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Abstract

The Uzbek diaspora plays an important role in Uzbekistan’s economic development by easing international trade, promoting Diaspora Direct Investment (DDI), and transferring knowledge and skills. This study examines how diaspora networks in Russia, Kazakhstan, South Korea, and Türkiye influence trade and investment flows, highlighting their impact on Uzbekistan’s economy. The findings reveal that while remittances and investments contribute significantly to national development, challenges such as informal labor markets, regulatory inefficiencies, and weak engagement frameworks continue to limit their full potential. Addressing these barriers through targeted tax incentives, dual citizenship reforms, and structured diaspora engagement policies could significantly enhance economic contributions. This study emphasizes the strategic importance of diaspora networks and calls for proactive policy measures to optimize their role, positioning the Uzbek diaspora as a key driver of sustainable economic growth.
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INTRODUCTION

Uzbekistan is a landlocked country in Central Asia that borders Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Afghanistan. This makes it a key transit center between Asia and Europe. It is historically a part of the Silk Road and still remains strategically important for regional trade, energy routes, and infrastructure projects like China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Its location also makes it a critical economic link for neighboring economies, particularly in Central Asia, where trade and labor migration play a major role in regional integration.

For nearly seven decades, Uzbekistan was part of the Soviet Union (1924–1991), operating under a centrally planned economy that shaped its industrial structure, migration patterns, and trade networks. The country’s journey from a Soviet-style command economy to a more market-oriented system has had a considerable impact on how its diaspora participates in the country’s economic activities. Under Soviet rule, Uzbekistan, just like the other republics, was part of a centrally planned economy, where the state tightly controlled everything from agriculture to industry. This system left little room for private entrepreneurship or cross-border trade, and migration was heavily regulated. The collapse of the Soviet Union was the beginning of Uzbekistan’s shift toward a market economy, but this transformation was not immediate. In the early years after independence, Uzbekistan’s economy remained largely centralized. State-owned enterprises dominated sectors like cotton production and energy, and reforms were slow to take hold. However, from the early 2000s onward, the country began to slowly open up. A major turning point came after the election in 2016 when President Shavkat Mirziyoyev was elected. His administration introduced significant reforms aimed at privatizing industries, attracting foreign investment, simplifying business regulations, and diversifying the economy. These changes opened up new opportunities for the Uzbek diaspora, especially in sectors like textiles, agriculture, and information technology (Ivanovich, 2020a).

But despite such reforms, limited job opportunities and income disparities continue to push many Uzbeks to seek employment abroad, where demand for migrant labor remains high. As of 2023, an estimated 2 million Uzbeks were working abroad, sending back remittances that accounted for nearly 17%–18% of Uzbekistan’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) World Bank (2023a). These financial inflows are one of the key drivers of the country’s economic stability and consumption. Uzbek diaspora does benefit Uzbekistan from remittances, trade, and investment. But on the other hand, host countries also gain significant advantages from Uzbek migrants. In countries like Russia, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, and South Korea, Uzbek workers play a critical role in labor-intensive sectors such as construction, agriculture, manufacturing, and services (ILO, 2022). These industries heavily rely on migrant labor, especially in economies facing domestic labor shortages or aging populations. Beyond labor contributions, Uzbek migrants also stimulate local economies by paying taxes, increasing demand for goods and services, and contributing to social security systems where applicable. In some cases, they help fill workforce gaps in sectors that struggle to attract local workers. Additionally, the presence of Uzbek diaspora communities strengthens trade ties between host countries and Uzbekistan by facilitating business networks, cultural exchanges, and knowledge transfer (World Bank, 2023b).

Some diasporas maintain stronger economic and cultural connections because of shared history, geographic proximity, and existing trade relations. For instance, the Uzbek diaspora in Russia has deep historical and linguistic connections rooted in the Soviet era, making it a major player in Uzbekistan’s trade and remittance flows. In contrast, more recent migration patterns, such as those to South Korea, have led to emerging but still developing diaspora economic ties. Additionally, diaspora communities often become more mobilized in response to significant events in their home countries. The Ukrainian diaspora became highly active after the 2022 Russian invasion, channeling financial aid, advocating for political support, and facilitating refugee resettlement. Similarly, the Armenian diaspora mobilized extensively during the Nagorno–Karabakh conflict back in 2020 and 2023. Understanding these patterns helps contextualize how the Uzbek diaspora might respond to economic and geopolitical shifts.

Some of the geopolitical shifts, such as labor restrictions in Russia, have encouraged parts of the Uzbek diaspora to explore alternative economic channels. Silvan and Kaczmarski (2024) highlighted the need for Uzbekistan to diversify its diaspora engagement strategies beyond Russia and Türkiye. Recent analysis by Kaczmarski and Silvan (2024) further supports this view, showing how geopolitical instability and economic reordering are reshaping migration patterns and diaspora strategies across Central Asia. This somehow reduced dependence on politically volatile economies. By fostering stronger relationships with diaspora communities in multiple host countries, Uzbekistan can mitigate risks associated with geopolitical instability and economic downturns.

Many Uzbek migrants have begun seeking employment in Kazakhstan, Türkiye, South Korea, and Gulf countries, where labor demand and economic opportunities have become more favorable (Kyzy, 2024). Understanding these dynamics is important for assessing how diaspora engagement evolves over time and how Uzbekistan can adjust its policies to optimize economic benefits from its global diaspora. This study focuses on four key host countries—Russia, South Korea, Türkiye, and Kazakhstan—as they host the largest proportion of Uzbek migrants and contribute significantly to remittance flows and diaspora-driven investment. Other destinations, such as the EU or Gulf countries, are not included due to limited economic integration with Uzbekistan and smaller Uzbek migrant populations [United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), 2023]. Geographical proximity plays a crucial role in Uzbek migration patterns, as Russia and Kazakhstan, as neighboring countries, provide relatively easy access for Uzbek labor migrants through historical ties and economic agreements. Türkiye and South Korea, while geographically farther, have developed strong migration corridors through bilateral labor agreements and visa facilitation programs (ILO, 2022). In contrast, Uzbek migration to Western Europe or North America remains limited due to stricter immigration policies and fewer historical ties (World Bank, 2023c). By focusing on these four major host countries, this paper highlights the role of Uzbekistan’s diaspora in international trade and investment. It also considers how external events—whether economic downturns, geopolitical tensions, or global crises—impact diaspora engagement, making their contributions dynamic rather than static.

Many countries have already demonstrated the enormous value of engaging their diasporas. For instance, the Indian and Filipino diasporas have long-established policies supporting diaspora investment, while others, like the Uzbek diaspora, are still developing structured engagement strategies (Migration Policy Institute, 2021). However, there is limited research on the specific ways Uzbek diaspora networks impact trade, investment, and overall economic growth. This knowledge gap could prevent policymakers from maximizing the potential contributions of the diaspora. Addressing this gap is critical for Uzbekistan to unlock the full potential of its global network of talent, resources, and expertise.

This paper aims to explore how Uzbek diaspora networks contribute to trade, investment, and economic development in Uzbekistan. Specifically, it seeks to answer the following research questions:


	How do diaspora networks contribute to trade volume and investment in Uzbekistan?

This question examines how Uzbek diaspora networks facilitate international trade and investment, looking at how transnational connections and capital flows from major host countries impact the economy. Their influence extends to DDI, where personal connections to their homeland encourage investments that are often more resilient during economic downturns than traditional Foreign Direct Investment (FDI).


	What factors enable or hinder the Uzbek diaspora’s economic contributions?

This question will explore both the supportive and limiting factors within Uzbekistan’s policy and regulatory environment that influence the diaspora’s ability to contribute effectively. The study will identify barriers such as regulatory inefficiencies and informal labor markets and explore potential policy solutions. Additionally, it will examine how regulatory reforms could unlock the diaspora’s full potential.




