
1 

Web of Synergy: International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 2025, 4(1), 1-6 https://univerpubl.com/index.php/synergy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article 

Pilgrimage Tourism in Samarkand: Growth Trends and Strategic 

Development Opportunities 

 
Mirzayev Qulmamat Jonuzaqovich1, Mamanazarov Sarvar Farkhod ugli2 

 
1. Samarkand Institute of Economics and Service, "Digital Economy" Head of The Department, Professor 

2. Samarkand Institute of Economics and Service 

* Correspondence: sarvarbekfarkhadovich@gmail.com 

 
Abstract: Pilgrimage tourism has emerged as a vital driver of cultural and economic development in 

Uzbekistan, with Samarkand serving as one of its most prominent destinations due to its rich Islamic 

heritage. Despite the city’s global recognition and  increasing visitor numbers, the full economic and 

strategic potential of pilgrimage tourism remains underutilized. This study addresses the existing 

knowledge gap concerning the localized development models for  tourism and evaluates how 

cluster- based strategies can enhance its economic effectiveness. Employing a mixed-method 

approach, the research combines surveys of 300 domestic and international tourists, 20 stakeholder 

interviews, field observations, and secondary data analysis from national and international sources. 

The results reveal a substantial rise in both domestic and foreign visitors from 2020 to 2023, alongside 

a significant increase in tourism-generated revenue. However, challenges such as underdeveloped 

infrastructure, commercialization of sacred spaces, and limited digital integration continue to hinder 

sustainable growth. Applying Porter’s Diamond Model and SWOT analysis, the study identifies  

strategic opportunities to strengthen Samarkand’s competitive advantage through a pilgrimage 

tourism cluster. The findings imply that coordinated planning, digital innovation, and stakeholder 

engagement are essential for enhancing service quality and protecting cultural heritage. This research 

contributes theoretically by contextualizing global cluster models within Islamic pilgrimage settings 

and practically by offering policy recommendations for local authorities. Further research is 

suggested in the areas of religious tourism governance frameworks and the long-term socio-

economic impact of  tourism on regional development.  
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1. Introduction 

Tourism has increasingly become one of the driving forces of sustainable economic 

development, especially in culturally and historically rich regions. Among the various 

branches of tourism, religious or pilgrimage tourism occupies a special place due to its 

capacity to attract both domestic and international visitors based on spiritual and historical 

values. In Uzbekistan, the city of Samarkand stands as a prominent destination, renowned 

for its centuries-old Islamic heritage sites such as the Imom Buxoriy memorial complex, 

Shahi Zinda, and other sacred places. These locations not only serve as religious pilgrimage 

centers but also act as economic assets that can significantly contribute to local development, 

employment, and small business growth [1]. 

The concept of  tourism integrates multiple theoretical domains including religious 

studies, sustainable tourism development, cultural economics, and regional planning. 

According to Porter’s cluster theory, grouping tourism services and heritage destinations 

into interconnected economic units or "tourism clusters" can enhance competitiveness and 

increase economic efficiency [2]. Moreover, the theory of cultural capital suggests that 

preserving and promoting heritage sites can transform symbolic cultural assets into 
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economic value [3]. However, despite Samarkand’s historical significance and visitor appeal, 

the region faces key challenges such as underdeveloped infrastructure, lack of integrated 

management strategies, limited use of digital platforms, and insufficient private-public 

partnerships in promoting  tourism [4], [5]. 

Several studies have examined the general contribution of tourism to Uzbekistan's 

economy, but few have provided focused analysis on the economic impact of religious 

tourism or the potential of cluster-based models for increasing effectiveness. For instance, 

Uzaqov proposed a three-tier model for developing pilgrimage clusters (tarmoq, 

mintaqaviy, va destinatsion klasterlar), emphasizing the importance of strategic planning 

and coordination among stakeholders [6]. Choriyeva analysed the economic returns of 

tourism in Bukhara and Samarkand and found that over $150 million in revenue was 

generated in 2022 alone, yet raised concerns about over-commercialisation and sustainability 

[7]. Additionally, international frameworks such as those by UNWTO and the World Bank 

advocate for digital integration, smart tourism solutions, and eco-friendly infrastructure in 

managing pilgrimage destinations [8], [9]. However, there remains a knowledge gap in 

localised models tailored for cities like Samarkand that combine Islamic cultural heritage, 

economic clustering, and sustainable development practices. 

To address this gap, this research adopts a mixed-method approach combining 

qualitative case studies with quantitative assessments. It includes survey results from local 

stakeholders, structured interviews with tourism operators, and secondary data analysis 

from state and international sources. The study applies Porter’s diamond model as a 

theoretical lens to evaluate the economic clustering of religious sites and to measure the 

influence of enabling factors such as infrastructure, demand, and institutional support [2]. 

Furthermore, spatial mapping and SWOT analysis are employed to identify destination 

potentials and regional disparities. 

