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INTERACTIONS IN CREATIVE TOURISM:
RESIDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES IN UZBEKISTAN

Dildora Khodjaeva Mukhamedkhodjaevna
Associate Professor,

IMC Krems Transnational Department,
Tashkent State University of Economics
E-mail: dil.khodjaeva@gmail.com

ORCID: 0000-0001-8248-4720

Jasmin Raxmidinova

4th-year student,

IMC Krems Transnational Department,
Tashkent State University of Economics

Abstract. In under a decade, tourism in Uzbekistan has moved from being a niche sector to a priority sector
of the economy. Uzbekistan 2.0 demonstrates a clear growing trend in terms of the number of tourist arrivals, as
well as their contribution to the economy under a new visa policy. The number of countries whose citizens have
visa-free access to Uzbekistan increased from 9 to 90 and led to a substantial increase in international travellers
from approximately 2.7 million under the new visa policy to almost 8.6 million people for the year and the first
nine months of 2025, representing a 112.5% increase compared to the same period in 2024 (Khodjaeva D. &
Khaydarova M., 2026; Tourism Committee of the Republic of Uzbekistan, 2025). This growth reflects increasing
international interest in active tourism and ongoing institutional reforms in the tourism sector. This qualitative
study, drawing on nine semi-structured interviews, applies Social Exchange Theory (SET) and Emotional Solidarity
Theory (EST) as sensitising frameworks to reconstruct how residents and tourists make sense of their encounters.
Findings show that pace and attention, not language, determine interaction quality; that suppliers hold a principled
line between format adaptation and loss of design identity; and that the hotel mediates a “filtered authenticity” that
removes market pressure but eliminates the relational substrate of creative tourism.

Keywords: creative tourism, host-guest interaction, emotional solidarity, social exchange theory, Uzbekistan,
hotel suppliers.

Annotatsiya. O‘zbekistonda turizm oxirgi o‘n yil ichida igtisodiyotning ustuvor sohasiga aylandi. 2025-yilning
sarhisobida xalqaro tashrif buyuruvchilar soni 2024-yilning xuddi shu davriga nisbatan 112,5 foizga oshdi. Ushbu
o'sish ijodiy turizm shakllaridan ustaxona, mehmonxona binolarida hunarmandchilik mahsulotlarini namoyish etish
va sotishni rivojlantirmoqgda. Birogq mahalliy aholi nugtai nazari adabiyotlarda deyarli o‘rganilmagan. Ushbu ilmiy
sifat tadqigoti yuzma-yuz intervyu asosida ijtimoiy almashinuv nazariyasi va hissiy birdamlik nazariyasini qo‘llab,
mabhalliy ta’minotchilar va sayyohlarning o‘zaro muloqotini tahlil giladi. Natijalar shuni ko‘rsatadiki, mulogot sifatini til
emas, balki sur’at va diggat belgilaydi. Mehmonxona esa bozor bosimini bartaraf etadigan, ammo ijodiy turizmning
munosabatlar poydevorini buzadigan “filtrlangan haqiqiylik’ni yaratadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: ijodiy turizm, mehmon-mezbon munosabatlari, hissiy birdamlik, ijtimoiy almashinuv nazariyasi,
O‘zbekiston, mehmonxona ta’minotchilari.