LITERATURE REVIEW

The economic structures and migration patterns of Uzbekistan have been significantly shaped by its Soviet past. During the Soviet era, Uzbekistan was integrated into a centralized planned economy, where labor migration was largely state-controlled, and economic ties were directed toward Russia and other Soviet republics (Smith & Jones, 2023). The Soviet Union left a deep institutional trace, with state-controlled industries and centralized economic planning influencing present-day regulatory challenges and diaspora engagement. Following independence in 1991, Uzbekistan faced institutional restructuring challenges, with state intervention in key industries, limited privatization, and slow economic liberalization (Ivanov & Petrov, 2024). This historical background continues to influence Uzbekistan’s regulatory policies, labor market structure, and diaspora engagement strategies. The country’s economic policy remains heavily influenced by its historical reliance on state-controlled industries and bureaucratic hurdles. Recent studies highlight that institutional inefficiencies, high transaction costs, and financial sector underdevelopment hinder diaspora investments (Tashkent Policy Review, 2024). While the government has introduced liberalization efforts, investment incentives, and infrastructure projects, these policies remain fragmented and lack consistent implementation (Johnson & Karimova, 2024). Addressing these institutional barriers will be crucial for mobilizing the Uzbek diaspora’s economic contributions and strengthening transnational economic ties.

For many Uzbek households, remittances are an important source of income, and the diaspora plays an important role in supporting both the local economy and the country’s integration into global markets. The importance of remittances in strengthening economic stability is emphasized by Gaidar and Khusainov (2021), who argue that the flow of remittances significantly enhances the purchasing power of local communities, further contributing to the overall development of Uzbekistan’s economy. However, the transition from a state-controlled economy to a market-driven one hasn’t been without challenges. The legacy of centralized control and slow policy reforms still creates barriers to deeper diaspora engagement, with bureaucratic inefficiencies and restrictive migration policies making it harder for the diaspora to fully participate in trade and investment (World Bank, 2023b).

Diaspora Networks and Entrepreneurship

Diaspora networks can offer advantages such as linguistic skills and insider knowledge of foreign markets, which can help Uzbekistan overcome barriers to international business. However, these potential contributions are often hindered by bureaucratic inefficiencies, restrictive migration policies, and the lack of structured engagement platforms. Informal labor markets in host countries further complicate the ability of diaspora members to channel their resources into formal economic activities. Network Theory in Trade (Rauch & Casella, 2003) highlights that social networks play a crucial role in reducing transaction costs and facilitating trade by providing trust-based connections and reducing information asymmetries. This is particularly relevant for diaspora entrepreneurs, who act as informal economic intermediaries between their home and host countries. By leveraging their familiarity with both business environments, diaspora members help reduce the costs associated with cross-border transactions and minimize the risks faced by foreign investors. Fang and Wells (2023) also noted that diaspora reduces barriers to trade and can promote FDI through established connections and trust, which are critical factors for Uzbekistan, given its geographic and logistical constraints (double landlocked country, lack of access to seaports, and underdeveloped transport infrastructure in some regions). They highlight that diaspora communities act as “bridges,” linking emerging markets to international networks and thereby easing trade expansion.

Diaspora economic contributions can be observed through their role in remittances, entrepreneurship, and transnational networks, all of which contribute to development in home countries. Some diaspora members establish businesses that facilitate economic growth by creating links between their countries of origin and global markets. In addition to providing financial resources, these entrepreneurs introduce new business practices, technologies, and standards that enhance competitiveness and support the integration of local businesses into international supply chains (Chrysostome & Nkongolo-Bakenda, 2019). Network Theory in Trade reinforces these findings, as Rauch and Casella (2003) argue that diaspora entrepreneurs play an essential role in facilitating market access for businesses in their home countries by reducing trade tensions. This role is particularly evident among high-skilled Uzbek professionals abroad, who, as Saxenian (2002) suggests, can be key drivers of economic transformation. The author’s study on Indian and Taiwanese entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley demonstrated that high-skilled diasporas foster economic development through knowledge transfer, innovation, and integration into global technology markets. Similarly, Uzbek high-skilled diaspora members could facilitate knowledge exchange, attract investment, and help modernize industries in Uzbekistan by leveraging their global expertise and networks. Authors also highlight how diaspora entrepreneurs overcome structural and financial barriers that local entrepreneurs might struggle with. They often bring international experience and adaptability, allowing them to bypass infrastructural and bureaucratic challenges. In addition to these direct contributions, Beine et al. (2011) argue that high-skilled migration does not necessarily lead to “brain drain” but can instead create a “brain gain” effect when the diaspora remains engaged with their home country. This engagement can take various forms, including investment, mentorship, and technology transfer. In Uzbekistan’s case, policies that encourage diaspora professionals to contribute—without requiring full repatriation—could transform skilled migration into an asset rather than a loss. By fostering links between Uzbek professionals abroad and domestic businesses, Uzbekistan can benefit from the expertise, capital, and market access that its high-skilled diaspora provides. This phenomenon aligns with Saxenian's (2006) concept of the “new Argonauts” highly skilled migrants who circulate between innovation hubs and their home countries, transferring knowledge and capital that fuel domestic entrepreneurship and industrial upgrading.

Diaspora-driven entrepreneurship is essential for developing countries like Uzbekistan, where diasporic investment can transform the local economic landscape by fostering innovation and providing access to foreign markets. Authors call for policies that actively support these entrepreneurs through targeted incentives and structured support to further maximize the impact of diaspora contributions on home-country economies. Given Uzbekistan’s historical reliance on state-controlled economic policies, these recommendations suggest that the government should streamline regulatory processes and offer incentives that encourage diaspora entrepreneurship. In particular, Uzbekistan could follow the example of economies that have successfully leveraged their high-skilled diaspora, as highlighted by implementing policies that attract diaspora-led startups, encourage collaboration between foreign-trained professionals and local firms, and promote international business partnerships.

Remittances and Capacity Building

Beyond trade, members of the Uzbek diaspora are actively investing in the country through DDI. Unlike traditional FDI, DDI tends to be more stable because it is driven by personal and emotional ties to the homeland rather than purely profit-based motives (Rodriguez-Montemayor, 2012). This stability is particularly valuable for countries looking to foster long-term economic growth. However, while diaspora-led investments provide resilience during economic downturns, they may not always translate into broader economic development unless effectively channeled into productive sectors (Newland & Plaza, 2013).

The New Economics of Labor Migration (NELM) framework provides a critical perspective in understanding remittances as not merely personal financial transfers but as strategic household decisions aimed at income diversification and risk reduction (Stark & Bloom 1985). According to NELM, migration is often a collective household strategy rather than an individual decision—families send members abroad not only to improve personal well-being but also to stabilize household income and compensate for local economic shortcomings. In the context of Uzbekistan, this theory suggests that remittances should not be viewed solely as household support but as a crucial financial mechanism for capital accumulation, investment, and economic security. Structured diaspora investment mechanisms play a crucial role in transforming remittances into long-term economic contributions Such instruments, like diaspora bonds and pooled funds, can offer high-impact channels for remittance-driven development (Plaza & Ratha, 2020). Elo and Riddle (2016) highlight that diaspora investments require clear institutional support, including financial instruments that allow migrants to engage in home-country economic development. Without such structures, remittances remain limited to household consumption rather than contributing to entrepreneurship, business development, or infrastructure investment. In Uzbekistan, where financial infrastructure remains underdeveloped, establishing investment channels such as diaspora bonds, remittance-backed loans, and public–private investment programs could significantly enhance the economic benefits of diaspora transfers. Such instruments, like diaspora bonds and pooled funds, can offer high impact channels for remittance-driven development (Plaza & Ratha, 2020).

