyphony of regional and international
issues, interests, imaginaries, institutions and involvements (Keil &
Knecht, 2017b). The choice of the period under investigation is fur-
ther warranted on grounds of method and data collection since
several new academic outlets on which the analysis is based were
founded only after 2008 and in direct response to the growing
political and academic interest in the region.

We identified altogether 10 peer-reviewed journals that are
prestigious, authoritative and widely read sources in the field of
Arctic international governance and which together account for
a substantial share of published research in that area. We had to
exclude one more outlet that fulfilled our criteria, the Yearbook
of Polar Law, due to access restrictions. As a threshold for inclusion
in the sample, on average one article per year on international gov-
ernance in the Arctic must have been published in the journal.
Even among Arctic scholars, the term “Arctic governance” is a
hydra-headed catchword whose meaning lacks consensus so that
it becomes difficult to pin down an understanding under which
to subsume research published across the outlets (for discussions
of the term, see Loukacheva, 2010; Pelaudeix, 2014). We opted for a
broad understanding of Arctic international governance by apply-
ing Rosenau’s classic definition of global governance as “systems
of rule at all levels of human activity — from the family to the
international organisation — in which the pursuit of goals
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through the exercise of control has transnational repercussions”
(Rosenau, 1995, p. 13) to the regional context of the Arctic. This
definition helps to distinguish the area of international governance
from other disciplines of political science (such as comparative poli-
tics or public administration) and is at the same time sufficiently
broad in scope to include different kinds of actors (both state and
non-state), various institutions (both formal and informal) operat-
ing at different levels (national, regional and international) and the
diversity of governance processes, mechanisms and outcomes,
including but not limited to international policy coordination,
knowledge exchange, norm creation, rule-making, regime formation
and dispute resolution (both bilateral and multilateral). The inclusion
of families as relevant international actors in Rosenau’s definition
may raise eyebrows especially among more traditional IR scholars.
We agree with others that it serves the purpose of identifying actor-
ness in Arctic/global governance empirically and not through prede-
fined theoretical corsets and that Rosenau may thus have meant it as
“a provocation to academics working in the field, intended to force
analysts to ponder about the issue of scale, to give serious thought
to the kinds of interlinkages that need analysis, and not to take for
granted what theories of international relations conventionally
assume to be the relevant actors of world politics” (Dingwerth &
Pattberg, 2006, p. 190).

Six of the ten journals self-identify as area-specific sources for
AGR. These are Polar Record, The Polar Journal, Polar Geography,
Arctic Review on Law and Politics, The Northern Review and the
Arctic Yearbook. The other four outlets in our data set are broader
disciplinary journals in the field of international law (Ocean
Development & International Law), IR (Cooperation and Conflict),
foreign policy analysis (International Journal) and marine gover-
nance (Marine Policy). The diversity of selected journals produces
arepresentative and unbiased sample of AGR. Some of the journals
privilege more policy-relevant research (The Polar Journal, Marine
Policy, International Journal) than others with a stated intention
to publish rigorous theoretical and/or empirical research (e.g.
Cooperation and Conflict, Ocean Development & International
Law). None of the outlets gives priority to any particular ontologi-
cal or epistemological approach, method or theoretical school.
Neither does any of the journals explicitly favour any single
national perspective on Arctic politics. Finally, although the major-
ity of journals are region-specific in their mission, this does not
mean they promote an area studies agenda by nature highlighting
the region’s distinctiveness and therefore favouring “thick descrip-
tion” of single cases that would divide the field from the wider IR
discipline (cf. Bates, 1997). Whether to conduct more empirical or
theoretical work is a deliberate choice by each individual scholar,
not the journals in which the research results are published.

After having identified the 10 outlets, we consulted the abstracts
of all articles in each published issue on the journals’ websites since
2008 (or the year the outlet was launched after that) in order to
determine whether they met our understanding of Arctic
international governance. With regard to the type of the published
material, we limited the selection to research articles and academic
commentaries that met the proposed definition of Arctic inter-
national governance and excluded editorials, review articles, book
reviews and letters to the editor. Table 1 shows a comparison of all
outlets in the data set and the number of Arctic IR articles published
per outlet and year between 2008 and 2019. Our selection procedure
resulted in a total of 398 articles. Over the entire period, the number of
articles per outlet varies from 13 (Cooperation and Conflict) to 98
(Arctic Yearbook). Unsurprisingly, the four disciplinary journals pub-
lished fewer articles on Arctic governance than most of the area-
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specific journals. On average, 33 articles on Arctic international
governance are published per year across the sample. While the
number of articles per year has increased considerably over time
and reached a peak of 55 articles in 2016, the growth in AGR over time
can be mostly attributed to the addition of three new outlets between
2010 and 2012 (Arctic Review on Law and Politics, The Polar Journal,
Arctic Yearbook), with the Arctic Yearbook producing the largest share
of articles in most years.

Following the sample selection, we collected information on
several parameters through a close reading of the full text, includ-
ing the article’s research orientation, methodology, unit of analysis
and analytical focus.

Regarding the first of the four parameters, we distinguished
between six research orientations: descriptive, conceptual,
theory-testing, theory-generating and instrumentally or norma-
tively prescriptive papers. The primary purpose of descriptive
papers is to inform about, review or assess political developments,
e.g. an actor’s interests and strategy in the Arctic or law-making
processes in international institutions, but without the paper being
embedded in a theoretical framework or broader research agenda,
producing generalised statements beyond the case, and in some
instances even without posing a research question. Conceptual
papers seek to introduce, specify or reinterpret concepts from
across the social sciences, law, geography or other fields of study.
Examples of this kind include concepts like “sustainability”, “human
security”, “geopolitics” or “Arctic regionalism”. Theory-testing articles
deductively apply conventional IR theories to the case of the Arctic in
order to either test the validity of hypotheses or causal mechanisms
proposed by a theory in order to confirm them or to explain the
“Arctic case” from a certain theoretical perspective. Theory-generating
articles, on the other hand, aim at inductively putting forward or
developing new hypotheses, causal mechanisms or entire theoretical
constructs following abstraction from the specificities of the Arctic
case. Finally, one broader category consists of papers that are
primarily prescriptive in nature and directed at policy-making.
Prescriptive papers can be instrumental or normative at their core,
depending on whether the intention is to improve policy or
emphasise a desired policy goal. Though articles can sometimes
combine two or more of those categories — most theory-driven
research relies on conceptual work or instrumental policy recom-
mendations are informed by normative beliefs of the author(s) —
we opted for an unambiguous classification of borderline cases
based on what in the reading process appeared to be the article’s
main purpose.

