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SOFT POWER IN UZBEKISTAN’S FOREIGN POLICY

This article examines how Uzbekistan converts cultural, educational and diplomatic resources into
soft-power effects in Central Asia. The research problem arises from a frequent conceptual substitu-
tion: foreign-policy initiatives are often classified as soft power without evidence that foreign audiences
perceive them as attractive or legitimate. The study combines conceptual analysis, qualitative docu-
ment analysis and a structured process-tracing framework. It reviews official strategies and presidential
initiatives adopted since 2017 and assesses four channels: cultural heritage, education and societal
ties, regional agenda-setting, and institutional communication. The article distinguishes resources, in-
struments, reception and policy outcomes and proposes indicators for each stage. The findings show
that Uzbekistan’s strongest advantage is the alignment between a cooperative regional narrative and
practical changes in relations with neighboring states. Shared heritage and geographic centrality expand
access to regional audiences, but they do not independently produce influence. Educational networks
and inclusive regional diplomacy offer more durable mechanisms because they create repeated interac-
tion and reciprocal benefits. The principal constraints are fragmented coordination, limited audience
research, tensions between image and domestic practice, and the risk that leadership claims may be read
as hierarchy. Uzbekistan’s soft power is therefore most credible when it supports regional public goods
and complements economic and diplomatic capacity rather than replacing them.

Keywords: soft power, Uzbekistan, Central Asia, foreign policy, public diplomacy.
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©36eKCTaHHbIH, CbIPTKbI CasiCaTbIHAAFbI XKYMCAK, KYLL

Makanasa ©36ekctaHHbiH OpTanblk, A3usaarbl MOAEHM, GiAiM Oepy >KaHe AMMAOMATUSIAbIK, pe-
CYPCTapbIH ©KYMCAK, KYLL» HOTUXKEAEPIHE aliHAAABIPY TETIKTEPI 3epTTeAeAi. Herisri Maeceae — CbIpTKbl
casicn GacTamMarapAbl LETEAAIK ayAMTOPUSAAPAbIH OAAPABI TapTbIMAbI 8pi 3aHAbI A€M KAbBbIAAANTbI-
HbIH ABAEAAEMEN-aK, «KYMCaK, KYLLKE» XaTKbI3y Taxipubeci. 3epTTey KOHLENTYyaAAbIK, TAAAAYAbI, PEC-
MM Ky>KaTTapAbl CaraAblK, 3ePAEAEYAI XKOHE YAEPICTI KYyPbIAbIMABIK, KaAararayAbl OipikTipeai. 2017
KbIAAQH KEWiHri cTpaTervsAap MeH npesmAeHTTIK GacTamarap MaAeHu Mypa, GiAim Gepy skaHe KO-
FaMABIK, GaiiAaHbICTap, OHIPAIK KyH TOPTiBiH KAAbINTACTbIPY, MHCTUTYLIMOHAAABIK, KOMMYHUKaLMS 6a-
FbITTapbl OOMbIHLLIA TaAAQHABI. MakaAasa pecypc, Kypaa, KabbIAAQy >KoHE Casich HOTUXKE YFbIMAAPSI
QXKbIPATBIABIM, OP KE3EHre BALLEMAEP YCbIHbIAAAbL. HaTukeaep ©36eKCcTaHHbIH, 6aCTbl APTbIKWbIAbIFbI
bIHTBIMAKTACTbIKKA HEri3AEAreH OHiPAIK AUCKYPC MeH KepLi MEMAEKETTEPMEH KaTbIHACTAPAAFbl HAK Tbl
e3repicTepaiH ylAecyiHAe ekeHiH kepceTeai. OpTak, Mypa MeH reorpadmsiAbiK, OPTAAbIKTbIK, ayAUTO-
pysiFa KOAXKETIMAIAIKTI apTTbIpaAbl, aAanaa e3AIriHEH bIKMaA TyFbi3banAbl. BiaiM Gepy >keairepi MeH
MHKAIO3MBTI OHIPAIK AMMAOMATHMS Y3aK, Mep3imMal BarAaHbICTap MEH ©3apa TMIMAIAIK KaAbinTacTbipa-
TbIHAbIKTAH aHaFYPAbIM TYPaKTbl TETIKTEP OOAbIN TabblAaabl. Herisri wekTeyAepre BeAOMCTBOAPaAbIK,
ObITbIPAHKbIAbIK, ayAUTOPUSIHbI 3EPTTEYAIH XKETKIAIKCI3AIrT, MMMAK GeH ki Taxipnbe apacbiHAAFbI
AALLAKTBIK, XKOHE KOLLIOACLIbIAbIKThIH, Mepapxusl PeTIHAE KabblAAaHY Kayri >kaTaAbl.