However, despite the high volume of remittances flowing into Uzbekistan, their long-term economic benefits remain limited due to a lack of structured channels for productive reinvestment. The absence of financial instruments tailored to channel remittances into business ventures or infrastructure projects reduces their impact on sustainable development. Highlight that immigrant entrepreneurs in developing regions often struggle with restricted access to credit, lack of formal financial histories, and difficulties integrating into labor markets. Many Uzbek migrants experience similar challenges in their host countries, leading them to establish small-scale businesses that serve both local and Uzbek communities abroad. This mirrors the findings of Chrysostome and Arcand (2009), who emphasized that many immigrant entrepreneurs operate out of necessity, navigating adverse institutional conditions through informal or survival-based business models. While these businesses provide economic stability and self-sufficiency, their contributions to Uzbekistan’s domestic economy remain underutilized this reflects what Chrysostome and Nkongolo-Bakenda (2023) describe as the dual burden of necessity-driven entrepreneurs under institutional constraints because of bureaucratic and financial barriers. This reflects what Cheysostome and Nkongolo-Bekanda (2023) describe as the dual burden of necessity-driven entrepreneurs under institutional constrains. According to fDi Intelligence (2024), Uzbekistan’s regulatory environment and infrastructural limitations discourage diaspora members from making larger scale investments in the country. This highlights the need for policy reforms that create structured financial pathways to convert remittances into productive investments. Both Minto-Coy (2023) and Rodriguez-Montemayor (2012) emphasize that emerging economies benefit most when governments establish clear incentives and institutional support for diaspora contributions, transforming remittances from simple household support mechanisms into drivers of sustainable economic development.

The role of remittances in capacity-building and entrepreneurship has been well documented in transition economies (Minto-Coy et al., 2019). Their study highlights how remittances, when effectively channeled, can support the creation of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and enhance the financial resilience of households in developing countries. This perspective aligns with NELM’s argument that remittances serve as stabilizers, helping families mitigate financial shocks and invest in long-term income-generating activities (Stark & Bloom 1985). Uzbekistan, with one of the highest remittance inflows in Central Asia, has an opportunity to create financial instruments that encourage diaspora members to channel funds into business ventures rather than short-term consumption.

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) Handbook on Engaging Diasporas in Development (2013) and reports from the Migration Policy Institute reinforce the argument that diaspora networks not only contribute through remittances but also act as economic connectors, entrepreneurs, and investors. They play a critical role in reducing information asymmetries, fostering trust across borders, and overcoming barriers to investment. This is especially relevant for Uzbekistan, where geographical and logistical constraints make it difficult for small-scale investors to navigate trade and investment regulations. Policy recommendations emphasize that governments should create an enabling environment for diaspora engagement by introducing policies that support dual citizenship, investment incentives, and streamlined financial channels, which could help attract more consistent and long-term diaspora investment.

However, bureaucratic complexity and language barriers further discourage formal investment by diaspora members. Elo and Ivanova-Gongne (2020) examine the role of linguistic and cultural barriers in economic integration across multiethnic Central Asian economies, arguing that these factors significantly influence diaspora members’ ability to engage in formal investment channels. In Uzbekistan, many migrants face difficulties navigating the financial system due to regulatory inconsistencies, limited digital banking access, and bureaucratic inefficiencies. As a result, diaspora investments are often informal or directed toward family support rather than structured, long-term development projects. Addressing these barriers through language-accessible financial services, investment guidance, and improved digital banking options could unlock a greater portion of remittance flows for productive use.

Further argue that necessity-driven entrepreneurs within diaspora communities play a crucial role in economic resilience. Many migrants establish businesses out of necessity rather than opportunity, often due to limited access to formal employment or financial systems. While these entrepreneurs demonstrate remarkable resilience, their ability to scale their businesses or reinvest in their home economies is constrained by weak financial infrastructure and regulatory barriers. Successful diaspora engagement heavily relies on supportive home-country policies that strengthen the connection between migrants and their homeland. Nkongolo-Bakenda and Chrysostome (2013) emphasize that effective diaspora policies should offer clear investment incentives, reduce bureaucratic red tape, and create formal support structures that sustain long-term economic contributions. For Uzbekistan, which has yet to fully capitalize on its diaspora’s financial and intellectual potential, structured policies could encourage greater economic engagement, transforming remittance flows into strategic investments, knowledge transfers, and broader sectoral innovation.

Diaspora Engagement in the Economic and Policy Context

Uzbekistan’s regulatory environment and infrastructural limitations continue to pose barriers to maximizing diaspora investments, discouraging many diaspora members from investing back home (fDi Intelligence, 2024). This highlights the need for institutional reforms to streamline investment channels, reduce bureaucratic inefficiencies, and enhance financial inclusion. Institutional Theory (North, 1990) suggests that both formal institutions (laws, investment policies, and business regulations) and informal institutions (trust networks, social norms, and migration patterns) shape economic engagement. In Uzbekistan’s case, weak formal institutions and over-reliance on informal economic systems create constraints for diaspora-led investment and entrepreneurship.

Further insights into the dynamics of Uzbek diaspora engagement are provided by Urinboyev and Eraliev (2022), who examine the experiences of Central Asian migrants, particularly Uzbeks, in non-Western economies like Russia and Türkiye. Their study revealed that Uzbek migrants often operate within informal or “shadow” economies due to restrictive migration policies, relying heavily on co-ethnic networks for support. While these networks foster resilience and financial survival, they also limit migrants’ ability to formalize businesses, access financial services, and engage in larger scale economic contributions. Similar patterns have been observed in other Central Asian diasporas, such as the Bukharian Jewish diaspora, which has historically relied on co-ethnic business networks to navigate restrictive institutional settings (Elo & Vemuri, 2016). Their case study illustrates how diaspora communities, when faced with weak or exclusionary formal institutions, develop alternative economic structures that allow them to sustain trade, investment, and mobility despite regulatory constraints. This phenomenon mirrors the challenges faced by Uzbek migrants in Russia and Türkiye, who often build informal economic networks to compensate for the lack of legal and financial support. While such networks enable survival and economic resilience, they also reinforce dependence on informal economies rather than fostering sustainable, large-scale investment.

These findings align with Elo et al. (2022), who introduce the concept of Transnational Diaspora Entrepreneurship (TDE). Their research highlights that diaspora entrepreneurs encounter legal and identity-related challenges when operating across borders. Uzbek migrants lacking dual citizenship or formal business registration in host countries often face difficulties in obtaining business licenses, securing financial services, and scaling their ventures. In contrast, entrepreneurs with dual nationality or institutional support can contribute more effectively to Uzbekistan’s economic development. These insights underscore the importance of policy reforms that offer more flexible residency and investment options to facilitate diaspora-led business growth. A concrete example of a diaspora entrepreneur overcoming such institutional challenges is provided by Elo (2017), who examines how a Central Asian diaspora entrepreneur successfully developed business operations in Russian and Central Asian markets despite complex regulatory environments. This case study highlights the strategies employed to navigate cross-border investment barriers, such as leveraging personal networks, adapting business models to different institutional contexts, and maintaining flexibility in response to shifting policies. Similar approaches could be adopted by Uzbek diaspora entrepreneurs, who face comparable obstacles in accessing formal investment channels and expanding business operations in their home country. By implementing targeted policy reforms—such as reducing transaction costs, simplifying licensing procedures, and offering tax incentives—Uzbekistan could create a more supportive environment for diaspora-led business development.

Institutional challenges are particularly evident in Uzbekistan’s investment climate. Ivanovich (2020b) examines how institutional conditions determine business structures in Uzbekistan, emphasizing that regulatory uncertainty, high transaction costs, and weak financial infrastructure deter foreign and diaspora investors. Complex licensing procedures, inconsistent tax policies, and limited access to capital markets create significant barriers for diaspora-led business initiatives. These factors discourage diaspora members from reinvesting their earnings in Uzbekistan, reinforcing the reliance on informal remittance-based economic contributions rather than structured investments.

Ethnicity and state policy also play a role in how Uzbekistan engages with its diaspora. Fumagalli (2007) explores the intersections between ethnicity, state formation, and foreign policy in Uzbekistan, highlighting that Uzbekistan’s approach to “Uzbeks abroad” has historically been influenced by national identity and security considerations rather than economic integration. This perspective suggests that diaspora engagement policies must move beyond national identity frameworks and focus on economic inclusion, investment incentives, and legal integration strategies. To fully leverage the economic potential of the Uzbek diaspora, policymakers must address institutional deficiencies, reduce bureaucratic barriers, and establish clear financial channels for remittances and investments. As Institutional Theory (North, 1990) suggests, creating stable, transparent, and investor-friendly formal institutions will be critical to maximizing diaspora contributions. By fostering institutional reforms and promoting diaspora entrepreneurship, Uzbekistan can move beyond remittance dependence and build a more resilient, investment-driven economic model.

