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GLOBAL COMPETITIVE POSITIONING

OF UZBEKISTAN’S TOURISM SECTOR: A
DISTANCE-TO-FRONTIER DIAGNOSIS ACROSS
THIRTEEN DEVELOPMENT PILLARS

B. Sobirov
Independent Researcher
“Silk Road” International University of Tourism and Cultural Heritage, Uzbekistan

Abstract. Aggregate competitiveness rankings indicate a destination’s overall standing, but not where, and by how
much, it falls short of attainable global performance. This study applies a distance-to-frontier methodology to position
Uzbekistan’s tourism sector against the global best-in-class on each of the thirteen Travel and Tourism Development Index
pillars, using Uzbekistan’s 2024 global ranks and pillar indices benchmarked against the highest-scoring economy on every
pillar. Uzbekistan attains an overall index of 3.76 (global rank: 78), but the pillar-level diagnosis reveals that its largest
absolute distances from the frontier are observed mainly in the resource-related and tourism-service pillars: the gap to
the frontier is widest for cultural resources (3.19 points, versus ltaly), natural resources (3.03, versus Mexico), and tourist-
service infrastructure (2.80, versus Cyprus). Conversely, the smallest distances arise in human resources, environmental
sustainability, and price competitiveness, where the global frontier itself is comparatively compressed. The analysis
reframes the competitiveness agenda from closing relative peer gaps to valorizing underexploited resource endowments
and upgrading service infrastructure toward attainable international benchmarks, and it supplies a transparent, pillar-
specific target-setting instrument.

Keywords: tourism competitiveness; distance to frontier; benchmarking; TTDI; global ranking; Uzbekistan

Annotatsiya. Umumiy raqobatbardoshlik reytinglari turistik destinatsiyaning umumiy o‘rnini ko‘rsatadi, birog uning
gaysi yo'nalishlarda va gay darajada erishilishi mumkin bo‘lgan global natijalardan ortda qolayotganini ochib bermaydi.
Ushbu tadgigotda O‘zbekiston turizm sektorining holati Travel and Tourism Development Indexning o‘n uchta ustuni
bo‘yicha 2024-yilgi global reytinglari va ustun indekslari asosida, har bir ustun bo‘yicha eng yuqori natijaga ega igtisodiyot
bilan tagqoslangan holda, distance-to-frontier metodologiyasi orqali baholanadi. O‘zbekiston umumiy indeks bo‘yicha 3,76
ballga ega bo'lib, global reytingda 78-o'rinni egallaydi. Birog ustunlar darajasidagi tahlil shuni ko‘rsatadiki, frontierdan eng
katta mutlag masofalar asosan resurslar va turizm xizmatlari bilan bog'‘liq ustunlarda kuzatiladi: madaniy resurslar bo‘yicha
tafovut eng yuqori bo'lib, Italiya ko‘rsatkichidan 3,19 punkt past; tabiiy resurslar bo'yicha Meksika ko‘rsatkichidan 3,03 punkt
past; turistik xizmatlar infratuzilmasi bo‘'yicha esa Kipr ko‘rsatkichidan 2,80 punkt past. Aksincha, eng kichik masofalar
inson resurslari, ekologik barqarorlik va narx ragobatbardoshligi yo‘nalishlarida kuzatiladi, chunki ushbu ustunlarda
global frontierning o'zi nisbatan sigilgan. Tahlil raqobatbardoshlik kun tartibini nisbiy tengdosh tafovutlarini gisgartirishdan
yetarlicha foydalanilmayotgan resurs salohiyatini valorizatsiya qilish va xizmatlar infratuzilmasini erishilishi mumkin bo‘lgan
xalgaro mezonlar darajasiga ko‘tarishga yo‘naltiradi hamda O‘zbekiston uchun shaffof, ustunlarga xos magsad belgilash
vositasini tagdim etadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: turizm raqobatbardoshligi; frontiergacha masofa; benchmarking; TTDI; global reyting; O‘zbekiston