TyiiH ce3aep: xxymcak, kyw, ©36ekctaH, OpTaAblK, A3U1si, CbIPTKbI casicaT, KOFaMAbIK, AUIMTAOMATMSI.
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Msirkas cuaa Bo BHellHel NoAuTHKe Y36ekucTaHa

B craTbe MCCAEAYIOTCS MexaHu3Mbl npeobpasoBaHusi KyAbTYPHbIX, 0OPAa30BaTEAbHbIX U AMIMAO-
MaTuyeckmx pecypcoB Y3bekucraHa B 3pdeKkTbl «MArkoi cuAbl» B LleHTpaabHOM A3uun. MccaepoBa-
TeAbCKas Npo6AeMa CBSI3aHa C PACnpOCTPAHEHHOM KOHLUENTYaAbHOM NMOAMEHOM, NMPU KOTOPOM BHELL-
HEMOAUTUYECKME MHULIMATMBBI OTHOCAT K «MSrKOM CHAe» 6e3 AOKA3aTeAbCTB TOro, UTo 3apybeskHble
ayAUTOPUM BOCMIPUHMMAIOT MX KaK NMPUBAEKATEAbHbIE U AETUTUMHbIE. METOAOAOIMS CoYeTaeT KOHLen-
TYaAbHbIM aHAaAM3, KAUeCTBEHHbIM aHaAM3 AOKYMEHTOB M CTPYKTYPWMPOBAHHOE MPOCAEXMBAHWE NPO-
uecca. CTpatermm u npesvAeHTCKMe MHUMUMaTMBbl nocae 2017 roaa paccMaTpuBalOTCS MO YeTbIpEM
HanpaBAEHUSM: KyAbTYpHOE HacAeame, o6pa3oBaHWe M 0OLLeCTBEHHblE CBA3M, (DOPMMPOBaHME pe-
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TMOHAABHOM TMOBECTKM, MHCTUTYLMOHAAbHAs KOMMYHMKaums. B cTtatbe pasrpaHMumMBaloTCS pecypchbl,
MHCTPYMEHTbI, BOCMPUSTUE 1 MOAUTUUYECKME PE3YAbTATbl U MPEAAAraloTCsl MHAMKATOPbI AASI K&XKAOTO
3Tana. YCTaHOBAEHO, UTO FAQBHOE MpenMyLlecTBo Y36ekncTaHa COCTOMT B COOTBETCTBMM Koorepa-
TUBHOIO PErvOHAAbLHOrO HappaTMBa MPAKTUYECKUM M3MEHEHMSIM B OTHOLLEHUSIX C coceasmu. ObLiee
HacAeame 1 reorpadmyeckas LeHTPAaAbHOCTb 0BAErYaloT AOCTYM K ayAUTOPUSIM, HO CaMu Mo cebe He
CO3AQI0T BAMSIHUS. BoAee yCTOMUMBBLIMM MEXaHM3MaMM BbICTYMAOT 06pa30BaTEAbHbIE CETU U UHKAIO-
3MBHAsi PErMOHaAbHAsh AMMAOMATUS, MOCKOAbKY OHM 06ecrneunBaloT NOBTOPSIOLEECS B3aUMOAENCTBHE
M B3aUMHYIO BbIroay. OCHOBHbIMW OFpaHUYEHMSIMU OCTalOTCS (DParMeHTapHOCTb KOOPAMHALMK, HEAO-
CTaTOK MCCAEAOBAHUIA 3apyBEXHBIX ayAUTOPUI, PACXOXKAEHUS MEXKAY UMMAXKEM U BHYTPEHHEN npak-
TUKOW, a TaK>XKe PUCK BOCIPUSTUS AMAEPCTBA Kak MepapXuu.