METHODS

The overall research design is that of an integrative review: compiling cross-national data and examining it through an economic development lens. In this study, we integrate quantitative data from multiple authoritative sources. The main focus is on macro-level indicators to illustrate how diaspora networks contribute to Uzbekistan’s economy. The scope is focused on diaspora economic engagement: migration patterns, remittance flows, diaspora-driven investment, and trade linkages. Geographically, the analysis focuses on four key host countries that host the largest share of Uzbek migrants and account for the big amount of remittances and diaspora investment. Other destinations (such as parts of the EU or Gulf states) are not included due to relatively smaller Uzbek migrant populations and limited economic integration with Uzbekistan. All data used in this review were collected from secondary sources, emphasizing official databases and reputable institutions to ensure reliability. Given the limitations in official labor migration statistics, particularly concerning Uzbek migrants in Russia and Türkiye, findings were cross-referenced with available estimates from media reports and institutional studies.

Migration trends between 2018 and 2023 were sourced from UN DESA and World Bank migration databases, and remittance inflows were obtained from the Central Bank of Uzbekistan and the World Bank’s remittance reports. The World Bank’s remittance data and reports were used to track remittance inflows into Uzbekistan over time. Official statements and reports from the Central Bank of Uzbekistan provided recent data (e.g., 2023 annual totals and early 2024 updates) on remittance inflows and their share of GDP. These helped quantify the diaspora’s contribution to household incomes and the national economy. The Agency for External Labor Migration (Uzbekistan) provided the data for current labor migration statistics. This agency’s reports gave the most recent estimates of Uzbek citizens working abroad, including the post-pandemic rebound of the diaspora population to about 2 million in 2023. IOM data were used to identify the primary destination countries for Uzbek migrant workers (illustrated in Figure 2 of the study) and to understand the distribution of migrants across regions.

The fDi Intelligence (Financial Times Ltd.) and fDi Markets database were used to source the information on diaspora-related investments. Data on diaspora-driven FDI projects were extracted from the fDi Markets database (accessed via fDi Intelligence reports) to identify investment flows linked to Uzbek diaspora investors. For additional investment and policy data, we have also utilized the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and Uzbekistan’s Ministry of Investment and Foreign Trade. Asian Development Bank (ADB) 2023 reports and the Ministry’s publications were studied to quantify and contextualize diaspora contributions to trade and investment. These sources also shed light on the policy environment and initiatives aimed at attracting diaspora capital. By using multiple reputable data sources, the study ensures that each key variable is grounded in credible statistics. Wherever possible, data from international organizations (UN, World Bank, IOM) are used for consistency and comparability. National sources are incorporated to capture the most recent developments and granular details. No primary data collection (surveys, interviews, etc.) was undertaken.

Data Analysis and Analytical Frameworks

The analysis is predominantly quantitative and descriptive, aimed at identifying patterns, trends, and magnitudes of the Uzbek diaspora’s economic engagement. We performed time-series analysis on migration and remittance data, focusing especially on the 2018–2023 period. This timeframe was chosen because data for these years are considered the most consistent and reliable in recent records. We calculated growth rates and changes over time (for instance, year-on-year changes in the diaspora population and remittance volumes) to highlight significant shifts—such as the sharp drop in migration during 2020–2022 and the rebound by 2023. These quantitative findings are presented in the form of summary tables and figures in the overview section, following a typical economics review format for clarity.

Furthermore, the study incorporates a qualitative policy analysis dimension to complement the numerical data. We reviewed Uzbekistan’s legal and institutional frameworks affecting diaspora engagement—including migration policies, investment incentives, dual citizenship regulations, and diaspora-oriented programs.

It is important to emphasize that this methodological approach is grounded in economic analysis techniques and not a qualitative case study. The study leverages statistical data and policy review to draw conclusions. By doing so, it stays aligned with an economist’s approach to research, focusing on measurable development indicators and trends. All interpretations of the data are made within the context of established economic theories and empirical findings from existing literature.

OVERVIEW OF THE UZBEK DIASPORA AND ITS ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION

The migration patterns of Uzbekistan’s diaspora have experienced many changes over the past years. Results of the data analysis were quite straightforward. Figure 1 depicts the overall migration trends. In 2018, an estimated 1.76 million citizens were living abroad, including both temporary labor migrants and permanent residents. This figure, reported by the UN DESA, underscores the high levels of international mobility at the time. By 2019, the diaspora population had decreased to approximately 1.17 million (UN DESA), marking the start of a gradual decline. This trend continued into 2020 and 2021, with the numbers recorded at 1.22 million and 1.17 million, respectively (UN DESA, World Bank). The decline is largely attributed to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which restricted international movement and forced many temporary migrants to return home.

FIGURE 1Migration Trends of Uzbekistan diaspora 2018–2023 (includes both permanent and temporary migration).

[image: JCIM-28-34720-F1.jpg]

FIGURE 2Uzbek Citizens Primary Destinations for Labor Migration in 2023.
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A more dramatic drop occurred in 2022, with the estimated number of diasporas falling to 880,000 (UN DESA). The pandemic’s lingering effects on global mobility, combined with economic uncertainties, likely contributed to this significant decrease. In 2023, however, there was a striking rebound in migration, with the diaspora population surging to an estimated 2 million (Agency for External Labour Migration, 2023). This sharp increase aligns with the reopening of international borders, the recovery of global labor markets, and Uzbekistan’s renewed efforts to facilitate labor migration through government-supported programs. Countries such as Russia, Kazakhstan, and South Korea have remained key destinations for Uzbek workers, particularly in sectors like construction, agriculture, and manufacturing.

These trends reflect not only the resilience of Uzbekistan’s labor force but also the shifting dynamics of global migration. The diaspora remains a critical contributor to the country’s economy through remittances while also shaping the cultural and social connections between Uzbekistan and the rest of the world.

Labor migration remains a significant aspect of Uzbekistan’s migration dynamics. The Russian Federation continues to be the main destination country for migrant workers from Uzbekistan (Figure 2). Although the Federal State Statistics Service of the Russian Federation (Rosstat) has not been publishing official statistics on migrants for the last year and a half, some estimated numbers are available in media sources. In the beginning of 2024, the migrant stock from Uzbekistan was estimated to have reached almost 2 million individuals, which was the biggest group of migrants originating from Central Asia in the Russian Federation.

The Russian Federation attracts the largest share of Uzbek labor migrants because of its linguistic and cultural closeness, lower migration barriers, and high demand for labor in sectors like construction, agriculture, and services. Uzbekistan’s proximity to Kazakhstan, along with economic cooperation between the two nations, makes Kazakhstan the second-largest destination for Uzbek labor migrants. Many Uzbeks work in sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, and services, contributing significantly to cross-border economic ties. Türkiye’s growing economy and cultural ties with Uzbekistan attract Uzbek migrants, particularly in construction and hospitality sectors. Türkiye’s favorable work environment for Central Asian migrants further supports its role as a major destination. Although South Korea hosts a smaller percentage of Uzbek migrants, it remains an attractive destination due to higher wages and opportunities in manufacturing and electronics. South Korea’s technical skills requirements and training programs also draw Uzbeks seeking better employment prospects. Another significant portion of labor migrants work in various other countries, including the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and countries in Europe. This diversity highlights Uzbek workers’ adaptability and the growing global demand for their labor.

Remittances brought by the diaspora play an important role in Uzbekistan’s economy. As shown in Figure 3, personal remittance inflows have demonstrated a steady upward trend from 2010 to 2023. During a press conference, Chairman of the Central Bank of Uzbekistan, Mamarizo Nurmuratov, stated that remittance inflows to Uzbekistan amounted to USD 2.5 billion in the first quarter of 2024, marking an 8.6% increase compared to the same period in 2023. In 2023, the country’s GDP was around $90.89 billion. Remittance inflows of $16.1 billion constitute approximately 17.7% of Uzbekistan’s GDP.

