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Background: All the Arctic states categorize their populations based on some aspect 

of identity in population censuses, registers, surveys, and other government data 

collection efforts. These include identity according to race, ethnicity, ethnic origin, 

tribe, language, religion, nationality, citizenship, place of birth, national origin, place 

identity or other identities. The approaches that each Arctic state uses to classify the 

identities of peoples varies considerably and there have been significant changes in 

classification over time. Some of the current classification practices are a vestige of 

frontier times when data collection efforts expanded to Arctic peripheries and first 

began to include Arctic natives or indigenous peoples. 

 

Objectives: This paper examines how the national statistical offices of the Arctic 

states categorize Arctic peoples, both currently and historically, including the 

justification for these classifications and how they are subsequently used. 

 

Results: This examination of identity in the Arctic in official government statistics 

reveals a complex and contested portrait. The differences in how people are classified 

in government statistics across the Arctic has implications for government programs, 

affirmative action programs, and the self-identity of peoples. 

 

Conclusions: The United States classifies people based on race, a trait based mostly 

on phenotypes or observable characteristics. Canada classifies people based on ethnic 

origin, this includes three groups of aboriginal peoples - Inuit, Métis and First Nations 

people. Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroe Islands categorizes people based on place 

of birth. Norway, Sweden, and Finland are considered together because they all 

ceased recording ethnicity in government statistics after World War II. The 

Bolsheviks used the results of the first all-union census after creation of Soviet Union 

in 1926 to demarcate ethnic homelands including those of the Arctic and Siberian 

peoples. In the 2010 census, 46 groups were classified as small numbered indigenous 

peoples. 
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