AHHOTauuA. ArperMpoBaHHbIE PEVWTUHIM KOHKYPEHTOCMOCOOHOCTM MOKa3biBAOT OOLLEe MONOXeHNe TYpPUCTCKOM
AeCTVHauuM, OOHaKO HEe pacKpbIBalOT, MO KakMM HampaBfieHWsIM U B KakoW CTEMeHW OHa OTCTaeT OT LOCTUXMMOrO
rnobanbHOro ypoBHs. B gaHHOM mccriegoBaHuy npumeHsieTca metogonorus distance-to-frontier gns oueHkn nosvumm
TYPUCTCKOrO ceKkTopa Y36ekmctaHa OTHOCUTENbHO MUPOBBIX TIMAEPOB MO KAXA0MY U3 TpMHaAL ATV KOMNoHeHTOB Travel and
Tourism Development Index Ha ocHoBe rnobanbHbIX PENTUHIOB U MHAEKCOB Y30eknctaHa 3a 2024 rog, ConocTaBreHHbIX
C 9KOHOMMKOW, MMEIOLLEN HAMBBLICLLUIA MOKa3aTernb N0 KaXAoMYy KOMMOHEHTY. Y3bekuctaH nmeer obimmn nHaekc 3,76 v
3aHUMaEeT 78-e MecTo B rnobanbHoM pentuHre. OgHako AMAarHOCTUKA Ha YPOBHE OTAENbHbIX KOMMOHEHTOB MOKa3bIBAET,
4YTO HaubonbluMe abComMTHBIE PacCTosHWS OT frontier HabmOATCS NPEUMYLLECTBEHHO B PECYPCHBIX KOMMOHEHTaX U1
KOMMOHEHTaX, CBA3aHHbIX C TYPUCTCKMMM YCIyraMu: CaMblii LUMPOKUI pa3pbIB BbISBIEH MO KyNbTypHbIM pecypcam — 3,19
NyHKTa OTHOCUTENbHO MTanuu, no npupogHbiM pecypcam — 3,03 nyHKTa oTHOCUTENbHO MeKCcukM, a mo MHPPACTPYKType
Typuctckux ycnyr — 2,80 nyHkTa oTHOcuTenbHO Kunpa. HanpoTtus, HaMMeHbLUME paccTosHMA HabnwparoTcs B cdepe
YENOBEYECKMX PECYPCOB, 3KOMOFMYECKOM YCTOMYMBOCTU M LIEHOBOM KOHKYPEHTOCMOCOOHOCTM, roe cam rnobanbHbin

GRS https://yashil-igtisodiyot-taraqqgiyot.uz




2026-yil, may. Ne 5-son. (3) YASHIL IQTISODIYOT VA TARAQQIYOT fi\l/i'

frontier aBnseTca cpaBHUTENBHO CXaTbiM. [MPOBEAEHHbIN aHAaNU3 NEPEOoPUEHTUPYET MOBECTKY KOHKYPEHTOCMOCOOHOCTM
C COKpaLLEHWs OTHOCUTENbHbBIX Pa3pbIBOB MO CPAaBHEHWUIO C COMOCTaBUMbIMW CTpaHaMu Ha NOBbILLEHNE 3DPEKTUBHOCTM
MCMOMb30BaHNA HE4OCTAaTOYHO peariM3oBaHHOIO PECYPCHOrO NOoTEeHLMana u MoaAepHU3aLmMi0 CEPBUCHOW MHPACTPYKTYpPbI
[0 OOCTVXUMBIX MEXAYHapOoAHbIX OPUEHTUPOB, a Takke MnpeanaraeT Npo3padHblii MHCTPYMEHT MOCTaHOBKM Lierien no
KaXXOOMY KOMTMOHEHTY.

KntouyeBble cnoBa: KOHKYPEHTOCMOCOOHOCTb Typuama; pacctosHve Ao frontier; 6eHumapkunr; TTDI; rmoGanbHbIv
PENTUHT; Y30eKkncTaH

INTRODUCTION

A destination’s overall competitiveness rank answers a single question — how it stands relative to all
others — but it is silent on the two questions that matter most for policy: on which dimensions the destination
is furthest from what is attainable, and how large the achievable improvement is on each. Answering these
requires shifting from relative ranking to a frontier perspective, in which every pillar is benchmarked not against
an average or a peer group but against the best-performing economy in the world on that pillar. This is the logic
of distance-to-frontier analysis, and it is the approach adopted here for Uzbekistan.

Uzbekistan offers a compelling case for such a diagnosis. Its overall position in the global Travel and
Tourism Development Index — an index value of 3.76 and a global rank of 78 — places it in the middle
tier of assessed economies, neither among the leaders nor at the bottom. A middling aggregate position of
this kind is precisely the situation in which a pillar-level frontier diagnosis is most informative, because the
aggregate conceals a heterogeneous profile of relative strengths and substantial performance gaps whose
policy treatment differs sharply.