FIGURE 3Personal Remittance Inflows from 2010 to 2023.
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The Central Bank of Uzbekistan projected a 10%–15% increase in remittances for 2024, anticipating totals between $12 billion and $12.5 billion.1 This growth is attributed to the strong presence of Uzbek workers abroad, particularly in Russia, and the resilience of remittance flows despite global economic challenges.

FDI inflows into Uzbekistan have also shown notable growth, indicating increased investor confidence and the country’s efforts to create a favorable investment climate. Figure 4 illustrates the growth in FDI inflows, particullarly since 2022. In the second quarter of 2024, FDI increased by $926.07 million, up from $377.35 million in the previous quarter.2 This upward trend aligns with the government’s initiatives to attract foreign investment through policy reforms and infrastructure development. The World Bank reported that in the first half of 2024, real investment grew by 36.6%, with FDI accounting for 29% of this investment, underscoring the significant role of foreign capital in Uzbekistan’s economic expansion.3

FIGURE 4FDI Inflows to Uzbekistan.
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The sustained increase in remittances bolsters domestic consumption and supports poverty alleviation efforts, while the rise in FDI reflects successful economic reforms and enhances industrial diversification. Together, these financial inflows contribute to Uzbekistan’s economic resilience and growth, highlighting the importance of continued engagement with the Uzbek diaspora and the maintenance of an investor-friendly environment.

Uzbekistan’s economy relies on substantial inflows of remittances and FDI. Remittances are largely driven by Uzbeks working abroad, particularly in Russia, Kazakhstan, and other regional economies. In recent years, remittance inflows have shown a consistent upward trend. This steady influx provides an important foreign currency, strengthening Uzbekistan’s balance of payments and supporting the national currency. From an economic stability perspective, remittances serve as a reliable and often countercyclical source of income. During economic downturns or domestic challenges, remittance inflows tend to remain stable or even increase as expatriates send more money to support their families. This financial buffer helps maintain household consumption levels.

FDI is more susceptible to global and domestic economic conditions, making them less stable than remittances. They bring capital and technology transfers to Uzbekistan’s economy and play a fundamental role in industrialization, infrastructure development, and productivity enhancement. Through FDI, Uzbekistan gains access to advanced technologies and managerial expertise, which can improve local business capabilities, foster skills development, and integrate Uzbek companies into global value chains. In the long term, FDI has a transformative impact, supporting sustainable economic growth by creating jobs, diversifying the economy, and fostering competitiveness in various sectors beyond agriculture and energy.

Both inflows help support the national currency by bringing in foreign exchange. However, heavy reliance on remittance-driven consumption can lead to inflationary pressures, particularly in sectors like housing, where demand can outstrip supply. FDI mitigates inflation risk by expanding production capacity and enhancing the supply of goods and services. Uzbekistan’s dependence on remittances exposes it to economic conditions in host countries. For instance, downturns in Russia’s economy could significantly reduce remittance flows to Uzbekistan, impacting household welfare and economic stability. FDI, while also dependent on external conditions, is less vulnerable to such fluctuations as it builds domestic capabilities and fosters economic diversification, reducing Uzbekistan’s reliance on expatriate income.

There is a general upward trend in remittance inflow, with a sharp increase in 2022, reaching a peak of $16.7 billion. As depicted in Figure 5, remittance inflows consistently surpassed FDI inflows throughout the 2010 - 2023 period. Despite a slight drop in 2023, remittance inflows remain significantly higher than FDI inflows. However, FDI inflows have been relatively stable with some fluctuations, peaking in 2022 at around $2.65 billion but remaining well below remittance inflows. Over the period, remittance inflows consistently exceeded FDI inflows, highlighting the critical role of remittances in Uzbekistan’s economy compared to FDI. This comparison underscores that remittances are a major financial inflow to Uzbekistan, playing a more substantial role than FDI in recent years.

FIGURE 5Comparison of Remittance Inflows and FDI Inflows to Uzbekistan from 2010 to 2023.
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Trade and Investments between Uzbekistan and Diaspora Main Destinations

Uzbekistan’s trade and investment landscape reflects strong engagement with countries where its diaspora communities are most concentrated, specifically Russia, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, and South Korea. Figure 6 presents the trade volume between Uzbekistan and Russia, Kazakhstan, Türkiye, and South Korea from 2010 to 2023. The growing trade volumes and investment partnerships with these countries emphasize Uzbekistan’s strategic efforts to strengthen economic relations in fostering economic integration and development. The economic activities and remittances from these diaspora communities contribute substantially to the country’s development.

FIGURE 6Trade Volume between Uzbekistan and Its Key Partners: Russia, Kazakhstan, Türkiye and South Korea from 2010 to 2023.
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Russia is one of Uzbekistan’s primary trading partners. In the first half of 2024, trade between the two countries amounted to $5.75 billion, with Russia being the main export market for Uzbekistan, accounting for $1.73 billion in exports.4 Russian investments in Uzbekistan are significant, especially in the energy sector. Russia is set to build Central Asia’s first nuclear power plant in Uzbekistan, marking a substantial investment in the country’s energy infrastructure.5 This partnership demonstrates the long-term commitment of Russia to Uzbekistan’s development and reflects established economic ties. The Uzbek diaspora in Russia is substantial, with over 2 million Uzbeks residing there. Remittances from this community are an important source of income for many Uzbek households, contributing to domestic consumption and economic stability. Furthermore, this community encourages cross-border trade through business connections and shared economic activities.

Kazakhstan, as Uzbekistan’s neighbor and another important trading partner, has seen trade volume growth reaching $1.91 billion in the first half of 2024. Kazakhstan is both a significant export destination and import source for Uzbekistan.6 Kazakh investments in Uzbekistan are growing, particularly in sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, and services, fostering economic ties between the two nations.

The shared border facilitates easy access and frequent business exchanges, contributing to a dynamic trade relationship that benefits both nations.

Türkiye is among Uzbekistan’s top trading partners, with trade volumes reaching $1.43 billion in the first half of 2024. The two countries have been strengthening economic ties through different agreements and joint ventures.7 Türkiye’s strategic investments in Uzbekistan’s textile, construction, and tourism sectors show an expanding partnership fueled by historical and cultural connections. With a shared focus on textiles, Turkish companies have been instrumental in helping Uzbekistan develop its textile manufacturing industry, supporting exports and job creation. The Uzbek diaspora in Türkiye facilitates trade and cultural exchange, driving business ventures and economic collaboration. This community’s strong business network helps link Turkish companies with opportunities in Uzbekistan, fostering a mutually beneficial economic relationship.

South Korea has also established its position as one of Uzbekistan’s top five trading partners, with trade volumes amounting to $1.19 billion in the first 7 months of 2024. However, there has been a gradual decline in trade volume over the past 2 years.8 The relationship between these countries is mainly distinguished by South Korea’s focus on high-tech and knowledge-intensive industries, which aligns with Uzbekistan’s goal of modernizing its economy. South Korean investments in Uzbekistan are significant, particularly in high-tech projects. The two countries have reinforced their strategic partnership, with Korean investments mainly in technology transfer, education, and industrial development exceeding $7.5 billion.9

The economic relationship between Uzbekistan and the main destination of its diaspora reflects a well-rounded strategy that leverages both trade and investment for development. Each country’s partnership offers unique benefits: Russia and Kazakhstan provide regional stability and critical energy resources, Türkiye enhances industrial capacities and cultural connectivity, and South Korea supports technology-driven growth.

Uzbekistan’s engagement with its diaspora not only supports remittance flows but also strengthens cross-border trade and investments. These relationships are crucial for Uzbekistan’s economic diversification and long-term growth, establishing a foundation for sustained collaboration and mutual benefit.