For the second parameter — methodology — we coded statistical
analyses with a high number of cases as “quantitative” and the
analysis of one or a few cases as “qualitative” with further subdi-
viding the latter category into “single-case studies” and “compar-
ative case studies”. Our coding scheme was flexible enough to allow
for additional methods to be categorised inductively throughout
the review process, but as the empirical analysis will show, those
have not appeared. Though not a method in a strict sense, one
additional category that came up in the coding process includes
papers that make a purely “theoretical argument” free from any
empirical analysis.

Our third and fourth parameters cover the analytical focus in
the published work in terms of an article’s unit of analysis and its level
of analysis. Those two should not be confused (cf. Yurdusev, 1993).
The choice of the unit of analysis in IR is first and foremost an onto-
logical postulate privileging a certain research object for study over
others, often but not necessarily an actor-type like an individual, a
group, a corporate actor, a nation, a state or an international
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Table 1. Sample distribution of arctic IR articles, 2008-2019
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Share in

No. of data set
Journal Est. 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 articles (in %)
Cooperation and 1965 2 0 0 1 0 1 3 0 2 1 1 2 13 3.27
Conflict
The Northern Review 1988 0 0 0 6 1 6 0 1 1 0 1 0 16 4.02
Polar Geography 1977 0 0 0 2 1 2 5 2 2 4 4 3 25 6.28
International Journal 1946 2 1 12 8 2 0 1 2 1 0 1 4 34 8.54
Marine Policy 1977 2 0 0 3 1 1 2 4 8 5 4 5 35 8.79
Ocean Development 1973 1 5 0 6 3 4 4 2 3 1 3 4 36 9.05
& Internat. Law
Arctic Review on Law 2010 - - 5 1 4 1 1 2 5 5 9 2 35 8.79
and Politics
The Polar Journal 2011 - - - 0 6 8 7 3 7 5 2 7 45 1131
Polar Record 1931 1 5 4 4 3 5 6 6 13 9 3 2 61 15.33
Arctic Yearbook 2012 - - - - 14 11 4 13 13 12 15 16 98 24.62
Total 8 11 21 31 35 39 33 35 55 42 43 45 398 100

organisation. But a unit of analysis can also be a discourse, norm, legal
principle or a spatial entity such as the Arctic region itself. Levels of
analysis are distinct from units in that they do not constitute entities,
but demarcate a social context in which those actor units operate and
by which they are constrained in their behaviour, such as neighbour-
hood, society, regional community or the international system. The
level of analysis serves as a heuristic device to identify the ‘social struc-
tures that exist as levels in relation to a unit of analysis whose behav-
iour or properties the level’s own properties are examined to explain’
(Temby, 2015, p. 738). Although unit and level of analysis are two
separate analytical categories, they interact to form a co-constitutive
agent-structure relationship that allows us to draw conclusions about
scholars’ research preferences for which actors matter in Arctic
international governance and by what societal or structural conditions
their actions are possibly shaped.

Because the Arctic region is subject to a complex web of
national, circumpolar and international rules and institutions,
determining the unit of analysis generates important insights into
what actors, aspects or components of the Arctic regime complex
researchers consider particularly relevant. Six specific units of
analysis have emerged from the coding process, three of which
represent actor units: “state”, typically Arctic and non-Arctic
states, “non-state actors” like the World Wide Fund for Nature
or the Inuit Circumpolar Council and “international organiza-
tions” like the Arctic Council, the EU or the International
Maritime Organization (IMO). Other articles deal with
“international regimes” as distinct from international organisa-
tions, for example the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea,
the Svalbard Treaty, the IMO’s Polar Code or the various
legally-binding agreements negotiated under the Arctic Council,
or they focus on the interaction between several institutions
coupled in an “Arctic regime complex” as unit of analysis.
Moreover, a considerable number of articles took a bird’s eye view
on the political order in the Arctic or treated the circumpolar
region as a whole, or parts of it, as geographical “region” unit.
We have further grouped together “narratives” about the past,
present and future Arctic as they become the primary object in
political, media and popular discourse as a sixth unit of analysis.
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For the majority of articles that have an actor as central object of
study (69% of the sample), unit and level of analysis can be mean-
ingfully combined for diagnostic purposes. Four combinatory pos-
sibilities exist for the study of Arctic international governance
depending on whether or not the unit of analysis is located inside
the Arctic region (Arctic/non-Arctic) and whether the context of that
actor’s operation is the circumpolar level of Arctic-specific regimes or
the wider international domain of  Arctic-relevant
governance institutions (regional/international): inward-oriented,
outward-oriented, inside-out and outside-in approaches (for a
similar, three-type distinction applied to EU foreign policy analy-
sis, see Keuleers, Fonck, & Keukeleire, 2016). Analysing the pub-
lished material along these four approaches and over time can help
to identify continuity and changes in the analytical orientation of
Arctic scholarship, highlight where research has fixated on particu-
lar units or stayed within the boundaries of certain levels and reveal
where it may have omitted others. Articles that focus on an actor
located inside the circumpolar region (Arctic/regional), one exam-
ple of which is Sergunin’s and Konyshev’s analysis of Russia’s
interests, strategies and policies towards the Arctic (Sergunin &
Konyshev, 2014), were categorised as inward-looking approaches.
If, on the other hand, the research object was a non-Arctic actor
(non-Arctic/regional), as for instance in Kopra’s investigation of
China’s turn towards the Arctic (Kopra, 2013), the analytical
approach was coded as outside-in. The approach changes to outward-
looking whenever an article emphasises the international level of
Arctic-relevant institutions or a non-Arctic actor’s role in it
(non-Arctic/international). One such example is Bognar’s analysis
of the negotiations leading to the adoption of the IMO’s Polar
Code (Bognar, 2018). The complementary fourth perspective is
an inside-out approach where the level of analysis remains the
international, but the unit of analysis is an Arctic actor (Arctic/
international). Rottem’s discussion of how Norway has been suc-
cessful in listing persistent organic pollutants to the Stockholm
Convention with the objective of promoting Arctic environmental
protection is a fitting example (Rottem, 2017).

