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Major Survey FindingS

• Strong family ties, social support networks, and ability to 
continue traditional subsistence activities are critical reasons 
why most indigenous people are satisfied with their lives in 
Arctic communities. 

• Chukotka is the exception. People there report poorer health, 
higher levels of social problems, and less local control. 

 • More than two-thirds of indigenous households across the 
survey regions rely on a combination of traditional subsistence 
activities and wage jobs. People with jobs take part in as many 
or more subsistence activities as those without jobs.

• Two-thirds of respondents fish, pick berries, or preserve meat or 
fish. One in three hunts waterfowl, caribou, sheep, or moose. One 
in four hunts marine mammals (including seals and whales).

• Most people surveyed in Greenland, Canada, and North-
ern Alaska report good health, but half in Chukotka say their 

health is only fair or poor.

• Even though most are satisfied with life in their 
communities, indigenous people also cite 

widespread problems: unemployment, al-
coholism, suicide, and family violence.

• The Iñupiat of Northern Alaska are 
much more likely than indigenous 
people elsewhere to be satisfied 
with their ability to influence man-
agement of local fish and game and 
other natural resources.

• More than 90% of indigenous people 
in Greenland and Canada—young and 

old—are fluent in their native languages. 
But in Northern Alaska, there are big differ-

ences by age—60% of those over 55 but just 
5% of teenagers speak native languages.
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This publication was prepared by Stephanie Martin, Virgene 
Hanna, and Mary Killorin of ISER and Jack Kruse and Birger 
Poppel of the international SLiCA team. Other team members 
and funding sources for the survey are listed on page 4. 
It’s especially fitting that the results of SLiCA are being intro-
duced now, at the start of the new International Polar Year—
which is a period of intense, internationally coordinated  
research to find out more about the polar regions. SLiCA is 
a ground-breaking international survey of people who have 
made their home in polar regions for thousands of years.

In countries around the Arctic, tens of thousands of  
Iñupiat, Inuit, and other indigenous peoples live in small, 
isolated communities where jobs are scarce, incomes 
are low, and life is not easy. Yet many—including large  

majorities in Canada, Northern Alaska, and Greenland—are 
satisfied with life in their communities.

That was the puzzle researchers from Statistics Greenland 
faced in 1994, when they studied living conditions and found 
that common measures of well-being—like levels of employ-
ment—didn’t explain why so many of Greenland’s Inuit chose 
to stay in their communities. 

The Greenland researchers decided they needed to assess 
well-being in different ways—in ways the Inuit themselves 
said reflected the quality of their lives. Colleagues from other 
countries agreed about the need to measure living conditions 
in ways relevant to indigenous peoples, and also to document 
those conditions throughout the fast-changing Arctic.

Conversations among researchers and indigenous 
peoples ultimately led them to become partners 
in designing and conducting the Survey of 
Living Conditions in the Arctic (SLiCA).

About 7,250 Inuit, Iñupiat, and other 
indigenous peoples were interviewed 
in Greenland, Northern Alaska, the 
Chukotka region of Russia, and the 
Inuit settlement areas of Canada. 
The Institute of Social and Economic  
Research (ISER) conducted the survey 
in Alaska.

This publication describes the sur-
vey and introduces the wealth of new 
information now available on the lives of 
the Arctic’s first people, measured in ways they 
themselves chose. 

Alaska
Chukotka

Canada

Russia

Greenland

Survey
regions 
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a Way oF LiFe: the Mixed eConoMy

• Nearly 80% of indigenous households in Northern 
Alaska and Chukotka and 65% in Greenland combine 
jobs and traditional subsistence activities. Only about 
15% rely on jobs alone and 10% on just subsistence.

• Numbers of subsistence activities people take part in 
vary somewhat among regions, as do available resources 
and traditional practices. The survey asked about as many 
as 25 activities (but not all 25 in all regions). In North-
ern Alaska respondents averaged about 9 activities a year, 
compared with 8 in Chukotka and 6.5 in Greenland. 

• The most common subsistence activities throughout the sur-
vey regions are fishing and picking berries, which nearly three 
quarters of respondents do. Two-thirds preserve meat or fish 
or do other things necessary to prepare for hunting or fishing 
or to take care of fish and game. A third or more go out to hunt 
birds, sea mammals, or big game. 

• When jobs are available, large majorities of people in Arc-
tic communities work. About 75% of respondents in Northern 
Alaska, 80% in Greenland, and 88% in Canada and Chukotka 
worked at least some time in the year before the survey. That 
includes people who worked full-time and many more who 
worked only part-time or seasonally.

about the Survey

 The questionnaire was developed between 1998 and 
2001, during eleven workshops attended by researchers and 
indigenous people from seven countries. (Survey work was 
not completed in Norway, Sweden, and Finland.) Steering 
committees of indigenous people approved the question-
naire, which was also field tested. 

This common questionnaire was used everywhere except 
Canada, where researchers and their indigenous partners  
decided to carry out SLiCA in cooperation with Statistics 
Canada and in conjunction with another survey,  the Aborigi-
nal Peoples’ Survey. The questionnaire used in Inuit regions of 
Canada was shorter and didn’t include all the same questions 
as in other SLiCA regions. As a result, some results presented 
here (as noted) don’t include Canada.