POLICIES AND DEVELOPMENT

Uzbekistan is trying to make progress in recognizing the diaspora’s potential to contribute to the country’s social, cultural, and economic development. The government has established some institutional frameworks to address the needs of its citizens abroad. One example of such an institution is the “Vatandosh” Center (2019).10 This center serves as an organization for developing connections between Uzbekistan and its global diaspora, focusing on cultural preservation, educational collaboration, and economic engagement. It was supposed to address diaspora issues, support the preservation of Uzbek identity, and encourage their participation in national development efforts. However, there are some challenges, particularly in ensuring consistent outreach and support for diaspora communities in regions with a high concentration of Uzbek expatriates. The centralized operations of “Vatandosh” and other related agencies limit their ability to address the unique concerns of diaspora communities spread across different regions. Expanding the presence of such institutions in main host countries and developing closer collaboration with local Uzbek organizations abroad could improve outreach and support efforts. Addressing these gaps and aligning diaspora-related policies with international best practices could allow Uzbekistan to fully capitalize on the potential of its diaspora as a resource for national growth and development.

The government has facilitated some financial mechanisms in order to encourage investments from its diaspora. For example, the Uzbekistan International Fund for Reconstruction which was established in 2019. It was created to channel remittances from the diaspora into the country’s economic development programs. The idea was to use the significant volume of remittances sent by Uzbeks working abroad to support national infrastructure, social development, and other strategic initiatives. The government also invited some of the diaspora professionals to contribute their expertise to national projects.11 However, the main issue with this fund is its lack of a clear framework for effective economic participation. There are bureaucratic hurdles, limited access to necessary financial resources, and a lack of transparency in how diaspora investments are being managed. This reflects what Riddle and Elo (2017) emphasize in their work on diaspora strategies: without institutional clarity, targeted incentives, and transparent channels, diaspora investment potential remains largely untapped. Moreover, many Uzbek nationals abroad are hesitant to invest due to concerns about political instability and corruption within the country. The fund has room to improve its governance and management practices, particularly in terms of accountability and transparency. These inefficiencies can undermine investor confidence and slow down the disbursement of funds for critical development projects.12

Over the past years, the government has taken some steps to protect the rights of Uzbek nationals abroad, particularly in light of increasing numbers of migrant workers, especially in Russia and Kazakhstan. In 2014 Uzbekistan signed bilateral agreements with Russia and other neighboring countries to improve labor protection for migrant workers. The government has been working to enhance diplomatic relations to ensure the safety of its nationals abroad (Uzbekistan-Russia Labor Agreement, n.d.). However, the legal protection is still a pressing issue for many migrant workers, who face exploitation, poor working conditions, and legal discrimination in host countries. There are also concerns about the Uzbek government’s ability to effectively monitor and enforce protections for its citizens abroad (Labor Migration in Central Asia). While Uzbekistan has made strides in improving its policies for diaspora engagement, there are still challenges in terms of political, economic, and social integration. The government’s efforts have focused on developing closer ties with its diaspora, yet the actual implementation of these policies often fails because of bureaucratic obstacles, insufficient resources, and limited political freedoms. To strengthen diaspora relations, Uzbekistan will need to focus on improving transparency, offering more tangible benefits, and ensuring better legal protections for its citizens abroad.

Social protection for the diaspora is another aspect of Uzbekistan’s policies. The government, through its embassies and consulates, offers legal assistance to address issues faced by expatriates, including workplace disputes and visa challenges. Reintegration programs for returning migrants aim to ease their transition back into local communities through employment support and retraining initiatives. However, the absence of dual citizenship remains a significant obstacle for many diaspora members who wish to maintain strong ties with Uzbekistan while integrating into their host countries. Uzbekistan has a complex and restrictive standpoint on dual citizenship, which affects its diaspora and the broader framework of its foreign policy. According to the Constitution of the Republic of Uzbekistan (Article 5) and the Law on Citizenship, Uzbek nationals are prohibited from holding more than one citizenship. Those who acquire foreign citizenship are required to renounce their Uzbek citizenship, and holding dual citizenship is illegal. Many expatriates find themselves at a disadvantage because they are forced to choose between holding foreign citizenship and maintaining their ties with Uzbekistan. This restriction limits the potential for dual-nationality citizens to participate in both national and international civic processes. Additionally, the policy has led to a sense of exclusion for many diaspora members who see dual citizenship as a means to maintain stronger economic, cultural, and political ties to both Uzbekistan and their host country (World Bank Report on Uzbekistan’s Diaspora and Economic Potential). This prohibition on dual citizenship can have adverse effects on economic development, especially as it relates to investment and remittances. The government has been working to attract investments from its diaspora, but the citizenship issue can create a barrier for successful economic integration. Several countries with large Uzbek diasporas, such as Russia, Kazakhstan, and South Korea, have different stances on dual citizenship, which creates a mismatch with Uzbekistan’s policies. This discrepancy results in challenges for Uzbek nationals abroad, as they often face conflicting laws between their home country and the host country.

Nowadays, the government is starting to acknowledge the need for changes to attract more investments and develop better ties with its diaspora. There are ongoing discussions about loosening restrictions, especially in the context of diaspora engagement and economic development. In 2019, Uzbekistan introduced some reforms to simplify the procedures for its citizens to retain their citizenship when acquiring foreign nationality. This was seen as a step towards facilitating engagement with the diaspora without formally recognizing dual citizenship (Uzbekistan Ministry of Justice).

IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this study have theoretical, managerial, and policy implications that are relevant for understanding how Uzbekistan can better engage its diaspora for economic growth. From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to diaspora economics by providing insights into how diaspora networks facilitate trade and investment in emerging economies. It offers new insights into how smaller diaspora function as informal economic bridges (Constant & Zimmermann, 2016). While existing research has explored large diasporas like those of India and China, smaller ones—like Uzbekistan’s—are often overlooked. This study intends to fill that gap. It also challenges traditional migration theories that frame diaspora contributions mainly in terms of remittances, rather than direct economic engagement. Furthermore, it highlights how geopolitical factors and regulatory barriers influence diaspora investment and entrepreneurship, offering a more realistic understanding of how state policies impact diaspora behavior.

From a managerial perspective, the findings are valuable for businesses and entrepreneurs looking to tap into diaspora networks for trade and investment. Uzbek entrepreneurs abroad have a unique advantage—they understand both their home country’s business environment and the markets of their host countries. Businesses in Uzbekistan could leverage these networks to expand internationally, while diaspora-led trade partnerships could help overcome regulatory and institutional barriers in foreign markets.

From a policy perspective, Uzbekistan needs more structured and strategic diaspora engagement policies. While there have been some improvements, further legal and regulatory reforms are needed to fully integrate diaspora contributions into the economy. One major issue is the legal framework surrounding dual citizenship and investment rights. Many Uzbek nationals abroad face legal barriers that make it difficult to invest in their home country, especially when their host countries restrict foreign business ownership. More flexible residency and citizenship options could encourage long-term diaspora investment. Additionally, simplifying tax policies and creating targeted incentives for diaspora entrepreneurs would make Uzbekistan a more attractive place for investment. Strengthening bilateral agreements with key host countries would also help, making it easier for Uzbek migrants to invest, transfer money, and operate businesses with fewer legal obstacles.

Beyond its economic impact, this study ties into several United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs):


	SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth): Remittances remain one of the big sources of financial stability, but many Uzbek migrants work in precarious conditions, particularly in Russia and Türkiye. Stronger labor protections and policies that direct remittances into productive investment could create more sustainable economic growth.

	SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities): Many Uzbek diaspora members lack access to formal investment channels, which limits their ability to contribute to the economy. Reducing bureaucratic hurdles and increasing financial access could help integrate lower-income diaspora groups into national development.

	SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals): Uzbekistan needs stronger trade and investment partnerships. Learning from other countries’ successful diaspora policies—such as India’s diaspora bonds or the Philippines’ migrant investment programs—could help shape better policies for Uzbekistan.



Uzbekistan’s ability to engage its diaspora is closely tied to shifting geopolitical realities. Western sanctions on Russia and China’s growing influence in Central Asia have changed labor migration patterns, remittance flows, and investment opportunities. These shifts create both challenges and new possibilities for Uzbekistan’s economic strategy. By adapting to global changes and strengthening institutional frameworks, Uzbekistan can position itself as a leader in diaspora engagement and investment.