KAtoueBble cAoBa: Msirkast cvaa, Ysbekucrtas, LieHTpaabHast A3usi, BHELHSAS MOAMTMKA, MyOAMYHAs

ANTIAOMATUA.

Introduction

The transformation of international relations has
expanded the range of instruments through which
states seek influence. Military and economic capa-
bilities remain decisive in many situations, but repu-
tation, legitimacy, cultural attraction, education,
information policy and the capacity to frame a re-
gional agenda also affect foreign-policy outcomes.
Nye (1990, 2004) defined soft power as the ability to
obtain preferred outcomes through attraction rather
than coercion or payment. The concept is especially
relevant to states whose material capabilities are
limited in global comparison but whose location,
cultural assets and diplomatic initiatives give them
influence within a particular region.

Uzbekistan is a useful case because its foreign
policy changed markedly after 2016. The govern-
ment gave Central Asia higher practical prior-
ity, reopened or intensified political dialogue with
neighboring states, promoted consultative meetings
of Central Asian leaders and connected domestic re-
form narratives with a more active international pro-
file. Recent research describes this shift as a move-
ment from defensive autonomy and geopolitical
pendulum behavior toward regional agency, while
also noting important continuities in sovereignty-
centered foreign policy (Dadabaev, 2019; Kelkitli,
2022; Kobilov, 2025; Tolipov, 2022). This combi-
nation of change and continuity makes it necessary
to identify the mechanisms of influence rather than
infer soft power directly from diplomatic activity.

The central problem is that possession of attrac-
tive resources is frequently treated as proof of influ-
ence. A state may have famous historical cities, a
large population, linguistic proximity to neighboring
societies and an active cultural policy without chang-
ing foreign preferences. Attraction depends on recep-
tion. It also depends on whether institutions translate
cultural or reputational assets into stable relationships
and whether foreign audiences find the state’s con-
duct credible. In Central Asia, shared history coexists

with sovereign nation-building, unequal capabilities,
unresolved distributive questions and strong involve-
ment by external powers. These conditions can facili-
tate familiarity while simultaneously producing cau-
tion toward claims of leadership.

The purpose of the article is to explain the con-
ditions under which Uzbekistan’s cultural, educa-
tional and diplomatic resources can generate soft-
power effects in Central Asia. It addresses three
questions. Which conceptual boundaries distinguish
soft power from other non-military instruments?
Through which mechanisms can Uzbekistan’s re-
sources affect foreign audiences? What institutional
and political constraints limit their conversion into
influence? The argument is that Uzbekistan’s soft
power is strongest when regional audiences connect
its cooperative narrative with repeated, reciprocal
and credible practice. Cultural proximity expands
opportunity, but education, agenda-setting and pro-
vision of regional public goods are more likely to
sustain influence over time.

Literature review and Analytical framework

Nye’s formulation separates coercion, induce-
ment and attraction. This distinction prevents the
concept from becoming a label for every instru-
ment short of military force. Trade preferences,
infrastructure financing or sanctions relief may be
peaceful tools, but they operate primarily through
material incentives. Cultural exchange, public di-
plomacy and legitimate foreign policy may gener-
ate soft power when they shape preferences without
compelling the recipient. Gallarotti (2011) similarly
emphasizes that soft power depends on the broader
style and credibility of national conduct rather than
on isolated publicity campaigns.

The concept has also attracted substantial criti-
cism. Mattern (2005) argues that attraction is so-
cially constructed through representation and may
contain forms of discursive pressure. This criticism
matters because state narratives are not received in
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a neutral environment. Governments and societies
interpret them through national identities, historical
memories and current political disputes. A message
of common civilization may be perceived as inclu-
sive by one audience and as an attempt to appropri-
ate shared heritage by another. Soft power should
therefore be analyzed as an intersubjective relation-
ship, not as a fixed national stock.

Public-diplomacy scholarship adds an institu-
tional dimension. Cull (2008) distinguishes listen-
ing, advocacy, cultural diplomacy, exchange diplo-
macy and international broadcasting. The order is
important: listening identifies how audiences in-
terpret a country, while advocacy without listening
can become one-way promotion. Melissen (2005)
likewise treats public diplomacy as the development
of relationships with foreign publics rather than the
transmission of a controlled national image. These
approaches suggest that cultural events and multi-
lingual media are instruments; trust, legitimacy and
voluntary cooperation are possible effects.