AHHoTauus. 3a nocnegHee AecaATUNeTUe Typuam B Y30ekucTaHe NpeBpaTusicsl B NMPUOPUTETHYHO OTpacib
akoHoMukK. Mo ntoram 2025 roga 4Mcno MexayHapoAHblX TYpUCTOB BO3pocrio Ha 112,5% no cpaBHeHuo C
aHanornyHbiM nepuogom 2024 roga. OTOT pOCT COMPOBOXAAETCHA pa3BMTUEM hopMaToB TBOPHECKOrO Typu3ma,
MacTep-KNnaccoB, MPOXMBAHUSA B CEMbSIX, MPOAAXN PEMECIIEHHbIX U30ENWIA B OTENSAX. TEM HE MEHEE NEPCMNEKTUBDI
MECTHbIX XXWUTEMEeN OCTalTCs MPaKTUYECKU HEU3YYEeHHbIMU B Hay4yHOW nuTepaTtype. HacTosilee kayecTBeHHOe
uccriefoBaHne, OCHOBaHHOE Ha AEBSITU MOMYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHBIX MHTEPBbIO, MPUMEHSAET TEOPUIO COLManbHOro
obMeHa 1 TEOPU0 SMOLIMOHANbLHOW COMMAAPHOCTU AMs aHanusa B3avMOLENCTBUSA MOCTaBLUUKOB M TYPUCTOB.
PesynbraTthbl NoKa3biBalOT, YTO Ka4YeCTBO B3aMMOLENCTBUSA ONpeaensietcs TEMMOM U BHUMAaHWEM, a He S3bIKOM;
oTenb OPMUPYET «OTOUNBLTPOBAHHYKD ayTEHTUYHOCTbY», YCTPaHss pPbIHOYHOE [aBreHWe, HO paspylias
PEensLUMOHHYI0 OCHOBY TBOPYECKOrO Typusma.

KntoueBble crioBa: TBOPYECKUI TYpU3M, B3aUMOAENCTBME FOCTS U X038MHa, SMOLMOHaNbHas ConuaapHoCTb,
Teopus coumanbHoro obMmeHa, Y3bekuctaH, NoCTaBLUMKN OTENeNn.
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INTRODUCTION

In under a decade, Uzbekistan’s tourism sector has moved from niche to national priority. Uzbekistan
2.0, with the launch of visa liberalisation reform from 2017 onwards, progressively expanded visa-free access
from 9 to 90 countries. The impact was significant: arrivals more than doubled from 2.7 million in 2017 to 5.3
million in 2018, reaching a pre-pandemic peak of 6.7 million in 2019, a 253% increase over the 2016 baseline
in just three years. The pandemic period (2020-2021) caused a substantial decline, with arrivals decreasing
to 1.5 million in 2020. Recovery began in 2021 but remained fragile at 1.9 million visitors. The post-pandemic
recovery (2022—-2025) demonstrates robust growth. By the end of 2025, an estimated 11.5 million international
tourists visited Uzbekistan, representing a 73% increase over the 2019 pre-pandemic peak and cementing the
country’s position among the world’s fastest-growing tourism destinations (Khodjaeva D. & Khaydarova M.,
2026).

The Uzbekistan 2030 Strategy targets 15 million arrivals and USD 5 billion in tourism exports. Crucially,
a growing share of this traffic is not monument-based: visitors take pottery classes in Rishtan, observe ikat
weaving in Margilan, share plov in mahalla guesthouses, and purchase handmade artefacts in hotel lobbies.
These encounters broadly fit what Richards (2011) calls the creative turn in tourism, a shift from passive
consumption of tangible heritage to active cultural participation. When tourism involves encounter, the resident
ceases to be incidental and becomes the experience itself. This shift creates theoretical and practical stakes
that the current literature has not adequately addressed for Central Asian contexts.

Two gaps motivate this study. First, research on creative tourismis heavily concentrated in Western European
and East Asian destinations (Remoaldo et al., 2020). Central Asia, despite its accelerated development, has
received limited scholarly attention. Second, resident-perception research has been criticised for relying on
quantitative attitude scales that measure opinions about tourism in the abstract rather than the experience
of the people who produce it (Sharpley, 2014; Deery, Jago & Fredline, 2012). To the authors’ knowledge, no
published empirical work examines hotel-mediated creative tourism in Uzbekistan from the standpoint of the
craft suppliers who supply the experience.