FUTURE RESEARCH

While this study provides insights into the role of the Uzbek diaspora in trade, investment, and economic development, several areas deserve further research.

First, comparative studies could explore how Uzbekistan’s diaspora engagement strategies compare to those of other transition economies. Post-Soviet states, Southeast Asian economies, and emerging markets with significant labor migration patterns offer relevant parallels that could provide a broader understanding of how institutional environments influence diaspora-led economic contributions. Second, more research will be needed on the long-term impact of diaspora investments beyond remittances. While this study highlights the role of diaspora networks in facilitating trade and investment, the sustainability and scalability of these contributions remain underexplored. Future studies could examine the long-term economic multiplier effects of diaspora-led businesses, technology transfer, and knowledge-sharing initiatives in Uzbekistan. Third, geopolitical shifts and their implications for diaspora mobility and investment require further investigation. With Russia’s evolving migration policies, China’s growing role in Central Asia, and the diversification of labor migration destinations, new dynamics are shaping the Uzbek diaspora’s engagement patterns. UN DESA (2022) highlights that geopolitical shifts have already redirected global migration flows, which is highly relevant for Uzbekistan. Research into how host-country policies influence Uzbek migrants could offer valuable policy recommendations. By addressing these gaps, future research can further enhance our understanding of diaspora engagement and provide evidence-based recommendations for optimizing the economic potential of diaspora communities in transition economies.

CONCLUSION

This study provides new insights into the Uzbek diaspora’s contribution to economic development. It demonstrates that even smaller and emerging diaspora communities can shape transnational economic flows. Through trade, remittances, and direct investment, the Uzbek diaspora reduces trade barriers, attracts financial flows, and strengthens Uzbekistan’s integration into global markets. Beyond financial contributions, diaspora engagement fosters business exchanges, knowledge transfer, and trust networks. However, many Uzbek migrants still operate in informal economies, limiting their ability to formalize business contributions. This is often due to skills mismatches and limited employability, as shown in Ajwad et al. (2020). Addressing these challenges through improved employment protections, investment incentives, and diaspora-friendly financial policies could significantly expand the diaspora’s impact.

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to diaspora economics, international trade, and migration theories it offers new insights into how smaller diasporas function as informal economic bridges (Constant & Zimmermann, 2016) by offering new insights into how smaller diasporas function as informal economic bridges despite geopolitical and institutional constraints. Moreover, it underscores the need for policy innovation—Uzbekistan has an opportunity to shift from passive diaspora engagement to actively integrating its diaspora into economic policymaking, ensuring a more sustainable contribution to national development.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES

Shirin Eralieva is a PhD researcher at the School of Economics, Shanghai University, China. She holds an International MBA from Tongji University and currently works at NES Fircroft, a global workforce solutions company. Her PhD research focuses on the role of artificial intelligence in international trade dynamics and global trade governance, with a regional emphasis on OECD countries. She is particularly interested in how AI-driven innovation, migration, and diaspora engagement shape trade competitiveness and policy in emerging markets.

Shuquan He is a professor of economics at Shanghai University, specializing in international trade, global value chains, and the digital economy. He holds a Ph.D. in Economics from Wuhan University and has conducted research as a visiting scholar at Bayes Business School, City University of London, and as a postdoctoral fellow at Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. With a background that bridges economics and international business, Professor He has published extensively in both Chinese and international journals. He is also the author of several books on trade liberalization and agricultural economics. He currently serves as Vice President of the Shanghai World Economics Society and contributes actively to academic and policy discussions on emerging economies.

REFERENCES

Agency for External Labour Migration (AELM). (2023). Annual migration report 2023. Ministry of Employment and Poverty Reduction, Uzbekistan. Retrieved November 20, 2024, from https://migration.uz

Ajwad, M. I., Abdulloev, I., Audy, R., Hut, S., de Laat, J., Kheyfets, I., Larrison, J., Nikoloski, Z., &Torracchi, F. (2020). The skills road: Skills for employability in Uzbekistan. Washington, DC: World Bank Group.

Asian Development Bank (ADB). (2023). Uzbekistan: Quality job creation as a cornerstone for sustainable economic growth. ADB Briefs No. 216. Manila: Asian Development Bank.

Beine, M., Docquier, F., & Özden, Ç. (2011). Diasporas and economic development: The role of networks, human capital, and institutions. World Development, 39(10), 1608–1621.

Chrysostome, E. V., & Nkongolo-Bakenda, J. M. (2023). Diaspora and international business in the homeland: From impact of remittances to determinants of entrepreneurship and research agenda. Journal of International Entrepreneurship.

Chrysostome, E., & Arcand, S. (2009). Survival of necessity immigrant entrepreneurs: An exploratory study. Journal of Comparative International Management, 12(2), 3–29.

Chrysostome, E., & Nkongolo-Bakenda, J. M. (2019). Immigrant entrepreneurship and economic development: A comparative analysis of transnational networks. International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business, 37(2), 178–200.

Constant, A. F., & Zimmermann, K. F. (2016). Diaspora economics: New perspectives. Journal of Development Economics, 120, 81–97. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2830927

Elo, M. (2017). Against all odds: Diaspora entrepreneur developing Russian and Central Asian markets. In M. Sauvant (ed.), The challenge of BRIC multinationals (pp. 113130). Bingley, UK: Emerald Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1108/9781787144081-007

Elo, M., Harima, A., & Freiling, J. (2022). Transnational diaspora entrepreneurship: Toward a theory of global mobility-based economic development. Journal of International Business Studies, 53, 455–474. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-021-00464-8

Elo, M., & Riddle, L. (2016). Understanding diaspora investment. In Diaspora business (pp. 13–28). Brill.

Elo, M., Täube, F., & Servais, P. (2020). Understanding formal identity and status in transnational diaspora entrepreneurship. Journal of World Business, 55(5), 101078.

Elo, M., & Vemuri, S. (2016). Organizing mobility: A case study of Bukharian Jewish diaspora. Diaspora Studies, 9(2), 179–193. https://doi.org/10.1080/09739572.2016.1193942

Fang, Y., & Wells, T. (2023). Diaspora networks and foreign direct investment: Case studies from emerging markets. Global Trade and Development Review, 16(3), 58–82.

fDi Intelligence. (2024). fDi Markets: Crossborder Investment Monitor. Financial Times Ltd. Retrieved November 15, 2024, from https://www.fdimarkets.com

Ferencz, J., López-González, J., & García, L. O. (2022). Artificial intelligence and international trade: Some preliminary implications. OECD Trade Policy Papers, No. 250. Paris: OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/1c6bdfb5-en

Fumagalli, M. (2007). Ethnicity, state formation and foreign policy: Uzbekistan and Uzbeks abroad. Central Asian Survey, 26(1), 105–122. https://doi.org/10.1080/02634930701423525

Gaidar, N., & Khusainov, M. (2021). The role of remittances in economic stability: Evidence from Uzbekistan. Journal of Emerging Economies, 9(4), 121–144.

Harima, A., Elo, M., & Freiling, J. (2022). Rich-to-poor diaspora ventures: How do they survive? Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 34(1–2), 19–38.

International Labour Organization (ILO). (2022). Labour migration in Central Asia: Policy challenges and responses. Geneva: ILO.

International Labour Organization (ILO). (2021–2023). Transition from the informal to the formal economy project: Uzbekistan. Retrieved November 01, 2024, from https://www.ilo.org/projects-and-partnerships/projects/transition-informal-formal-employment-project-uzbekistan

International Organization for Migration (IOM). (2023). Engaging diasporas for development: Best practices and policy frameworks. Geneva: IOM Publishing.

International Organization for Migration (IOM) & Migration Policy Institute. (2013). Developing a road map for engaging diasporas in development. Geneva: IOM Publishing. Retrieved November 15, 2024, from https://publications.iom.int/books/developing-road-map-engaging-diasporas-development

Ivanov, D., & Petrov, S. (2024). Economic restructuring and post-Soviet transition in Uzbekistan: Challenges and prospects. Central Asian Economic Review, 15(1), 89–112.