Most of the articles in the data set could be assigned to one of the
four analytical categories and to one category only. A minor share


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0032247420000352

Polar Record

of eight articles (about 2%) has combined an inward-looking with
an outside-in approach, for instance by comparing an Arctic with a
non-Arctic state’s role in regional affairs (see for instance
Lundestad & Tunsje, 2015 for a comparison of US and Chinese
Arctic policies).

The results of our analysis of 398 articles in the data set suggest that
AGR faces at least four limitations. These limitations concern
essential parameters of how research and analysis of Arctic
international governance are conducted and which, if they are
to continue, in our view can potentially undermine the further rel-
evance of the field as currently practised. We identify these four
limitations as academic immaturity, methodological monocultur-
alism, state-centrism and analytical parochialism. These four lim-
itations have permeated AGR to an extent where they have become
deeply entrenched habits. These habits can negatively impact aca-
demic progress in the field and thwart valid and reliable inferences
from the results they produce. We will go through each one by one
in the following presentation of the empirical record of our data set.

The first limitation which we call academic immaturity concerns
the kind of knowledge AGR produces as well as the means of its
production. Going back to Max Weber’s lecture on “science as
a vocation” in 1918, Robert Keohane several years ago sketched
a stage model for political science as a vocation, starting with
the two basic but essential tasks of (1) identifying puzzles worthy
of deeper consideration and (2) defining and operationalising the
concepts used to address a puzzle, to two more advanced stages of
(3) drawing descriptive conclusions from observed data to a broader
population and (4) making inferences about cause—effect relation-
ships (Keohane, 2009). Although Keohane mentions a fifth task
between stages (2) and (3), that of “simple description”, in passing,
it is telling that he does not give it any further consideration.

Though it comes with its own challenges, description is seen by
some as an intellectually easy, relatively unchallenging and ulti-
mately subordinate task to causal analysis, one “without which sci-
ence would not be possible but which does not by itself constitute
science” (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994, p. 34). Of course, descrip-
tion can serve independent purposes from causal inference. It is a
necessary component of all scientific conduct and can add up to a
stockpile of basic knowledge to inform both policy and research.
Gerring identifies five different forms of descriptive arguments,
distinguishing between, on the one hand, particularising “accounts”
of a single event to, on the other, “indicators”, “associations”, “syn-
theses” and “typologies” which aim at generalisation (Gerring, 2012,
pPp- 724-729). And yet, even Gerring’s taxonomy of the independent
roles of description in political science besides causal analysis is no call
for descriptive work to be carried out entirely without causal analysis.
Rather, the two depend on each other, and Gerring insists that “the
paradigmatic shift from description to causation qualifies as a mark of
disciplinary maturity” (Gerring, 2012, p. 730).

When assessed against the taxonomy of descriptive arguments,
much of AGR stays within the limits of “accounts”. Such descrip-
tive accounts in Gerring’s view are “particularistic” in that they
“refer to any analysis of an event or set of events with no explicit
attempt to generalise beyond the specifics of a particular case”
(Gerring, 2012, p. 725). On their own, purely descriptive accounts
are of importance only for a small number of policymakers and
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region specialists to keep track of local developments. For the same
reason, descriptive accounts are of only temporary value and often
outrun by events and thus require constant reassessment that can
bind a substantial part of available resources and research capacities,
particularly in small academic communities. That way, too much
description can lead to saturation, not stimulation, of a research field.

Our analysis finds that AGR is in a state of academic immaturity
in the sense that it overwhelmingly relies on simple description as a
form of knowledge generation as disregarded by Keohane and
criticised by Gerring. Nearly half of the articles in our data set
(48%, n=191) fall in the category of descriptive analysis.
Emerging research fields such as Arctic governance studies of
course require a comprehensive empirical record of the research
object in all its facets. Identifying research puzzles, empirical cat-
egories, relevant inconsistencies in data and variations for further
analysis requires that researchers first know the facts. Without
proper accumulation of empirical knowledge, there is little to the-
orise about or to feed into descriptive and causal inference.

Still, two developments can be seen as troubling for the field.
First, the number of descriptive accounts constantly exceeds any
other research orientation over the entire investigation period
(see Fig. 1). After a few papers with different research orientations
had been published on AGR in 2008, description skyrocketed to a
first peak in 2012 when it accounted for more than 60% of all pub-
lished work in the field. Over the period from 2008 to 2012, about
58% of all papers were descriptive accounts (n = 61). Their massive
increase early on indicates a high demand for the accumulation of
basic knowledge about Arctic politics and governance that had not
drawn much attention in the discipline of IR until then. Indeed, all
eight Arctic states adapted quickly to the new realities of a changing
North and adopted Arctic strategies or policy documents between
2006 and 2011 (Heininen, 2011). Those were of primary interest in
the first half of the investigation period. More than every second
article between 2008 and 2012 had a focus on the eight Arctic states
and their interests and policies in the region (59%, n = 36). Far
behind follow descriptions of Arctic-specific or -relevant regimes
(13%, n=8), structural perspectives on the Arctic region (11%,
n=7) and examinations of the roles of three international organ-
isations — the Arctic Council, the EU and the IMO — in regional
affairs (10%, n=6). Three papers in this first period address
non-state actors (5%) and another one the use of narratives in
power politics in the region (2%).