This study attempts to examine how residents working in creative tourism settings in Uzbekistan, and
the international tourists they encounter, experience and make sense of their interactions with one another.
The following sub-questions scrutinise how residents assign economic, emotional, and cultural meaning to
tourist encounters; how tourists experience hotel-mediated creative tourism; and where the two perspectives
converge or diverge.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Two middle-range theories serve as sensitising frames. Social Exchange Theory (SET; Ap, 1992; Blau,
1964) proposes that residents weigh perceived benefits (income, pride, skill development) against perceived
costs (crowding, privacy loss, emotional fatigue) and will support tourism when the balance is positive. SET
has been criticised for circularity and for privileging economic variables while underestimating relational and
interactional costs (Sharpley, 2014; Ward & Berno, 2011). It is used here as a helpful but limited lens.

Emotional Solidarity Theory (EST; Woosnam, Norman, & Ying, 2009; Woosnam & Norman, 2010) asks
whether residents feel emotionally close to tourists, drawing on Durkheim’s (1912/1995) model of solidarity
through shared beliefs, shared behaviours, and direct interaction. EST generates three outcomes: welcoming
nature, emotional closeness, and sympathetic understanding. The theory was developed for community-
event settings and has been tested almost exclusively with quantitative scales in North American, Asian, and
European contexts (Joo et al., 2025). Its application to a hotel-mediated commercial exchange in Uzbekistan,
where hospitality is a codified cultural prescription — mehmondo’stlik — rather than a freely chosen disposition,
is one of the empirical contributions of the study.

The conceptual proposition linking both theories is that interaction quality, rather than quantity, shapes
residents’ affective evaluation of tourist encounters (Reisinger & Turner, 2003). The additional variable
introduced here is institutional mediation: when the hotel stands between supplier and tourist, the antecedents
of EST — interaction and shared behaviours — are structurally diminished, producing episodic rather than
continuous solidarity.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study adopts an interpretivist, qualitative, inductive design. The research question asks about lived
experience rather than measurable frequency, and there is no existing empirical baseline for hotel-mediated
creative tourism in Uzbekistan, making exploration appropriate (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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Fieldwork was conducted in Tashkent between January and April 2026. Purposive sampling produced
two participant groups. Group A comprised six craft suppliers (A1-A6) specialising in carpets, suzani textiles,
Rishtan ceramics, silk ikat (adras), handmade gifts, and miniatures, each with a minimum two-year hotel-supply
relationship and direct or indirect contact with international guests. Group B comprised three international hotel
guests (B1-B3): French, American, and German nationals who had purchased handmade goods during their
stay. Nine interviews were conducted in English or Russian, with a mean duration of 47 minutes (range: 34-62
minutes). Recruitment was terminated after theme stabilisation in the supplier interviews and convergence in
the tourist interviews, consistent with information power criteria (Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016).

Analysis followed the six-phase reflexive thematic analysis procedure of Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019).
Two coding cycles produced 63 first-cycle codes, subsequently clustered into six themes. SET and EST were
foregrounded only at the theme-naming stage to avoid imposing a priori categories on data that have no
previous empirical base. Quality was assessed against Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four criteria: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

Pathways into the Business

No supplier entered the hotel channel by accident. All six narrate a path structured by biographical
inheritance, departure, and deliberate return. Three came from craft families and describe an adolescent
rejection of tradition followed by a return they frame as a recovery of authenticity. A1, who left to work in
marketing and English teaching in Russia before returning to her family carpet business, put it plainly:

The non-hereditary suppliers (A2, A5) followed parallel detours through formal employment before returning
to craft via fairs and, in both cases, targeting the hotel channel as the most viable market. The hotel channel
was not an accident but a deliberate strategic choice predicated on access to an international clientele.

Texture of Interaction: Language and Pace

Suppliers consistently reframe language as a surface-level problem, solvable by object, gesture, image,
and affect. A3 (Rishtan ceramics) holds a bowl and demonstrates weight and edge:

“When you want someone to experience the weight of a ceramic bowl, to touch the edge, you hold it in a
certain way. No need for translation.”

