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Preface

This edited volume focuses on the various leadership roles played by chairs within 
an international body. Specifically, it looks at the influence and impact of the Chair 
of the Arctic Council over the past two decades. It seeks to highlight the various 
ways in which the rotating head of this organization has facilitated the growth and 
development of the institution over this period and contributed to its emergence as 
the primary forum for the discussion of Arctic concerns.

The examination of “leadership from the chair” is not a subject that has received 
substantial attention within the existing literature on international organization. The 
assumption has been made that chairs of international bodies do not exert a signifi-
cant amount of influence over the institutions they head or have a major impact on 
their decision-making. Yet increasingly the evidence of the real impact of the chair 
within contemporary international negotiations and diplomacy suggests that such an 
assumption may no longer be valid. Using both formal and informal methods and 
tools at their disposal, the leaders of such diverse bodies as the World Trade 
Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and the recently concluded Paris 
Climate Negotiations can all be seen to have left a major imprint on the bodies they 
have supervised.

This volume makes a similar argument with respect to the Arctic Council, a far 
less prominent actor within the international community. Nonetheless, as this inter-
national body has endeavored to become the leading venue for the discussion and 
investigation of Arctic problems and aspirations, the influence and impact of its 
successive chairs can be clearly seen in its evolution. The Chair of the Arctic Council 
over the past two decades has helped to provide focus and direction for the organiza-
tion. It is most likely that in the future, the occupants of this post will continue to 
perform a significant leadership function within the body. Exactly how this has been 
done—and will be done in the future—is the common thematic concern of this 
volume.

This book has its origins in a series of discussions emanating from the Ninth 
International Arctic Social Sciences Association (IASSA) meetings that were held 
in Umeå, Sweden, in June of 2016. At that time, two successive scholarly panels 
were convened to examine the efforts and consequences of the last four Chairs of 
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the Arctic Council (Sweden, Canada, the United States, and Finland). A number of 
the contributing authors to this volume took part in these discussions. All came 
away from this experience feeling that there was a need to capture the insights 
gained there and to engage in further comparative analysis of the influential roles 
played by the Chair of the Arctic Council both within the institution and in the realm 
of circumpolar diplomacy.

As the convener of the two IASSA panels, I volunteered to see if it would be 
possible to provide a volume that might address such matters. I engaged several of 
the original panel participants to provide their insights on the leadership roles played 
by the most recent Arctic Council Chairs. I prevailed upon other colleagues knowl-
edgeable about the affairs of the Arctic Council to add their findings and observa-
tions regarding the impact and influence of its head. An effort was made to not only 
describe and account for the different paths taken by these successive leaders of the 
body but also to see how such leadership efforts were regarded by the different 
actors within the organization—the Member States, the Permanent Participants, and 
the Observers. The resulting volume is that which now appears before you. I am 
most grateful to all who took part in this collective effort and to their helpful contri-
butions in furthering our understanding of leadership within the context of the 
Arctic Council.

Umeå, Sweden� Douglas C. Nord

Preface
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Chapter 1
Providing Leadership for the North

Douglas C. Nord

Abstract  This chapter provides a brief overview of the need for leadership in the 
contemporary Arctic. It considers how the process of Arctic governance has evolved 
over the past quarter century and how the Arctic Council has become a central actor 
in this endeavor. It looks at how recent Arctic Council Chairmanships have played 
significant roles in developing a response to pressing Arctic concerns. It notes, how-
ever, that the precise means by which successive chairs of the organization have 
advanced its work has rarely been examined or compared. This is the overall focus 
of this volume. Its individual chapter inquiries are noted and briefly summarized.

Keywords  Leadership · Arctic Council · Governance · Diplomacy · Chairmanships

Over the past few decades, the Arctic has become a region of growing importance 
within the international arena. Important environmental, economic, security and 
development concerns can all be seen in evidence within its borders. Similarly, 
change in the Arctic has been shown to have direct consequences for those residing 
beyond its borders. No longer a distant and remote region of the world, today’s 
Arctic has become a significant influencer of international trade, meteorological 
conditions and resource development. Climate change, international shipping, 
defense preparedness and energy security have also been linked to ongoing change 
within the circumpolar North. Consequently, there appears to be a growing need to 
become more familiar with these and other significant challenges and opportunities 
that affect both the Arctic and the broader global community.

Clearly, there is also a need for effective leadership to address and respond to the 
changing conditions of the North. How concerted effort is organized to deal with 
major concerns of various communities has become a growing concern of the social 
sciences over the past quarter century. The study of leadership, and particularly is 

D. C. Nord (*) 
Department of Political Science, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden
e-mail: douglas.nord@umu.se
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capacity to mobilize response to pressing issues and needs, has been broadly con-
sidered.1 Yet the study of leadership within international organizations has been less 
well examined (Nye 2008). There remains a significant gap in our present knowl-
edge of how leaders within such international bodies emerge, perform their func-
tions and deliver necessary results. A proposed examination of leadership in the 
North within such a context would contribute important new understanding to the 
field.

Over the past 20 years or so, the primary institutional vehicle for doing so has 
been the Arctic Council. This “high level forum” was founded in 1996 and brings 
together under its auspices national governments, representatives of indigenous 
peoples and a variety of intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations 
interested in the future of the Arctic and its global impact. (See Table 1.1 below.) 
The Arctic Council has provided the mechanism for establishing a focused circum-
polar effort at research of Arctic issues and relevant policy recommendation along 
with the first steps toward establishing a governance framework for the relatively 
new international organization has contributed both good science and innovative 
ideas for collectively responding to the needs and challenges of Arctic environments 
and peoples.

1 The scholarly literature on leadership is extensive. Some of the more useful studies that have 
contributed to the perspectives contained within this volume include R.H. Axelrod (2010) Terms of 
Engagement: New Ways of Leading and Changing Organizations (second Edition). San Francisco, 
CA: Berret-Koehker Publishers; J. M. Burns (2003) Transforming Leadership. New York: Grove 
Press; G. Buseberg (2001) “Learning in Organizations and Public Policy” in Journal of Public 
Policy 21(2) 173–189; S. De Rue (2011) “Adaptive Leadership Theory: Leading and Following as 
a Complex Adaptive Process” in Organizational Behavior 31,125–150; Heifetz et al. (2009) The 
Practice of Adaptive Leadership. Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World. 
Boston: Harvard Business School; O. Young, “Political Leadership and Regime Formation: On the 
Development of Institutions in International Society” in. International Organization 45 (3) 
281–308.

Table 1.1  Composition of the Arctic Council

Ministerial Meeting (Biennial)
Member States 8
Permanent Participants 6
Senior Arctic Officials Group Meeting  
(normally biannually)
Working Groups 6 (meet on a scheduled basis)
Task Forces (vary in number and frequency of meetings over time)
Observers
  Non-Arctic States 13
 � Intergovernmental and Inter-Parliamentary Organizations 13
  Non-Governmental Organizations 13

Source: Arctic Council Secretariat

D. C. Nord