Ivanovich, A. (2020a). Economic transitions in post-Soviet Uzbekistan: Trade, investment, and diaspora networks. Journal of Central Asian Studies, 35(2), 45–67.

Ivanovich, K. K. (2020b). About some questions of classification of institutional conditions determining the structure of doing business in Uzbekistan. South Asian Journal of Marketing & Management Research, 10(5), 17–28. https://doi.org/10.5958/2249-877X.2020.00029.6

Johnson, R., & Karimova, L. (2024). The effectiveness of Uzbekistan’s liberalization policies: A critical assessment. Economic Policy Review, 22(1), 77–95.

Kaczmarski, M., & Silvan, T. (2024). Central Asia's shifting migration landscape: Geopolitical and economic implications. Central Asia Policy Review, 9(1), 2137.

Kyzy, A. J. J. (2024). The diaspora factor in relations between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Eurasian Journal of Academic Research, 4(12), 194–198.

Migration Policy Institute. (2021). Diasporas and economic development: Case studies from Central Asia. Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute.

Minto-Coy, I. (2023). Diaspora engagement and sustainable development in emerging economies. Journal of International Development, 35(4), 655–672.

Minto-Coy, L., Elo, M., & Chrysostome, E. (2019). Transnational diaspora remittances and capacity building in developing and transition countries: A contextual analysis in Caribbean islands and Central Asia. In N. Jayawickrama & H. A. Khan (Eds.), Capacity building in developing and emerging countries: From mindset transformation to promoting entrepreneurship and diaspora involvement (pp. 205242). Cham, Switzerland: Springer. Retrieved November 15, 2024 from https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-20857-8_11

Newland, K., & Plaza, S. (2013). What we know about diasporas and economic development. Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute.

North, D. C. (1990). Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance. Cambridge University Press. Cambridge, UK.

Plaza, S., & Ratha, D. (2020). Diaspora and economic development: A review of global evidence. Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute. Retrieved November 11, 2024, from https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/Diaspora-Economic-Development-Review-2020.pdf

Rauch, J. E., & Casella, A. (2003). Overcoming informational barriers to international resource allocation: Prices and group ties. Economic Journal, 113(484), 21–42. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0297.00090

Rodriguez-Montemayor, E. (2012). Diaspora direct investment and its role in economic development: A comparative analysis. Journal of International Economics, 45(3), 289–315. https://doi.org/10.18235/0008424

Riddle, L., & Elo, M. (2017). The importance of diaspora investments. In Y. Osili (Ed.), Global Diaspora Strategies Toolkit (pp. 5568). Migration Policy Institute.

Saxenian, A. (2002). Transnational communities and the evolution of global production networks: The cases of Taiwan, China, and India. Industry and Innovation, 9(3), 183–202. https://doi.org/10.1080/1366271022000034453

Saxenian, A. (2006). The New Argonauts: Regional Advantage in a Global Economy. Harvard University Press. Cambridge, MA.

Silvan, K., & Kaczmarski, M. (2023). Russia’s approach to connectivity in Asia: From cooperation to coercion. Journal of Eurasian Studies, 13(2), 183–201.

Smith, A., & Jones, B. (2023). The Soviet economic legacy in Central Asia: Industrial structures, migration, and trade networks. Journal of Post-Soviet Studies, 12(3), 45–67.

Stark, O., & Bloom, D. E. (1985). The new economics of labor migration. American Economic Review, 75(2), 173–178.

Tashkent Policy Review. (2024). Institutional barriers and investment trends in Uzbekistan’s financial sector. Tashkent Economic Journal, 18(2), 34–56.

UNCTAD. (2023). World investment report 2023. Retrieved from https://unctad.org/webflyer/world-investment-report-2023

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA). (2023). International Migration Report 2023. United Nations. Retrieved November 4, 2024, from https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/

Urinboyev, R., &Eraliev, S. (2021). Parallel worlds of Uzbek migrants in Russia and Türkiye. International Journal of Sociology, 51(2), 158–177.

Uzbekistan-Russia Labor Agreement. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.mfa.uz/en/

Vatandosh Center. (2019). About the Vatandosh Center for Working with Compatriots Abroad. Retrieved November 15, 2024, from https://vatandosh.org

World Bank. (2022). Migration and development brief 2022: A review of migration trends and remittance flows. Retrieved November 13, 2024, from https://www.worldbank.org

World Bank. (2023a). Migration and remittances: Recent developments and outlook. Washington, DC: World Bank Group. Retrieved November 13, 2024, from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.DT.GD.ZS?locations=UZ

World Bank. (2023b). Migration and remittances: Trends in Central Asia. World Bank Development Report.

World Bank. (2023c). Personal remittances received (% of GDP) – Uzbekistan. Retrieved November 13, 2024, from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.DT.GD.ZS?locations=UZ

Footnotes

1. https://daryo.uz/en/2024/01/23/central-bank-of-uzbekistan-forecasts-10-15-surge-in-2024-remittances-reaching-12-125bn

2. https://tradingeconomics.com/uzbekistan/foreign-direct-investment

3. https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/uzbekistan/overview

4. https://kun.uz/en/12809930

5. https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/russia-build-central-asias-first-nuclear-power-plant-uzbekistan-2024-05-27/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

6. https://kun.uz/en/12809930

7. https://kun.uz/en/12809930

8. https://daryo.uz/en/2024/08/23/south-korea-becomes-uzbekistans-5th-largest-trading-partner-with-119bn-trade-volume-in-2024

9. https://daryo.uz/en/2024/06/14/uzbekistan-south-korea-strengthen-bilateral-ties-with-25bn-trade-deals-and-75bn-investments

10. https://vatandosh.org/

11. https://www.silkroadstudies.org

12. https://globalswf.com/fund/UFRD

OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F6.jpg
Trade volume between Uzbekistan and Russia, Kazakhstan, Turkey, South Korea

b SBE  aoniaSOBRe 8T (OB WSt e 5 )

hhhhnhh

Source: Made by author on the basis of WITS (World Integrated Trade Solutions) Data—World Bank.





OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F1.jpg
Estimated Number of Uzbekistani Citizens Abroad

2500000
2000000
1500000
1000000
500000
o
1 2 3 0 s 6
vear 2018 2019 200 201 2022 203
Estimated Number of Usbekistand Gizens.

st 1760000 | 1168388 | 1220149 | 1170873 | 880000 | 2000000

Made by author on the basis of UN DESA, World Bank Database.





OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F2.jpg
Individuals (Labor)

Other countries 18%

Republic of Korea 3%

Republic of Tarkiye 6%

Kazakhstan 11% Russian Federation 62%

Source: Made by the author on the basis of IOM Data.





OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F3.jpg
2005 I 5484320
2004 | $6815,20
2003 I 56443,50
2002 N $5089,50
2011 [ s4910,10
2000 I 5343750
$ $2000,00 $4000,00 $6000,00 $8000,00 $10000,00 $12000,00 $14000,00 $16000,00 $18000,00
| = Remittance flow

Made by author on the basis of World Bank Data.





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
JOURNAL OF COMPARATIVE INTERNATIONAL MANAGEMENT _

The Role of Diaspora
Networks in Driving
Trade and Investment in
Uzbekistan's Emerging
Economy

‘Shirin Eralieva and Shuquan He

2025
Volume 28






OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F4.jpg
FDI Inflows (USD Million)

O ————————————————————— 210
e e e
1 — ——————————$17150
00— 17250
o e 23160
2010 — 2500
o ————— $145)0
o ———— 167100
015 E———— 5104100
10— 11020
01— 100400
02— 102800
1 ——————— 162500

B ss00 s1omo sismo s20m0 s

= oot (50 Mitor)

Source: Made by author on the basis of World Bank Data.





OPS/JCIM-28-34720-F5.jpg
Comparison of Remittance and FDI Inflows to Uzbekistan (2010-2023)

—e— Remittance Inflows (USD Million)
16000~ FOI Inflows (USD Milon)

14000,

= 12000/

10000,

8000]

6000

a
2
2
£
2

4000]

2000 ._.._._._\/._,\/\./'/‘\'
o
2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
Year

Source: Made by author on the basis of World Bank Data.