Though the development of descriptive articles is more fluid in
the period from 2013 to 2019, they continue to make up the large
majority of papers reaching the highest absolute number for a sin-
gle year in 2016 (47%, n = 26). On average, 45% of all articles in this
period (n = 130) fall into the category of descriptive accounts, indi-
cating only a slow change in research orientations in comparison to
the first period. Remarkably, the share of state-centred papers
increased in this second period up to 65% of all descriptive
accounts, to be explained mainly by a shift from Arctic towards
non-Arctic states and here particularly the five Asian states
China, India, Japan, Singapore and South Korea following their
admission to the Arctic Council as observer states in 2013.
Without descriptive accounts of non-Arctic states, the relative
share of papers focusing exclusively on the eight Arctic states
would have dropped to about 35% (n =45). Almost every second
state-centred description between 2013 and 2019 involves at least
one non-Arctic state (n=39). As a consequence, the margin
between state and other units of analysis in descriptive accounts
has remained overall unchanged. Regime analyses come second
(15%, n = 20), followed by international organisations (11%, n = 14)
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Fig. 1. Development of research orientations over time, 2008-2019 (in absolute numbers per year). Source: Authors’ own compilation

and region (7%, n=9). Only one paper each deals with non-state
actors and narratives.

Second, the high share of simple description in AGR also stands
out because it does not seem to translate into a larger body of
explanatory causal analysis. The other half of the data set (52%,
n = 207) is composed of a hodgepodge of conceptual, prescriptive
and theory-guided research. Conceptual interventions account
for about 7% of all papers (n=26) in the data set and show a
modest increase over the investigation period. Every fifth paper
in the data set is prescriptive in essence (20%, n = 78), whereby
the large majority of these papers address instrumental questions
of how to improve institutions or policies (73%, n=57) and a
minority takes a normative direction at favourable outcomes
(27%, n=21). The overall development shows that AGR is to a
large extent a practical field of study to the benefit of policy and
policymakers. Depending on one’s own vision for the Arctic stud-
ies community and the purpose of social science research in gen-
eral, the policy orientation in much of AGR may certainly be
regarded as a particular strength of the research community.
Over time, prescriptive instrumental articles have become the sec-
ond largest category of papers after descriptive accounts and
steadily increased in number since 2013. Many of these articles deal
with questions of marine governance, environmental, pollution
and resource management, the design of international regimes
or the effectiveness of the Arctic Council. Normative papers pre-
dominantly discuss the rights and participation of indigenous pop-
ulations in Arctic governance arrangements.

Opverall, only about every fourth paper in the data set has an
explicit theoretical angle (26%, n=103). Explanatory articles
applying conventional IR theories to the case of the Arctic in order
to test hypotheses or causal mechanisms have always existed over
the time period, with little peaks in 2013, 2016 and 2018 (n = 52).
On the other hand, theory-generating articles aiming at developing
new theoretical insights from the case of the Arctic have emerged at
a slow pace between 2008 and 2013 and increased substantially
only after 2014 (n=51).

Methodological monoculturalism

The choice of method in social science research always involves
multiple trade-offs regarding, among others, research objectives,
causal inferences, validity claims, measurement and the
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requirements for data collection and analysis. Such considerations
often drive the research approach and particularly whether to use
qualitative or quantitative techniques for data analysis (Goertz &
Mahoney, 2012). The distinction between qualitative and quanti-
tative methods can be thought of as a continuum along two
inversely related dimensions of case-specific knowledge and gen-
eralisability. A single-case study requires a high level of case-
specific knowledge, while the specific context and characteristics
of the case do not travel easily across cases. Quantitative analyses,
in turn, relinquish case-specific knowledge for a variable-based
approach tested across a large number of cases from which often
more generalisable results can be drawn.

It is against this background that we criticise the extent to which
the single-case study is the default choice of method in AGR that
comes close to a methodological monoculture. Three out of four
papers (75%, n=299) in the field are single-case studies.
Figure 2 shows the distribution of methodological approaches in
AGR in absolute numbers. Single-case studies have dominated
the field throughout the entire period and have proved remarkably
sustainable from being the preferred method in all papers in the
first year of the data set (100%, n = 8) to still being used in 78%
of all papers in 2019 (n = 35).

Comparing research orientations and methodologies used in
AGR, there appears to be a strong correlation between descriptive
work and a single-case study design. Both follow the same trend over
the investigation period. Seventy-five percent of all descriptive papers
are single-case studies (n = 143) which can be read as AGR producing
alot of “thick description” of individual Arctic actors, institutions and
policies but lacking a comparative perspective that could reveal cat-
egorical differences, variations and contradictions in design and out-
come for further empirical analysis. Comparative description
accounts for 24% in the data set (n=46), while two descriptive
accounts use quantitative methods (1%).