This paper makes three contributions. First, it constructs a complete distance-to-frontier profile for
Uzbekistan across thirteen competitiveness pillars, pairing each pillar with the identity and score of the world
leader on that pillar. Second, it distinguishes between relative position, measured by global rank, and absolute
distance from the frontier, measured by the gap to the best-performing economy, showing that the two may
diverge in policy-relevant ways. Third, it converts the diagnosis into a priority map that orders pillars by both
their current level and their improvement headroom. The paper follows the IMRAD structure.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The conceptual foundations of destination competitiveness were established by Ritchie and Crouch
[1] and by Dwyer and Kim [2], whose models organize the determinants of competitive performance into
resources, supporting factors and management. The operationalization of these models into composite indices
is the subject of a substantial methodological literature: Gooroochurn and Sugiyarto [3] pioneered weighted
aggregation, Mazanec and colleagues [4] interrogated the explanatory content of competitiveness monitors,
and Mendola and Volo [5] systematized the construction of composite indicators in tourism, cautioning that
aggregate scores must be decomposed to be actionable. The present study heeds that caution by working
exclusively at the pillar level.

The frontier concept itself has a strong pedigree in tourism analysis. Assaf and Josiassen [6] brought
frontier and efficiency methods into mainstream tourism research, demonstrating that benchmarking against
best-attainable performance yields sharper diagnostic insight than comparison against means, and that the
determinants of tourism performance can be identified and ranked through such methods. Crouch’s [7] ranking
of determinant attributes and Cracolici and Nijkamp [8]’s analysis of regional attractiveness similarly emphasize
that competitiveness is decomposable into determinants whose relative importance and attainability differ. This
study extends the frontier logic from efficiency estimation to pillar-level gap measurement against the global
best-in-class.

A complementary strand links measured competitiveness to outcomes. Uyar and colleagues [9] and
Pavlukovic and colleagues [10] confirm that competitiveness indices retain explanatory traction for sector
development, while Webster and Ivanov [11] and lvanov and Webster [12] show that the translation of
competitiveness into economic benefit is conditional. These findings motivate the present paper’s policy framing:
closing frontier gaps is valuable only insofar as the targeted pillars are those that shape realized performance.
Systematic distance-to-frontier benchmarking of a Central Asian economy has not previously been published,
and this study addresses that gap.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1. Data

The analysis draws on Uzbekistan’s 2024 Travel and Tourism Development Index profile, comprising its
overall index and global rank and its index value and global rank on thirteen pillars spanning the enabling
environment, policy conditions, infrastructure, resources and sustainability [21]. The frontier values are the
highest pillar scores recorded among all assessed economies, together with the identity of the leading economy
on each pillar — for example, Cyprus on tourist-services infrastructure, Italy on cultural resources, Mexico on
natural resources and Singapore on several enabling pillars. All scores are expressed on the common 1-7
index scale, so no rescaling is required.

3.2. Distance-to-frontier measure

For each pillar j, the distance to frontier is defined as D_j = F_j - x_j, where x_j is Uzbekistan’s index on
pillar j and F_j is the global best-in-class score on that pillar. D_j is expressed in index points and measures the
absolute improvement required to reach the global frontier. Because all pillars share the 1-7 metric, the D_j are
directly comparable across pillars, and their ordering identifies where the largest attainable improvements lie.
The measure is deliberately absolute rather than normalized, since the policy-relevant quantity is the magnitude
of the performance shortfall, not its ratio.

3.3. Relative position versus absolute frontier distance and the priority map

The study distinguishes two complementary dimensions of performance assessment. Relative performance
gap is captured by the global rank, which locates a pillar in the international distribution. Absolute distance
from the frontier is captured by the distance-to-frontier measure, which indicates the improvement headroom
relative to the best attainable performance. These can diverge: a pillar may rank moderately yet sit far below
a high frontier, or rank poorly yet lie close to a compressed frontier. To integrate the two, each pillar is plotted
in a priority map with its current index level on one axis and its distance to frontier on the other, yielding an
interpretable quadrant structure for target-setting.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

4.1. Overall position and the rank profile

Uzbekistan’s overall index of 3.76 corresponds to a global rank of 78. Figure 3 disaggregates this aggregate
into thirteen pillar ranks, which range from 60 on safety and security to 95 on natural resources. The rank profile
shows that Uzbekistan’s relative position is most favourable on safety, price competitiveness and travel-and-tourism
prioritization, and least favourable on natural resources, cultural resources and tourist-services infrastructure. No
pillar ranks within the global top third, confirming that the country’s competitiveness profile requires improvement
across several pillars in relative terms, even where individual pillars are comparatively stronger.