Scholarship on Central Asia has traditionally
emphasized the soft power of Russia, China, Tur-
key, the United States and the European Union.
Nourzhanov and Peyrouse (2021) show that region-
al societies do not passively absorb external influ-
ence. They selectively accept, reinterpret or resist
foreign narratives. More recent analysis of China
demonstrates that elite-level cooperation and invest-
ment can coexist with public suspicion, illustrating
the gap between material presence and attraction
(Vanderhill, 2025). This lesson applies equally to
regional states: policy makers cannot infer popular
approval from official agreements.

Research on Uzbekistan since 2016 focuses
mainly on regional normalization, economic diplo-
macy, autonomy and connectivity. Dadabaev (2019)
interprets the country as a potential regional game
changer, while Kelkitli (2022) emphasizes the con-
tinuing effort to preserve autonomy. Tolipov (2022)
draws attention to both continuity and change, and
Kobilov (2025) analyzes the emergence of Uzbeki-
stan as a regional player. These studies establish the
foreign-policy setting but do not consistently sepa-
rate soft-power resources from audience reception.
The present article addresses that gap through a
conversion model with four stages: resource, instru-
ment, reception and outcome.

A resource is an attribute that may be attractive,
such as heritage, language, educational capacity or
a reputation for constructive diplomacy. An instru-
ment connects that resource to an audience through
exchanges, media, tourism, scholarships, summits
or joint projects. Reception concerns observable
perceptions, including trust, familiarity, credibility
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and willingness to engage. An outcome is a change
relevant to foreign policy, such as sustained partici-
pation in an initiative, preference for Uzbekistan as
a venue or partner, or support for a regional pro-
posal. The model does not assume a linear causal
chain. Material interests and domestic politics can
intervene at every stage, and favorable attitudes may
not translate into policy alignment.

Materials and methods

The study uses a qualitative research design
combining conceptual analysis, document analy-
sis and structured process tracing. The source base
includes major works on soft power and public di-
plomacy, Uzbekistan’s Development Strategy for
2022-2026, official statements concerning Central
Asian cooperation, the institutionalization of con-
sultative meetings, Afghanistan-related diplomacy
and information from UNESCO on heritage frame-
works. Academic studies of Uzbekistan’s post-
2016 foreign policy provide external interpretations
against which official claims are assessed.

Documents were coded according to four ana-
lytical dimensions: cultural and historical attraction;
education and societal networks; regional diplomat-
ic agenda-setting; and institutional communication.
For each dimension, the analysis asks whether a re-
source is identifiable, whether an instrument reaches
a specified foreign audience, whether evidence of
reception is available and whether a plausible policy
outcome follows. This procedure avoids classifying
an initiative as successful soft power solely because
the initiating state describes it positively.

The method has limitations. Official documents
reveal objectives and institutional design but cannot
independently demonstrate attraction. Public opin-
ion surveys that allow consistent comparison of Uz-
bekistan’s image across all Central Asian states re-
main limited, and available media indicators are not
directly comparable across languages and national
information environments. The article therefore
makes mechanism-based assessments rather than
causal-statistical claims. It identifies propositions
that can be tested through future surveys, elite and
student interviews, digital media analysis and longi-
tudinal data on educational and cultural exchange.

Operationalizing Uzbekistan’s Soft Power

The analytical distinction between resources
and effects can be expressed through a set of ob-
servable indicators. Table 1 is designed as a research
matrix rather than a national ranking. It identifies
what must be measured before a policy instrument
can reasonably be associated with soft power.
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Table 1
Conversion of soft-power resources into observable influence