A4 plays mobile-phone videos of silk production: “No one is listening to my English when they’re watching
a silk thread being stretched and dyed on their phone.” Tourists confirm this from their side:

B1 recalled a housekeeper who turned over an embroidered textile and showed the neat reverse stitching:
“I knew exactly what she was trying to say. That was a very strong moment of connection, no words.”

The variable that actually determines interaction quality is pace. Suppliers unanimously distinguish between
the slow tourist — memorable, generative, likely to return — and the tour-group tourist who processes objects
quickly and moves on. A5 observes: “The issue is often speed. People are on a tour, they have two hours
in each city, they process the information fast. The objects that stand to gain from this are the slow objects.”
Language is a surface-level variable, easily circumvented; pace is the underlying variable that determines
whether solidarity can be established.

Cultural Identity: Format Yes, Design No

All six suppliers adapt their products for the hotel market. None adapts without limits. The line they draw,
independently and in almost identical terms, is between format (size, portability, price point) and design (palette,
signature motif, regional identity). A2 (suzani textiles) accepted a request for smaller cushion covers and bags
but refused a commission in beige and grey: “I've decided that | will adapt size and format, but not the colour.
I’'ve drawn my line there.”

A3 refuses glaze alteration: “If you start fiddling around with the glaze recipe to get a more Scandinavian
style, you've got a different product. It might sell more, but it's not Rishtan anymore.”

Ab5 offers the clearest heuristic: “Does the adaptation maintain the character? Does it still look like it's from
here? If it does, | am okay with it.” This formula — negotiate form, protect signature — constitutes a working
practical answer to a question the tourism theory frames as a binary: commodification vs preservation (Cohen,
1988; Richards, 2011).

Emotional Labour and Quiet Offence

Suppliers describe four recurring patterns of tourist behaviour that test emotional availability: intensive
bazaar-style bargaining (A2, A6); online price comparisons deployed to discount handmade goods (A3, A4);
photography without acknowledgement or purchase (A5); and cumulative, unanswered explanation. A3’s
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account is the most structurally revealing: a tourist remarked, within earshot, that she could probably find the
same piece cheaper online. “| was hurt by that. Not because of the comment, but because she said it as if | was
not there. As if my presence was not acknowledged.” In no case do suppliers respond with open confrontation.
The cost is not individual but cumulative: A3 now regards tourist understanding as a “bonus rather than an
obligation”, a recalibration that indicates absorbed rather than resolved cost.

The Hotel as Filter: Tourist Perspectives

All three tourists contrast the hotel positively with the market on the dimension of pressure. B2: “The hotel
was almost the opposite [of the market] — calm, curated, no one pushing anything on you. | felt more confident
in the quality at the hotel, though | couldn’t necessarily justify that objectively.”

B3 uses the phrase “controlled authenticity”: safety and gentle cultural introduction, versus the intensity of
the market.

The hotel removes pressure but introduces an information gap. All three tourists asked hotel staff for more
context about the objects and received partial answers. None could obtain information about the symbolic
meaning of patterns, the identity of specific makers, or the production process. B2 summarises: “After | came
back and read about Rishtan pottery, | thought: | wish | could have asked somebody who makes them.” For
two of the three tourists, cultural significance intensified after the trip rather than at the time of purchase, a
finding consistent with Woosnam and Aleshinloye’s (2013) demonstration that tourists can experience solidarity
retrospectively.

The Invisible Supplier: A Shared Complaint

The single point of convergence between suppliers and tourists is the institutional invisibility of the maker
at the moment of sale. Suppliers want hotel partners, not vendor relationships. A4 advocates for “a little card, a
map, a little story” added to each object. A3 asks hotels to “stop treating us as vendors and start treating us as
partners in the guest experience.”

Tourists propose, unprompted, almost identical solutions. B3, the most detailed, suggests weekly meet-
the-maker sessions, per-object cards with the artist's name, location, material, production time, and ornament
meaning, and QR codes to process videos. The congruence of the two groups’ proposals is itself a finding: the
barrier to closing the information gap is not the absence of an idea.