We do not suggest that one approach, qualitative or quantita-
tive, is superior to the other or that the attentive exploration of a
single case is of lesser merit than large-N analyses. This is a matter
of how researchers value the trade-offs between the two
approaches. The point we intend to make is that Arctic researchers
should be more aware of the advantages and disadvantages of their
choice of method, particularly with regard to the limited general-
isability of single-case studies, for ‘[t]he utility of a case study mode
of analysis is in part a product of the scope of the causal argument
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that a researcher wishes to prove or demonstrate’ (Gerring, 2007,
p- 48). This should be given particularly careful consideration in
light of the view held by some in the AGR community that
Arctic peace and cooperation is an empirical anomaly — and the
Arctic thus a deviant case — in international affairs. If the
assumption of ‘Arctic exceptionalism’ holds true (e.g. Exner-
Pirot & Murray, 2017), there would be little more to learn from
Arctic case study analysis than about the Arctic case itself because
the peculiarities assumed for the Arctic do not easily apply in other
world regions or social contexts. Under the assumption that the
Arctic constitutes a deviant case in international politics, the
dilemma of generalising from Arctic case study analysis is not lim-
ited to the regional level when making inferences from the Arctic to
other regions, but further trickles down to the national level where
comparative work is more common. In the analysis of Arctic states’
interests, policies and strategies, the notion of Arctic exceptional-
ism is often dropped silently so as if the eight Arctic states are com-
parable by nature simply because of their commonality of being
located in the Arctic region. This view denies the often sharp dis-
tinctions in these states’ political systems, processes, motives,
capacities and actions that would make for instance Russia’s
authoritarian regime and the liberal democracies of the other seven
Arctic states hardly comparable, even though they appear in almost
every second comparative case study with the state as unit of analy-
sis (46%, n = 26). We do not oppose such comparison in principle
but intend to point out that also the subregional, national and sub-
national levels of the Arctic governance complex are often unique
and constitute a variety and diversity of Arctic political contexts. In
our view, these exceptionalisms too should be given greater atten-
tion in comparative research designs (see for instance Landriault
et al., 2019).

The weaknesses of a case-based approach should not lead to the
conclusion that a cure is to be found in a variable-based approach
instead. The constraints of methodological monoculturalism are
not easily resolved by shifting to more quantitative analysis.
And neither are the prospects for such a turn promising. For that,
the range of application for quantitative methods in a purely
regional context is too restricted due to the low number of cases
available. The Arctic governance regime composed of 8 Arctic
states and, in an extended view, 13 non-Arctic states currently
holding observer status with the Arctic Council is no exception.
By date of admission, the observer states to the Arctic Council

https://doi.org/10.1017/50032247420000352 Published online by Cambridge University Press

are Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, the United Kingdom (all
1998), France (2000), Spain (2006), China, India, Italy, Japan, the
Republic of Korea, Singapore (all 2013) and Switzerland (2017).
The number of Arctic and non-Arctic states would qualify for
the application of other tools for causal analysis such as set-
theoretic methods which require a medium number of cases, though
(Ragin, 2008). It is no surprise then, and certainly no failure, that
quantitative analyses have not featured prominently in AGR and
that the few studies in our data set applying quantitative techniques
for descriptive or estimative purposes do not focus (exclusively) on
the state as unit of analysis but other variables of interest (Knecht,
2017b; Landriault & Minard, 2016; Parsons, Dinwoodie, & Roe,
2011; VanderBerg, 2018).

And vyet, the single-case study method is not without alterna-
tives. About 23% of the articles in our data set (n =90) are com-
parative case studies with at least two and a maximum of eight
cases. The majority of these papers compare Arctic states and their
regional interests, strategies or policies (62%, n = 56), though often
they focus on single events within a short timeframe that do not
allow for long-term assessments to explore continuities and change
in Arctic foreign policies. A huge gap exists to the second largest set
of comparative analyses that concentrate on regimes applicable to
the Arctic (12%, n=11), followed by research on international
organisations, competing narratives and the Arctic region as a case
of comparative regionalism (each 6%, n =5). Only three compar-
ative case studies look at non-governmental actors (3%) and the
remaining 6% at other units (n=5).

State-centrism

A third limitation of AGR is rooted in overreliance on the state as
unit of analysis in contrast to alternative units. Where AGR holds
great potential to inform IR research, that is, to name a few, in the
study of networked governance, multi-stakeholder collaboration,
science-policy interactions and indigenous ontologies, it often falls
back on traditional notions of state security, sovereignty and geo-
politics. The sovereign state is the primary unit of analysis in 53%
of AGR (n=209). In 202 out of these 209 articles, the state is the
sole unit of analysis. A minority of seven papers has a mixed unit of
analysis involving at least one state complemented with an analysis
of international organisations (EU, Arctic Council; n = 4) or com-
parison with non-state actor units (n = 3). International regimes
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come second as unit of analysis (14%, n=57), followed by
international organisations (13%, n=>53) and the Arctic region
as a spatial entity (13%, n = 52). Research on the role and impact
of non-state actors is the rare exception and only accounts for 4%
of all papers (n = 14). Three percent (n = 10) of the papers analyse
discourses and narrative constructions, and 1% other units (ports,
individuals, subnational territory) (n = 3).

In the category of international organisations, the Arctic
Council stands out as a research object. About 60% of the research
on international organisations deal with matters related to the pre-
eminent regional forum for Arctic governance (n = 32). Another
23% concern the EU (n = 12), while the residual share of 17%
divides between organisations like the IMO, the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) and the UN Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues, but also includes papers that call for the estab-
lishment of entirely new organisations for issue-specific gover-
nance for instance in the central Arctic Ocean (n=9).