Interviews were conducted in person, between 2001 and 
2006, with people 16 and older in Northern Alaska and 
Chukotka and 15 and older in Canada and Greenland. Those  
interviewed in Canada were Inuit and in Greenland pri-
marily Inuit. In Northern Alaska, about 80% of interviews 
were with Iñupiat and 20% with Yupiit. People in-
terviewed in Chukotka were from several groups 
(listed in the table). Response rates were close to 
85% in all regions.

Most survey communities are small. In Northern 
Alaska and Chukotka most indigenous people live in 
villages with populations under 1,000, and in Canada 
and Greenland most live in towns of a few thousand. 
Only the capital cities of Greenland and Chukotka 
have populations over 10,000.

Indigenous   
Survey 
Region

Indigenous 
Peoples  

Surveyed

Estimated
Population 
15+ or 16+

Sample 
Size

Response 
Rate

Estimated 
Sampling 

Error

N. Alaska (U.S.) Iñupiat; 
Yupiit

11,000 700 84% ±4%

Chukotka
(Russia)

Inuit; Chukchi;
Evan; Chuvan; 

Yakigir

14,000 600 85% ±4%

Canada Inuit 22,000 4,700 83% ±1%

Greenland Inuit 36,000 1,250 83% ±3%

All Survey Regions 83,000 7,250 83% ±1%
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• About a third to half of those who didn’t work in the year 
before the survey were unemployed—they wanted jobs but 
couldn’t find them. Others didn’t work for various reasons— 
including family responsibilities, poor health, or being in school 
or of advanced age.

• Indigenous people throughout the survey regions cite unem-
ployment as one of the main problems in their communities. 
Jobs are scarce in small Arctic communities, and many that are 
available are part-time or seasonal.

heaLth oF indigenouS PeoPLeS

Most of the indigenous peoples surveyed rate their own 
health as good or excellent—almost 
all respondents in Canada and Green-
land and three-quarters of those in 
Northern Alaska.

The exception is Chukotka, where 
more than half rated their health as 
only fair or poor.

Major ProbLeMS

Even though most indigenous people are satisfied with 
life in their Arctic communities, they also recognize major 
problems where they live.

• Nearly nine in ten say lack of jobs is a problem. People in 
Northern Alaska who reported that they had thought about 
moving out of their home communities—especially villages— 
frequently cited lack of jobs as a reason.

• Almost 85% of those in all survey areas—and everyone in 
Chukotka—say alcohol abuse is a problem in their towns. 
Nearly as many also cite drug abuse.

• Suicide is widespread among indigenous people across the 
Arctic, but a much larger share of people in Chukotka cite it 
as a problem.

• Family violence and sexual abuse also rank high on the list 
of problems, but less so in Northern Alaska than in other areas, 
especially Chukotka.

native Language and hiStory

In the face of rapid changes in the Arctic, most indig-
enous peoples have maintained their traditional subsistence 
activities (as shown on page 2). Many also continue to speak 
their native languages—in addition to Western languages. 
Younger people in particular also report that indigenous his-
tory and culture are being taught in their schools.
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Fluent in Native language

• In Greenland and Canada, almost all indigenous people say 
they are fluent in their native languages. 

• In Northern Alaska and Chukotka, indigenous people of 
all ages are much less likely to speak their native languages 
—and those who can are more likely to be 55 or older. In 
Northern Alaska, just 5% of those 16 to 19 say they are fluent 
in a native language.

• In most of the survey areas, young people are much more 
likely than their elders to report being taught about their 
own history in school. The exception is Greenland, where 
most people of all ages say they learned about their own his-
tory in school.

SatiSFaCtion With LoCaL ControL

The figure on the front page shows that with the excep-
tion of Chukotka, most of those surveyed are satisfied with 
life in their communities. They cite strong family ties, social 
support networks, and opportunities to continue doing sub-
sistence activities as reasons why.

How satisfied indigenous people are with their lives is also 
affected by how much influence they have over important 
things in their lives—like management of wildlife and other 
resources. People in Northern Alaska are the most likely to be 
satisfied with their influence over management of resources. 
The Iñupiat in that region successfully established a regional 
government (the North Slope Borough) that is able to influ-
ence regional development, and they have also been able to 
influence policies of the International Whaling Commission 
and other management organizations.

SLiCa WebSite: WWW.arCtiCLivingConditionS.org

On the SLiCA Web site is more information about the 
project. The overview paper, the detailed data tables, and the 
questionnaire are under “Survey Results.”

internationaL teaM MeMberS

Principal investigators: Jack Kruse, Birger Poppel, Larissa 
Abryutina, and Gerard Duhaime. Other team members: Virgene 
Hanna, Stephanie Martin, MarieKathrine Poppel, Ed Ward, 
Marg Kruse, Patricia Cochran, Carl Olsen, Heather Myers.
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National Science Foundation; Nordic Council of Ministers; Canada So-
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Government; Commission for Scientific Research in Greenland; Bar-
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Council for the Social Sciences; Swedish Research Council for the So-
cial Sciences; Norway Department of Municipalities; Joint Committee 
on Research Councils for Nordic Countries; and Statistics Canada.
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