Uzbekistan's global rank by competitiveness pillar
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Figure 1. Uzbekistan’s global rank by competitiveness pillar; the dashed line marks the overall rank (78)'.

1 Source: Author’s calculations based on World Economic Forum Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 data [21].
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4.2. Distance to the global frontier

The distance-to-frontier profile (Figure 2 and Table 1) tells a different and more pointed story than the rank
profile. The largest absolute distances from the frontier are observed in the resource pillars: cultural resources
lie 3.19 points below the world leader (ltaly), natural resources 3.03 points below the leader (Mexico), and
tourist-services infrastructure 2.80 points below the leader (Cyprus). These are followed by ground-and-port
infrastructure (2.69 below Singapore), ICT readiness (2.65 below Denmark) and air transport (2.62 below
the United Arab Emirates). The smallest distances arise on human resources (1.79 below Switzerland),
environmental sustainability (1.97 below Luxembourg) and price competitiveness (2.15 below Malaysia), where
either Uzbekistan performs comparatively well or the frontier itself is lower.

Distance-to-frontier of Uzbekistan's tourism competitiveness pillars

Cultural Resources 319
Natural Resources 3.03

Tourist Services & Infrastructure

Ground & Port Infrastructure

ICT Readiness

Air Transport Infrastructure
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Safety & Security
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Environmental Sustainability

Human Resources & Labour 179

T
0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5
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Figure 2. Distance to the world best-in-class by pillar; red bars denote the widest gaps?.
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Table 1.
Uzbekistan’s pillar indices, global ranks and distance to the world best-in-class?.
Pillar UZ index UZ rank Frontier leader Frontier Gap
Cultural Resources 3.55 91 Italy 6.74 3.19
Natural Resources 3.40 95 Mexico 6.43 3.03
Tourist Services & Infrastructure 3.70 90 Cyprus 6.50 2.80
Ground & Port Infrastructure 3.85 88 Singapore 6.54 2.69
ICT Readiness 3.95 79 Denmark 6.60 2.65
Air Transport Infrastructure 3.90 85 UAE 6.52 2.62
Health & Hygiene 4.60 73 Austria 7.00 2.40
Safety & Security 4.55 60 Singapore 6.82 2.27
Price Competitiveness 4.05 68 Malaysia 6.20 2.15
T&T Prioritization 4.05 68 Turkiye 6.12 2.07
Business Environment 4.10 82 Singapore 6.15 2.05 o
Environmental Sustainability 4.20 74 Luxembourg 6.17 197 C
Human Resources & Labour 3.80 83 Switzerland 5.59 1.79 o

4.3. The frontier gap versus the rank gap

Figure 3 (lollipop) visualizes Uzbekistan’s index against the frontier for every pillar, making the divergence
between relative position and absolute frontier distance explicit. Cultural and natural resources have the lowest
relative positions and also exhibit the largest frontier gaps, so for these pillars the two dimensions of performance
assessment coincide. For safety and price, however, Uzbekistan’s comparatively favourable ranks coexist with
still-substantial frontier gaps, because the global leaders on these pillars score very highly. The implication is

2 Source: Author’s calculations based on World Economic Forum Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 data [21].
3 Source: Author’s calculations based on World Economic Forum Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 data [21].
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that a strong relative rank does not equate to proximity to the attainable best, and that target-setting based on
rank alone would understate the improvement available on Uzbekistan’s nominal strengths.

Uzbekistan versus the global frontier, by pillar

Health & Hygiene - ® ®
Safety & Security @ ®
Environmental Sustainability 4 [ ]
Business Environment [ ] { ]
Price Competitiveness - o o
T&T Prioritization 4 [ ] ( J
ICT Readiness 1 [ ] L
Air Transport Infrastructure - [ ] o
Ground & Port Infrastructure - [ ] (]
Human Resources & Labour [ ] [ ]
Tourist Services & Infrastructure [ ] ®
Cultural Resources 4 [ J L J
@ Uzbekistan
Natural Resources [ 2 @ World best-in-class
T T T T T T T T
3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5 5.0 55 6.0 6.5 7.0

Index (1-7)

Figure 3. Uzbekistan’s pillar indices (red) versus the world best-in-class (navy)*.