Astonishing is particularly the weak position of indigenous
populations in AGR that were here counted as part of the non-state
actor unit. To be fair, indigenous involvement in the Arctic gover-
nance complex is often seen as one of its strongest assets and
attracts a lot of attention in social science research (e.g. Eriksen,
Valkonen, & Valkonen, 2019; Herrmann & Martin, 2016;
Nuttall, 1998). Much of this scholarship takes place in local, soci-
etal and national contexts or addresses state-indigenous relations.
A careful reading of the articles in our data set leaves the (subjec-
tive) impression that also in the field of international governance as
defined here are Arctic indigenous populations and their knowl-
edges, histories, cultures, political and legal rights often paid lip ser-
vice to. However, as a unit of analysis, they are often in a
subordinated role to that of the state, regimes or organisations.
The bare figures in our data set suggest that AGR is little different
from IR research generally, for which a recent review found that it
was ‘almost completely silent on Indigenous peoples, their diplo-
macies, and the distinctly non-Western cosmologies that under-
write and enable them’ (Beier, 2009, p. 11). There is no sign
that this trend is somehow going to change anytime soon. Far from
it, the gap between state and other units has recently widened (see
Fig. 3). Most units have remained stable at relatively low levels over
the investigation period, with the study of international organisa-
tions, regimes and structural perspectives on the Arctic region hav-
inglost ground in the past few years after a steady increase between
2008 and 2016. In contrast, the state unit has only seen a sharp
upward trend over the entire period and in the last year of the data
set, in 2019, accounted for 60% of all papers, the last time it did
in 2014.

Although AGR is preoccupied with state-based ontologies,
there exists a strong disparity regarding which states are
researched. Most papers address the five Arctic Ocean littoral
states (so-called A5), among which the highest number of case
studies account for Russia (n = 56), followed by Canada (n =51),
Norway (n = 48), the United States (n = 28) and Denmark (n =27
including analyses of Greenland [n = 11]). The three Nordic coun-
tries Iceland (n=7), Sweden (n=6) and Finland (n=4), often
referred to as non-littoral states located in the sub-Arctic, receive
significantly less attention.

Striking differences also exist across non-Arctic states admitted
as observers to the Arctic Council and between them and the Arctic
states. Arctic states (n = 227) are more than three times more often
analysed than non-Arctic states (n = 66). This in itself is little sur-
prising, but it should be noted that the total number of analyses of
non-Arctic states would be even much lower when only China,
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which is the focus of about half of all non-Arctic case studies (n
= 34), was subtracted out. Even within the group of Asian observ-
ers, the gap to Japan (n = 10), India and South Korea (each n =4)
and Singapore (n=2) is huge. Asian observers together account
for 82% of non-Arctic case studies and European observers for
18%. There are almost as many investigations into Japan’s
Arctic policy alone than for the eight European observer states
combined. While the United Kingdom (n =7), Germany (n = 3),
France and Poland (each n = 1) have drawn at least some attention,
Italy, the Netherlands, Spain and Switzerland have not appeared in
one single study over the investigation period.

This blind spot leaves out some interesting historical and com-
parative perspectives, for instance the Arctic interests, policies and
strategies of long-standing European observers with access to the
Arctic Council since 1998 and those of the five Asian observers
admitted in 2013, the comparative performance of European new-
comers that have been admitted along with or after the five Asian
states (Italy 2013, Switzerland 2017), or the different “worlds of
commitment” (Knecht, 2017a) in terms of participation and con-
tribution across all observers as well as within the groups of
European and Asian observers. Addressing these open questions
requires to break with the tradition of treating European and Asian
states as two separate and in themselves homogenous observer com-
munities. A true global perspective on Arctic governance would fur-
ther disengage from taking Arctic Council participation as a sole
indicator for interest in Arctic affairs. So far, only one paper over
the entire period has looked beyond the group of Arctic Council
member and observer states to also consider the Arctic interests of
Brazil and South Africa (Lagutina & Leksyutina, 2019).

One final limitation of AGR is its overemphasis of the region as
predominant level of analysis. While it is more and more acknowl-
edged that Arctic governance is subject to local-global interactions
of complex international cause—effect relationships and thus
should be understood as a “globally embedded space” (Keil &
Knecht, 2017b), it is still mostly treated within the confines of iso-
lated regional affairs and institutions. Inward-looking and outside-
in perspectives differ with regard to the location of the unit of
analysis but take both the regional level as the relevant arena of
Arctic governance. Together, they account for 86% of all papers
(n=341), with 67% belonging to the category of inward-looking
perspectives (n =268) and 16% to the category of outside-in per-
spectives (n = 64). Nine more papers combine an inward-looking
with an outside-in perspective by comparing regional with non-
regional actors or institutions (3%).

Although the absolute number of inward-looking perspectives
is, as shown in Figure 4, by far the highest in each year and con-
tinuously rising at least until 2016, their relative share in the data
set has been on the decline from a peak of 91% in 2009 (n = 10) to
58% in 2018 (n = 25). As the figure further shows, this decline can
be mainly attributed to a significant drop inside this category after
2016 that was not compensated by an increase of papers with alter-
native perspectives. In consequence, the relative share went up to
67% in 2019 when again more papers with a purely regional per-
spective were published and all three alternative perspectives
decreased in number.

Research with an outside-in perspective looks mostly at non-
Arctic states and their involvement in regional affairs. Papers in
this category emerged in the wake of the Asian enlargement of
the Arctic Council in 2013 and have gone up and down after
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reaching a high of 31% of all papers in 2012 (n=11). Over the
entire investigation period, one quarter of outside-in perspectives
analyses the European Union’s Arctic interests and policies (n
=16), which places the EU second after China (42%, n=27)
but far ahead of the other European and Asian state observers,
which combined make up 30% of the papers (n = 19). Two papers
examine the consequences of the Ukraine conflict for Arctic secu-
rity (3%). There was not a single paper published on the external
influence of non-state actors in any of the 10 outlets.