SET’s prediction, thatincome-dependent residents will emphasise tourism benefits, is broadly confirmed: all
six suppliers report that the hotel channel provides livelihood stability and growth. However, the costs suppliers
describe are not economic. They are interactional: emotionally demanding bargaining interactions, dismissive
comparisons, photography without acknowledgement or engagement, and the fatigue of repeated explanation.
These are not tallied in SET’s standard benefit-cost ledger, consistent with Sharpley’s (2014) criticism that SET
recycles economic variables rather than advancing explanation. The study extends this critique by showing that
SET underestimates relational cost precisely in the commercial creative-tourism setting where emotional labour
is most intense (cf. Alvarez, Salman, & Uygur, 2010).

EST’s three antecedents — shared beliefs, shared behaviours, and interaction — are unevenly activated
in the hotel setting. Interaction, the strongest predictor of solidarity (Woosnam, 2011), is structurally limited
because suppliers are frequently absent during peak sales periods. Shared behaviours are constrained
because tourists are not actively involved in craft-making. What remains decisive is common belief: when a
tourist signals they see an object as more than a product, solidarity is felt; when they do not, it is not. Solidarity
is therefore episodic for the supplier and retrospective for the tourist, a temporal asymmetry that has not been
articulated in prior EST literature.

The study’s primary contribution is the concept of filtered authenticity: the hotel as a creative-tourism space
that removes market pressure (appreciated by tourists) but eliminates the relational substrate of creative tourism
(lamented by suppliers and, retrospectively, by tourists). This differs from Cohen’s (1988) staged authenticity,
which describes deliberate simulation, and from Richards’ (2011) co-created creative experience. Filtered
authenticity describes an arrangement that is neither simulated nor collaborative but structurally incomplete: a
visual form of creative tourism with limited direct interaction.

On the Uzbek context: hospitality — mehmondo‘stlik, the cultural protocol of ritualised guest-friendliness
— is visible in the data as a mechanism that absorbs potentially tense interactions at emotional cost to the
supplier. The study cannot determine whether this produces a baseline of emotional labour higher than in other
cultural settings, but it names the question for future quantitative inquiry.

Conclusion and Suggestions

Four conclusions follow from the analysis. First, pace, not language, is the decisive variable in interaction
quality: the slow, curious tourist creates solidarity; the time-pressured, transactional tourist creates relational
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cost. Second, suppliers have arrived independently at a workable compromise on commodification: format
adaptation (size, portability) is acceptable; design adaptation (palette, regional signature) is refused. Third, the
hotel-mediated arrangement produces filtered authenticity — a stylistically coherent space with a relational
absence at its centre. Fourth, the solutions proposed independently by both supplier and tourist groups
converge on inexpensive, minimal interventions that reintroduce the maker without “museumising” the hotel.

Three stakeholder recommendations follow:

e Hotels: display a short provenance card with every handmade item (maker or workshop, region,
material, approximate production time, meaning of any decoration); schedule periodic meet-the-maker events;
reframe suppliers as partners rather than vendors, consulting them on display and labelling.

e Suppliers: prepare a reusable story kit (provenance card, short video clip, context paragraph) that any
hotel can display with minimal additional labour; maintain the format-yes/design-no principle.

o Policy (State Committee for Tourism Development): introduce supplier well-being and visibility indicators
into the Uzbekistan 2030 monitoring framework alongside arrival and revenue data; support publication of
creative tourism research in Uzbek and Russian so findings reach practitioners.

Limitations are noted: the sample is small (n = 9) and Tashkent-specific; tourist participants skew towards
the reflective and active; Russian-language transcripts lose some phrasal nuance in translation. Four research
avenues emerge: a multi-site qualitative study in Rishtan, Margilan, Bukhara, and Samarkand; quantitative
operationalisation of filtered authenticity; a comparative Central Asian states study; and a longitudinal panel of
20-30 suppliers to trace cumulative emotional cost over time.
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