Dimension Resource Instrument Reception indicator Possible outcome
S . o Foreign participation; Preference for cultural
. Historic sites and shared Joint routes, exhibitions, gnp pation, . .
Heritage . . favorable association; cooperation with Uzbek
traditions festivals .. o
repeat visits mstitutions
. . Scholarships, joint Student satisfaction; Long-term professional
. Universities, language .. .
Education . degrees, research alumni ties; partner networks and recurring
and research capacity .
networks demand cooperation
Reputation for Consultations, Acceptance of venue .
. . . - Support for initiatives and
Diplomacy constructive regional mediation, hosted and agenda; voluntary . .
N convening authority
engagement forums participation
o . Public diplomac Trust, reach among target Greater credibility and
. Multilingual media and . p ¥ . £ faig . ty
Communication direct engagement, audiences, corrective lower resistance to

digital access

information services

feedback cooperation

Note. compiled by the author:

Cultural Heritage and Shared Regional Nar-
ratives

Uzbekistan possesses dense cultural and his-
torical resources. Samarkand, Bukhara, Khiva and
Shakhrisabz are associated with intellectual, com-
mercial and religious networks that predate cur-
rent borders. UNESCO recognition gives these
sites global visibility, while scholarship on Central
Asia’s historical centers places them within a re-
gional rather than exclusively national history (Starr,
2013; UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). Their
foreign-policy relevance lies in the possibility of
joint research, tourism routes, museum cooperation,
restoration expertise and shared commemorative
practices.

The political effect depends on narrative de-
sign. A national ownership frame can strengthen
domestic identity but may narrow regional appeal
when neighboring societies regard historical fig-
ures or traditions as part of their own heritage. A
shared-heritage frame is more compatible with soft
power because it permits reciprocal recognition.
Uzbekistan can obtain reputational gains by serving
as a custodian and convening place without claim-
ing exclusive symbolic authority. Joint exhibitions,
multilingual catalogues and cross-border heritage
routes provide stronger evidence of cooperation
than isolated festivals intended mainly for domestic
publicity.

Language and transnational social ties are simi-
larly ambivalent. Uzbek-speaking populations and
historically connected communities live across Cen-
tral Asia and northern Afghanistan. Linguistic ac-
cessibility can facilitate education, media use and
interpersonal exchange. Yet language outreach can

generate resistance if it appears to challenge neigh-
boring states’ identity policies or to instrumental-
ize diaspora communities. Effective cultural diplo-
macy therefore requires consent, reciprocity and
careful separation from political claims regarding
co-ethnics.

Tourism increases direct contact and can broad-
en familiarity with contemporary Uzbekistan be-
yond official messaging. Its soft-power contribution
should not be measured only by arrivals. Relevant
indicators include repeat visits, satisfaction, diver-
sity of origin, academic and cultural content, and
whether visitors retain networks with Uzbek institu-
tions. Commercial tourism campaigns may improve
visibility, but visibility is not identical to trust. Heri-
tage management, service quality and credible in-
terpretation shape whether cultural assets produce
attraction or disappointment.

Education, Science and Societal Networks

Education is potentially Uzbekistan’s most du-
rable soft-power channel because it creates repeated
contact and professional networks. Scholarships,
joint degrees, regional summer schools, language
programs and research partnerships expose foreign
students and scholars to institutions over an extend-
ed period. The effect can persist through alumni net-
works, professional collaboration and later policy
roles. Unlike short-term image campaigns, educa-
tion allows foreign participants to test the credibility
and quality of a country’s institutions directly.

The number of foreign students, however, is an
input rather than proof of influence. A serious as-
sessment must consider completion rates, academic
quality, affordability, student experience, geo-
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graphic diversity and alumni engagement. Programs
designed specifically around shared regional prob-
lems — water governance, border economies, trans-
port, public health, climate adaptation and language
technologies — can connect attraction to practical co-
operation. They also reduce the risk that educational
diplomacy becomes a one-directional promotion of
national culture.

Research diplomacy deserves separate attention.
Uzbekistan’s universities, academies, archives and
cultural institutions can convene regional scholars
and make primary sources more accessible. Joint
production of knowledge is especially important in
contested historical fields because it replaces sym-
bolic competition with professional cooperation.
The credibility of this channel depends on academic
freedom, transparent selection, access to data and
the ability of foreign partners to publish conclusions
that are not always favorable to official narratives.

Societal networks also include artists, journal-
ists, entrepreneurs, religious scholars and civil-
society actors. State support can lower the cost of
exchange, but excessive control may weaken au-
thenticity. Public diplomacy works best when for-
eign audiences can distinguish genuine social in-
teraction from scripted advocacy. The state’s role
should be to provide access and continuity while
allowing universities and cultural organizations
enough autonomy to build trusted relationships.