Just how much AGR remains a parochial field emphasising
regional affairs despite a global political context becomes apparent
when contrasting regional-level with international-level perspec-
tives. Insularity can become problematic if it systematically and
continuously excludes perspectives that shine a different light on
the issue at hand or may contribute new insights into scope con-
ditions and causal relationships of relevance for understanding and
explaining the subject. Under the best of circumstances, parochi-
alism may provide a narrow and incomplete view on the issue, at
worst it may “lead to ignorance, arrogance, and an inability to
anticipate the tragic consequences of unreflective analysis”
(Biersteker, 2009, p. 324). It can make a research community blind
to important factors, forces and developments that emerge in the
shadow or even outside of conventional research objects.
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In the era of the “new” Arctic characterised by local-global
interactions, research should develop with its object to reach a
more holistic perspective on Arctic governance in a globalised con-
text. And yet, studies with an inside-out or outward-looking per-
spective that take the international level as a relevant arena for
Arctic governance remain highly underrepresented. Only 3% of
all studies analyse Arctic states” impact on regimes and organisa-
tions on the international level with relevance for Arctic gover-
nance such as the law of the sea, environmental and ocean
governance arrangements, climate governance institutions and
international organisations (n=13), whereas 11% look at how
these affect Arctic affairs in turn (n=>57). The total number of
papers in each category with an inside-out or outward-looking per-
spective is consistently below 10 for all years, though papers with
an international focus are more regularly published since 2013.

Discussion

The recent history of Arctic politics and governance is torn
between competing narratives about the broader regional and
global consequences that are written into scenarios of Arctic
cooperation, integration, discord and confrontation (Dodds &
Nuttall, 2015; Steinberg, Tasch, & Gerhardt, 2015; Wormbs,
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2018). Since the end of the Cold War, the Arctic has maintained a
status as a low-tension region that has seen the modernisation and
additional build-up of armed forces, military posturing and
instances of power projection in a direct contact zone between
Russia and members of NATO, but not a single shot fired. The
Arctic’s positive track record shows for instance in the unusual
assemblage of state and non-state actors with an especially promi-
nent role for indigenous communities and their collaborative
efforts to constantly promote environmental protection and sus-
tainable development in the region. Over the past three decades,
the eight Arctic states and other global actors have worked actively,
collectively and peacefully on the construction of a rule-based
order to commonly govern a region of limited statehood.

Where does this leave us in terms of theory and the ability to
formulate explanatory accounts of the often inconclusive, conflict-
ing or even contradictory evidence of the forces and outcomes in
Arctic politics? One of the major handbooks on IR and the Arctic
illustrates the stalemate in theoretical debates about regional
affairs. The chapter on the realist school sees ample evidence that
“[p]erhaps no current case study better exemplifies the continued
explanatory power and relevance of realism as the Arctic region”
(Murray, 2014, p. 38). The following chapter on liberal approaches
reaches the exact same conclusion, stating that “connections
between international institutions and international law, and the
manner in which both intersect with state sovereignty, is perhaps
nowhere better exemplified than they are in the Arctic region”
(Keating, 2014, p. 70). True, the empirical record of Arctic
cooperation is mixed and allows for cherry picking on whatever
side of the theoretical table one sits, with an overall stable,
cooperative and constantly adapting governance regime at work,
while low-level security encounters between Arctic states occasion-
ally occur. Scholarly discussions of how best to explain the past rec-
ord of Arctic cooperation and what kind of scenario will prevail in
the region has neither produced any conclusive empirical results
nor merged into new pathways of analytic eclecticism (cf. Sil &
Katzenstein, 2010).

One immediate way out of the deadlock could be achieved
through more rigorous application and empirical testing of the
grand “isms” of the IR discipline — realism, liberalism and con-
structivism — that goes beyond simplistic projection of theoretical
expectations and, depending on the IR theory in question, a more
pessimistic or optimistic outlook on the Arctic case. To give one
example, Borgerson’s much-cited article Arctic meltdown: The eco-
nomic and security implications of global warming is usually asso-
ciated with a neorealist reading of IR in the Arctic, though the
article neither self-identifies as neorealist nor deduces and exam-
ines any particular assumption from neorealist theory. The only
clue that Borgerson resonates with neorealist thinking is his men-
tion of “anarchy” in one subheading, which, however, he does not
use in the sense of a structural condition of a lacking central
authority in international politics but to predict the “sort of armed
brinkmanship that plagues other territories” (Borgerson, 2008,
p- 71). And yet, it is still within the domain of the grand theories
that AGR has so far been most progressive in terms of theoretical
contribution to IR. Particularly salient are neoliberal institutionalism
and regime theory in their explanation of how common interests,
political and economic interdependencies, overlapping institutions
and a clear rulebook for regional governance provide strong and
persistent means to maintain a peaceful and stable regional order
(Byers, 2013; Keil, 2015; Stokke, 2013; Stokke & Honneland, 2007;
Young, 1994, 1998). Some authors even regard the Arctic as a
most-likely case for international cooperation under otherwise
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unfavourable circumstances. Region-wide rules promoted through
common institutions make for a political setting in which expect-
ations are raised that “[i]f Russia and the West cannot co-operate

in the Arctic, they cannot co-operate anywhere” (Byers, 2014, also
2017). Other intellectual traditions continue to have a clear impact
in the field as well. A large body of constructivist scholarship
emphasises the importance of joint cultural bonds, state identities
as Arctic companions, regionalism processes and common norms
of environmental protection, sustainable development and indige-
nous rights to autonomy and self-governance for reducing tensions
and promoting a sense of belonging to a regional community
(Dittmer, Moisio, Ingram, & Dodds, 2011; Keskitalo, 2004;
Knecht & Keil, 2013; Medby, 2018; Neumann, 1994; Wilson,
2007).

Beyond those illustrative examples of research embedded in the
conventional IR paradigms, a second promising avenue yet to be
explored more thoroughly is to shift away from the grand “isms”
entirely and towards the large corpus of middle-range theories.
Theoretical research informed by, for instance, institutionalism,
foreign policy analysis, international political economy, bargaining
and negotiation theory, critical theory, postcolonialism and post-
structuralism, green theory, practice approaches and sociological
theory but also non-Western IR theory (though not middle-range
in essence) can help to widen the analytical focus, build clearly
defined measures of key concepts, better organise the diffuse
empirical record and guide causal analysis. Moreover, different
schools and traditions could more engage with each other to form
a cumulative body of knowledge and avoid a piecemeal approach to
empirical analysis. Several scholars very recently made a start and
turned in new directions to see through the simultaneous practices
of cooperation, integration, fragmentation, dissent and rivalry in
the Arctic region by making recourse to concepts and theories from
social movement research (Wilson Rowe, 2020), cultural studies
(Hansen-Magnusson, 2019), political geography (Dodds, 2019;
Dodds & Woon, 2019; Viitanen, 2019), Foucauldian governmen-
tality (Albert & Vasilache, 2018) or the philosophy of language
(Medby, 2019). These works indicate that the field of AGR is
maturing and moving beyond simple description.