It is anticipated that the findings will demonstrate the positive relationship between 

well-managed pilgrimage tourism and local economic vitality in Samarkand. Expected 

results include identifying high-potential clusters, estimating economic returns, and 

formulating policy recommendations for local authorities. The broader implication of this 

study lies in its potential to serve as a roadmap for applying smart-tourism and sustainable 

practices in sacred destinations across Central Asia. In doing so, it also aligns with the 

objectives of the national "Uzbekistan –   Markazi" program and contributes to global 

discourse on cultural tourism, heritage preservation, and inclusive economic development 

[7], [9]. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This study employs a mixed-method research approach to investigate the potential for 

developing pilgrimage tourism in Samarkand and to assess its economic effectiveness. The 

research is structured as a case study focusing on Samarkand, a city selected for its unique 

religious and historical significance within Uzbekistan. The methodology integrates both 

qualitative and quantitative techniques to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the 

subject matter. Primary data were gathered through structured surveys and semi-structured 

interviews. A survey was administered to 300 visitors at prominent pilgrimage destinations, 

including the Imom Buxoriy complex, Shahi Zinda, and Khoja Doniyor maqbarasi. 

Respondents were selected using stratified sampling to ensure representation across 

different nationalities and age groups. In addition to surveys, in-depth interviews were 

conducted with 20 stakeholders, including local tourism entrepreneurs, hotel managers, tour 

operators, and officials from the Samarkand Regional Department of Tourism and Cultural 

Heritage. Field observations were also undertaken to assess the condition of existing 

infrastructure and visitor services in the study area. 

Secondary data were collected from official tourism and economic sources such as the 

State Committee for Tourism Development of Uzbekistan, UNWTO religious tourism 

reports, the Samarkand Regional Statistics Department, and previous academic publications. 

These data included annual visitor numbers, tourism sector contribution to GDP, 

employment figures, and regional investment in tourism infrastructure. The analytical 

framework of the study incorporates several tools. Descriptive statistics were used to 

summarize the demographic profile, behavior, and satisfaction level of visitors. SWOT 

analysis was employed to identify internal and external factors affecting the development of  

tourism. Furthermore, Porter’s Diamond Model served as the theoretical basis for evaluating 
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Samarkand’s competitive advantages in religious tourism through factor conditions, 

demand conditions, related industries, and strategic governance.  

As shown in Table 1, Uzbekistan’s tourism indicators between 2020 and 2023 highlight 

a significant rise in both domestic and foreign tourist numbers, alongside substantial growth 

in tourism export revenue. This quantitative foundation sets the stage for evaluating the 

economic weight of pilgrimage tourism in the Samarkand context. 

Table 1. Uzbekistan Tourism Indicators (2020–2023) 

Year Foreign 

Tourists 

(million) 

Domestic Tourists 

(million) 

Tourism Export 

Revenue 

(billion USD) 

2020 1.50 3.53 0.26 

2021 1.88 5.81 0.42 

2022 5.23 11.44 1.61 

2023 6.63 20.64 2.14 

 

To estimate the broader economic implications, an economic impact analysis was 

applied to determine the direct, indirect, and induced effects of pilgrimage tourism on local 

economic activity, employment, and service utilization. 

The research was conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines. All participants were 

informed of the purpose of the study and participated voluntarily. Anonymity and 

confidentiality were ensured for all survey and interview respondents, and data were 

securely stored and analyzed in aggregate form to protect respondent identities. This 

integrated methodological approach allowed the study to derive meaningful insights into 

how pilgrimage tourism can be more effectively managed and promoted to support 

Samarkand’s socio-economic development. 

3. Result  

The empirical findings of this study reveal a consistent upward trend in both domestic 

and international pilgrimage tourism to Samarkand between 2020 and 2023, as illustrated in 

Figure 1. Domestic tourists increased from 800,000 in 2020 to 1.3 million in 2023, representing 

a 62.5% rise over four years. 

Figure 1 illustrates the sharp upward trend in tourist growth in Samarkand between 2020 

and 2023, with domestic tourist numbers rising from 800,000 to 1.3 million and foreign 

tourists doubling over the same period. This visual depiction reinforces the argument that 

Samarkand’s pilgrimage tourism is gaining momentum both locally and internationally 

Figure 1. Tourist Growth in Samarkand(2020-2023) 

 
 Similarly, the number of foreign tourists rose from 300,000 to 600,000 in the same period, 

showing a 100% increase. This growth was accompanied by a significant increase in tourism-

generated revenue, which rose from $80 million in 2020 to $180 million in 2023 (Figure 2). 

These figures highlight the escalating economic significance of  tourism in Samarkand and 

confirm its potential as a strategic sector for regional development. 
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Figure 2. Annual Tourism Revenue from pilgrimage Tourism(2020-2023) 

 
 

The data also revealed an emerging dual-market structure: while domestic tourists 

constituted the majority of visitors, the foreign segment showed faster proportional growth. 