Regional Diplomacy and Agenda-Setting

Uzbekistan’s diplomatic turn toward good-
neighborliness after 2016 created a more favorable
environment for attraction. Regular high-level con-
tacts, efforts to resolve border issues and support for
consultative meetings of Central Asian leaders made
the cooperative message observable in practice.
Official proposals to institutionalize coordination
through national coordinators and regular sectoral
contacts further indicate a shift from episodic sum-
mitry toward continuity (President of the Republic
of Uzbekistan, 2025). This institutionalization is rel-
evant because reputation is built through predictable
behavior, not through individual events.

Agenda-setting can be a form of soft power when
other states voluntarily accept a problem definition
or a forum as legitimate. Uzbekistan’s advantage
comes from its central location and involvement in
most cross-border issues in the region. It can propose
consultations, host negotiations and connect bilateral
initiatives to regional agendas. Yet convening power
must not be confused with authority over outcomes.
Neighboring states participate when the format pro-
tects sovereignty and produces mutual benefit.
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Afghanistan illustrates both the promise and
conceptual limits of the approach. The 2018 Tash-
kent conference, educational initiatives for Afghan
citizens and proposals for transport connectivity
sought to connect security with economic and hu-
man development. These actions are motivated by
national security and commercial interests and are
not soft power by definition. They acquire a soft-
power dimension only if Afghan and regional au-
diences perceive Uzbekistan as a reliable facilitator
and prefer its platforms to plausible alternatives.

The same caution applies to connectivity. Rail-
ways, trade facilitation and border infrastructure pri-
marily generate material benefits. Their reputational
effect depends on distribution, transparency and re-
liability. If partners associate an initiative with re-
ciprocal access and reduced transaction costs, mate-
rial cooperation may reinforce attraction. If benefits
appear asymmetric or implementation is delayed,
official narratives may lose credibility. Soft power
thus complements economic diplomacy but cannot
substitute for delivery.

Institutional Capacity and Digital Communi-
cation

Uzbekistan’s instruments are distributed across
foreign affairs, culture, tourism, higher education,
media and specialized public bodies. Functional
specialization is unavoidable, but fragmentation can
produce inconsistent messages and duplicated activ-
ities. A national strategy should define priority audi-
ences and evaluation methods while leaving imple-
mentation to competent institutions. Coordination
should focus on shared objectives, not on central
control of every cultural or academic interaction.

Listening capacity is the main institutional defi-
cit in many soft-power strategies. Governments
frequently measure the number of events, publica-
tions or social-media impressions because these in-
dicators are easy to collect. They reveal output, not
reception. Uzbekistan needs recurring multilingual
audience research in neighboring states, including
surveys, focus groups, media analysis and feedback
from students, tourists and professional partners.
Independent evaluation is necessary because imple-
menting agencies have incentives to report favor-
able results.

Digital communication expands reach but makes
credibility more fragile. Audiences compare official
claims with independent media, personal networks
and observable domestic developments. Multilin-
gual content should therefore explain policies and
provide access to reliable information rather than
imitate advertising. Rapid correction of errors,
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transparent sourcing and direct engagement with
criticism are more likely to build trust than high-
volume favorable messaging.

Domestic governance remains part of the ex-
ternal credibility equation. Political values become
sources of attraction only when audiences consider
them practiced with sufficient consistency (Nye,
2004). Reform narratives can support Uzbekistan’s
image, but gaps between declared openness and
experienced practice reduce persuasive force. This
does not mean that soft power requires adoption of
a single political model. It means that reputational
claims must remain compatible with what foreign
students, investors, journalists and visitors can ob-
serve.

Results and discussion

The study yields four findings. First, Uzbeki-
stan’s soft-power potential is predominantly re-
gional. Central Asia offers the greatest density of
linguistic familiarity, shared history, transport in-
terdependence and sustained diplomatic contact.
Global cultural visibility remains useful, but it is
less likely to affect concrete foreign-policy choices
than repeated engagement with neighboring societ-
ies and governments.