Figuratively speaking, Arctic governance is a ship in distress
trying to navigate the stormy seas of irreconcilable goal conflicts
and costly trade-offs in an increasingly politicised context.
Rescue to the Arctic ship can also come from scientific conduct
itself through conceptual and theoretical innovation and “home-
grown theorising” still only slowly sought in AGR. There is more
to Arctic governance than serving as a testing ground for estab-
lished IR theories. By capitalising on the abundance of empirical
description produced in AGR so far, more causal analysis can pro-
vide important insights into how a highly fragmented multi-level
governance system maintains order, brokers sets of norms and
rules and constantly develops and adapts social institutions and
practices in an emerging and contested political region. As one
of the leading scholars in the field notes, the analysis of the two
polar regimes, the Arctic and Antarctic, can teach “useful lessons
regarding the importance of institutional innovation, the role of
techniques for juggling jurisdictional tensions, the treatment of
delicate questions relating to membership, the significance of find-
ing effective means of managing institutional interplay, and the ris-
ing need for adaptiveness in a world of complex systems” (Young,
2016, p. 237). One of the great potentials of AGR lies in the pros-
pect to generate innovative insights, new variables and causal rela-
tionships previously unknown, underestimated or unspecified in
global governance.
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In that regard, much is to be gained for theory development in
AGR from more structured comparative research designs across
the entire set of relevant actor units and levels of analysis. These
can take the form of cross-case comparison, within-case analysis
or a combination of the two. Whatever the choice, comparative
research designs are less driven by interest in the peculiarities of
the case than in specific variables of theoretical interest (cf.
George & Bennett, 2005, Chapter 3). Applying more comparative
research designs is a suitable way to utilise the dominance of thick
analysis of single cases present in contemporary AGR for theory
development and a means to break open categorically upheld
but methodologically often unjustified distinctions, for instance
between Arctic and non-Arctic states or between European and
Asian observers. There are only five papers in the entire data set
which compare Arctic and non-Arctic actors in some way.
Among these is also the only article in the data set that makes a
comparison between an Asian (China) and a European
(Germany) observer state, in addition to the EU, Canada and
the United States (Bartenstein, 2015).

The same goes for comparison of the Arctic with other world
regions. More structured cross-case comparison in inter-regional
settings would allow for the transfer and diffusion of new ideas,
concepts and theories to overcome what von Soest and Stroh have
called the ““restricted-horizon problem” of confined regional aca-
demic communities and discourses’ (von Soest & Stroh, 2018, p.
67). It will further help to demonstrate to what extent the Arctic
constitutes a “normal” region in world politics where the under-
lying structural, political and institutional components are similar
or different to those in other parts of the world. A common com-
parison is often drawn to the Antarctic, just to find how different
the two polar governance regimes are (see particularly Stephens,
2011 on this point). One innovative paper based on a most-similar
systems design that stands out in our data set is a comparison of the
Arctic Council and the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization
(ACTO) (Burkhart, McGrath-Horn, & Unterstell, 2017).

Should cross-case comparison not be viable for methodological
reasons, a second option to consider is within-case analysis of the
same case at different points in time (Lijphardt, 1971, p. 689). By
way of example, rather than analysing each Arctic policy or strat-
egy document anew and in isolation from the previous status quo,
case-sensitive developments could be analysed over time to lay
bare the underlying conditions, changes and continuities in
Arctic states’ foreign policies (for a recent example outside our
sample, see Humrich, 2020). Comparative-historical methods
(Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003), process-tracing (Beach &
Pedersen, 2013) and counterfactual analysis (Tetlock & Belkin,
1996) are some of the tools for within-case comparison that could
help remedy the weaknesses of single-case studies and contribute
to strengthened causal analysis, but which have not been applied
so far.

Conclusion

This review paper has investigated a body of 398 articles published
over more than a decade in the field of AGR. AGR has made every
effort to better understand Arctic affairs, even if many regional
processes and outcomes remain unexplored and unexplained.
Having identified academic immaturity, methodological monocul-
turalism, state-centrism and analytical parochialism as four major
weaknesses of AGR, it may be an obvious call to remedy the four
limitations by (1) expanding the research focus of AGR towards
actors, aspects and actions of the Arctic governance regime that
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have received insufficient attention in the past, (2) zooming out
of the Arctic region to acknowledge and analyse the multi-scalar
politics of Northern relations and their embeddedness in international
society and institutions of international environmental, climate,
energy and security governance and (3) crossing disciplinary bounda-
ries and widening the methodological toolkit. While we are convinced
these steps would be a start to improve status, contribution and rep-
utation of the field, we are also aware this is part of a larger and longer
academic process.

The primary purpose of this article then was to raise awareness
for some of the shortcomings that persist in AGR despite all the
insights and knowledge generated over the past years. There is a
need for the field, in Gerring’s sense, to further “mature” regarding
the application of structured research designs and sophisticated
methods to move forward from merely descriptive accounts to
generalisable descriptive and causal inferences for Arctic gover-
nance and beyond. While a fair number of recent contributions
point in this direction, current research routines and the overall
persistence of the four research limitations over more than a
decade leaves us to invite the Arctic studies community to continue
to undertake more collective efforts for methodologically sound,
empirically rich and theoretically informed or informing research.
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