4.4, The priority map

Figure 4 positions each pillar by its current index level and its distance to frontier. The upper-left quadrant
— low level and wide gap — contains the resource and tourist-services pillars and identifies the highest-priority
targets, where Uzbekistan is both lower-performing in absolute terms and still has considerable improvement
potential. The lower-right region — higher level and narrower gap — contains safety, price and prioritization,
pillars that are comparatively consolidated and require maintenance rather than transformation. The map thus
orders the reform agenda by combining where the country stands with how much it can gain.

Priority map: pillar strength vs distance to frontier
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Figure 4. Priority map of pillars by current index level and distance to frontier®.

4 Source: Author’s calculations based on World Economic Forum Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 data [21].
5 Source: Author’s calculations based on World Economic Forum Travel & Tourism Development Index 2024 data [21].
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The central finding reframes Uzbekistan’s competitiveness agenda. Areading based on relative rank would
direct attention to the same resource pillars, but a reading based on distance to frontier sharpens the diagnosis
in two ways. First, it quantifies the prize: closing the cultural-resources gap to the Italian frontier represents more
than three index points of attainable improvement, the single largest opportunity in the profile, and the natural-
resources and tourist-services gaps are of comparable magnitude. For a country whose cultural and natural
endowments are internationally significant yet evidently not yet fully reflected in measured competitiveness
outcomes, this points to a resource-utilization gap: existing assets are present, but their contribution to measured
competitiveness outcomes remains limited.

Second, the frontier perspective corrects a risk of overestimating current performance embedded in rank-
based assessment. Uzbekistan’s relatively favourable ranks on safety and price could invite the inference
that these pillars are settled. The distance-to-frontier measure shows otherwise: the global leaders on these
pillars score so highly that meaningful headroom remains. This matters because the competitiveness literature
consistently finds price-based positioning to be less durable as a long-term basis for differentiation, so even
a comparatively strong price rank should be supported by improvements in other competitiveness pillars. The
frontier leaders also offer concrete learning targets — Cyprus and Iceland on tourist services, Denmark and
Korea on digital readiness — converting abstract gaps into identifiable best-practice models.

For sequencing, the priority map argues for concentrating effort on the upper-left quadrant: valorizing
cultural and natural resources through product development, interpretation and access, and upgrading tourist-
services and transport infrastructure toward attainable international standards. These are the pillars where
Uzbekistan has relatively lower scores and considerable distance from the frontier, and where the measured
competitiveness return to investment is therefore largest. The compressed-frontier pillars — human resources
and environmental sustainability — warrant continued attention but offer smaller measured gains per unit of
effort.

The analysis has limitations. Distance to frontier measures the gap to a single best performer and is
therefore sensitive to that performer’s score; a robustness check against a top-five frontier average would
temper this sensitivity. The pillar indices are point estimates without disclosed uncertainty, and the measure
is static, so it captures the gap at one moment rather than the trajectory toward or away from the frontier. A
temporal extension tracking gap dynamics, and a decomposition of the resource gaps into their sub-indicators,
are natural next steps.

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS

1. Benchmarking Uzbekistan against the global best-in-class on each of thirteen competitiveness pillars
converts a middling aggregate rank into a precise, actionable diagnosis. The country’s largest attainable
improvements lie not where its relative rank is merely poor, but where its absolute distance to the frontier
is widest — on cultural resources, natural resources and tourist-services infrastructure, each more than
two-and-a-half index points below the world leader. The divergence between relative rank and absolute
distance from the frontier cautions against complacency on nominal strengths such as safety and price,
where the frontier remains distant. By ordering pillars in a priority map of current level against improvement
headroom, the distance-to-frontier framework supplies Uzbekistan with transparent, pillar-specific and
internationally anchored targets for its tourism-competitiveness strategy.

2. Foundational and applied contributions to destination-competitiveness measurement further underpin the
present framework, including [13], [14] and [15].

3. The study’s quantitative orientation is additionally informed by the tourism demand-forecasting literature,
notably [16].

4. The wider literature on tourism-led growth, economic contribution and sector resilience also frames this
study, including [17] and [18].

5. Evidence on the infrastructure—tourism relationship also bears on the analysis, including [19].

6. Research on tourism sustainability and smart, digital destination development likewise informs this study,
including [20].
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