Second, the decisive variable is congruence
between narrative and practice. Cultural affinity
may open access to audiences, but predictable re-
lations and reciprocal initiatives determine whether
familiarity becomes trust. The post-2016 policy of
regional engagement strengthened soft-power po-
tential because it reduced the contradiction between
claims of commonality and difficult interstate rela-
tions. This finding supports the broader argument
that foreign policy itself can be a source of attraction
when others regard it as legitimate.

Third, education and convening power offer
more durable mechanisms than symbolic promo-
tion. They create networks, repeated interaction
and opportunities for joint problem-solving. Their
effects are nevertheless conditional on quality and
autonomy. A scholarship program that produces
dissatisfied alumni or a forum that does not imple-
ment decisions may damage reputation. Soft power
is therefore sensitive to institutional performance.

Fourth, Uzbekistan faces a leadership dilemma.
Its population, location and regional activism make
leadership expectations plausible, but explicit hier-
archy can trigger resistance. The more sustainable
model is functional leadership: providing venues,
knowledge, connectivity and procedures that other
states value while preserving equal sovereignty. In-

fluence then follows from usefulness and credibility
rather than from a claim to primacy.

These findings refine the existing literature in
two ways. They connect research on Uzbekistan’s
regional reorientation with a testable model of soft-
power conversion, and they challenge resource-cen-
tered assessments that count heritage sites, events or
media outputs as influence. The proposed matrix di-
rects future research toward reception and outcomes.
It also prevents conceptual inflation by preserving a
clear distinction among economic diplomacy, public
diplomacy and soft power.

Alternative explanations remain important.
Neighboring governments may support Uzbek ini-
tiatives because of trade, security or bargaining ad-
vantages rather than attraction. Positive public at-
titudes may reflect shared culture without affecting
state policy. Conversely, cooperation may deepen
despite limited public attraction. Soft power should
therefore be treated as one mechanism among sever-
al. Stronger causal inference will require compara-
tive cases in which material incentives are similar
but levels of trust, legitimacy or preference differ.

A practical evaluation framework should com-
bine outputs, reception and behavioral evidence.
Annual reporting could record exchanges and joint
projects, but these figures should be paired with
independent surveys, qualitative interviews and
evidence that foreign partners renew or initiate co-
operation. Baseline measurements are essential: a
rise in favorable attitudes cannot be attributed to a
program when no prior level is known. Evaluation
should also specify the audience and time horizon,
since students, officials and the wider public may re-
spond differently. This approach would permit pol-
icy learning without reducing soft power to a single
composite score.

Conclusion

Uzbekistan has substantial resources for re-
gional soft power, but these resources do not con-
stitute influence on their own. Cultural heritage,
language, educational capacity, diplomatic activism
and geographic centrality matter when institutions
connect them to foreign audiences and when those
audiences respond with trust, legitimacy and volun-
tary engagement. The country’s post-2016 regional
policy improved the conditions for this conversion
by aligning a narrative of good-neighborliness with
more sustained diplomatic practice.

The most promising policy direction is to pri-
oritize relationship-building and regional public
goods. Educational mobility, joint research, shared
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heritage projects, accessible multilingual communi-
cation and credible convening can generate durable
networks. Evaluation should move beyond event
counts toward evidence of reception, including sur-
vey trends, alumni trajectories, repeat participation,
partner-initiated cooperation and preference for Uz-
bek platforms.

The principal risks are fragmented implemen-
tation, one-way promotion, gaps between external
narratives and domestic practice, and interpretations
of regional leadership as hierarchy. Uzbekistan can
reduce these risks through independent audience re-
search, reciprocal program design and transparent
assessment. Soft power will remain complementary

to material and diplomatic capabilities. Its specific
contribution is to lower resistance, strengthen legiti-
macy and make cooperation with Uzbekistan more
acceptable when partners retain a genuine choice.

Future studies should compare perceptions
across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turk-
menistan and Afghanistan and should distinguish
elite, student, business and broader public audiences.
Longitudinal research could then test whether spe-
cific instruments produce durable attitudinal change
and whether that change affects participation in re-
gional initiatives. Such evidence is necessary before
Uzbekistan’s growing visibility can be described as
consolidated soft power.
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