Interviews with stakeholders attributed this growth to improved international branding 

efforts, restoration of key heritage sites, and expanded infrastructure, such as roads and 

accommodations. However, respondents also noted persistent challenges, including 

overcrowding at religious sites during peak seasons, the commercialization of sacred spaces, 

and the lack of integrated tourist information systems. These concerns align with findings 

from Choriyeva [7] and Golisheva [5], who emphasize the need for balance between 

economic development and spiritual sanctity. 

From a theoretical perspective, the results reinforce Porter’s diamond model, 

particularly in the context of factor and demand conditions. Samarkand benefits from rich 

religious heritage (factor conditions) and a growing domestic and international demand for 

spiritual tourism experiences. However, weaknesses were observed in supporting industries 

and governance structures. For example, while tour operators and hotels have proliferated, 

there is a lack of coordination among actors, insufficient digital integration, and limited 

access to real-time visitor data for policy planning. This supports the view that the full 

economic potential of  tourism remains underutilized due to fragmented development 

strategies and insufficient public-private synergy [6],[7]. 

A detailed SWOT analysis of Samarkand’s pilgrimage tourism ecosystem revealed 

several strengths, including the availability of UNESCO-listed sites, cultural authenticity, 

and increasing government support. However, key weaknesses include the inadequate 

training of service personnel in foreign languages, the absence of multilingual informational 

signage, and weak marketing campaigns targeting Central Asian diasporas. Opportunities 

lie in expanding into halal tourism, introducing smart-tourism applications, and integrating 

pilgrimage routes with other cultural or eco-tourism circuits. Threats include environmental 

degradation, loss of intangible heritage, and fluctuating geopolitical stability in source 

markets. 

One of the most significant contributions of this study lies in identifying the knowledge 

gap related to localised economic modelling of pilgrimage tourism. While global frameworks 

exist (UNWTO, World Bank), they are often too broad to address the microeconomic realities 

of cities like Samarkand. This research bridges that gap by combining statistical evidence 

with field-level observations and stakeholder narratives to offer grounded insights. 

Moreover, the cluster-based model recommended by Uzaqov is not yet fully operationalised 

in Samarkand. There is a lack of clearly defined cluster boundaries, no unified digital 

platform for destination management, and limited inter-institutional data sharing[8], [9]. 

In terms of practical implications, the findings support the development of a strategic “ 

Tourism Cluster” encompassing religious heritage sites, hospitality providers, 

transportation firms, local craft markets, and educational institutions. Investment in digital 

infrastructure—such as QR-coded self-guided tours, AI-based translation apps, and 

centralized booking systems—could substantially enhance the visitor experience and 

economic returns. Policymakers should also consider implementing zoning regulations to 
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control commercial activity near sacred sites and introduce visitor caps during high-demand 

religious holidays to protect cultural integrity[10],[11]. 

4. Discussion  

This study also highlights the importance of expanding future research in two 

directions. First, deep theoretical research is required to develop an indigenous model of 

religious tourism governance that accounts for Islamic ethical principles, heritage 

preservation, and economic modernization. This would require interdisciplinary 

collaboration across religious studies, economics, and urban planning. Second, applied 

studies should explore the effects of tourism-related investments on household income, 

gender-based employment outcomes, and SME growth in the Samarkand region. 

Longitudinal studies using GIS tools and mobile-based tracking can further enrich 

understanding of tourist behavior, site congestion patterns, and seasonal economic 

fluctuations[12],[13]. 

In conclusion, the results and discussion indicate that  tourism in Samarkand has 

achieved commendable growth but still lags in terms of holistic planning and coordinated 

execution. By leveraging digital transformation, cluster strategies, and sustainable 

development frameworks, Samarkand has the potential to become a global hub for 

pilgrimage tourism. Bridging the theory-practice divide and addressing the localized 

knowledge gap will be crucial in achieving this vision[14],[15]. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study underscores the growing strategic importance of  tourism in 

Samarkand, which has experienced substantial growth in both visitor numbers and revenue 

between 2020 and 2023. The findings reveal that while the city holds immense religious, 

historical, and economic potential, its full realization is hindered by fragmented 

infrastructure, limited digital integration, and inadequate coordination among tourism 

stakeholders. The application of Porter’s cluster theory illustrates that developing a 

structured pilgrimage tourism cluster—encompassing sacred sites, hospitality services, 

transportation, and local enterprises—could significantly enhance regional economic 

productivity and service quality. Moreover, integrating digital technologies such as smart-

tourism tools and visitor management systems would improve efficiency and preserve the 

sanctity of religious spaces. The study recommends further research in two key areas: (1) 

theoretical exploration of indigenous tourism governance models grounded in Islamic 

ethical frameworks, and (2) practical longitudinal studies using geospatial and behavioral 

data to assess the socio-economic impact of  tourism on local communities. These efforts will 

contribute to more inclusive, sustainable, and culturally respectful development of 

pilgrimage tourism in Samarkand and beyond. 
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