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This article examines the theoretical dimensions of marketing 

development in Uzbekistan and the broader Central Asian region. 

Drawing on general marketing theory, institutional economics, and 

the literature on emerging markets, the paper argues that the region's 

marketing evolution cannot be adequately understood through 

frameworks designed for mature market economies. The article 

traces the conceptual trajectory of marketing as a discipline in the 

post-Soviet space, identifies structural and epistemic barriers to its 

full theoretical elaboration, and proposes a set of analytical 

perspectives suited to the region's particular institutional and socio-

economic configurations.  
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Introduction 

Marketing as a scientific discipline emerged and matured primarily within the context of advanced 

capitalist economies, and its canonical theoretical frameworks bear the imprint of that origin. When applied 

to transitional or emerging economies – particularly those of the post-Soviet space – these frameworks 

frequently encounter their own explanatory limits. The countries of Central Asia, including Uzbekistan, 

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan, represent a distinct category of emerging markets: 

societies undergoing simultaneous institutional, economic, and cultural transformation, navigating between 

Soviet legacies and the demands of global market integration. Understanding marketing in this context 

requires more than the straightforward adoption of Western models; it demands a critical and adaptive 

theoretical effort. 

Uzbekistan occupies a particularly instructive position within this regional picture. As the most 

populous country in Central Asia, with a large domestic consumer base and an economy historically oriented 

toward state-led industrialisation and agricultural production, Uzbekistan has undergone accelerated 

liberalisation reforms since 2016. These reforms have opened new sectors to private enterprise, attracted 

foreign investment, and stimulated the growth of consumer markets that were previously constrained by 

administrative regulation. Yet the marketing infrastructure – the conceptual, educational, and institutional 

apparatus through which businesses identify, communicate, and deliver value to customers – remains 

underdeveloped relative to the scale of these changes. 

The theoretical problem this article addresses is precisely this gap between the pace of market 

development and the maturity of the marketing knowledge base that could support it. The objective is not to 

survey practical marketing techniques, but to interrogate the conceptual and theoretical dimensions of 

marketing's emergence in the region: what frameworks are available, where do they fall short, and what 

theoretical innovations are required?  
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Literature Review 

The foundational literature of modern marketing theory is well established. Since the mid-twentieth 

century, scholars have moved progressively from product-centric to customer-centric conceptions of 

marketing, culminating in the service-dominant logic articulated by Vargo and Lusch, which reconceives 

value not as embedded in goods but as co-created through exchange relationships. This theoretical evolution 

has been accompanied by growing attention to the social and institutional embeddedness of markets, drawing 

marketing scholarship closer to institutional economics and organisational sociology.1 

In the context of emerging and transitional economies, a distinct body of literature has developed that 

challenges the universality of mainstream marketing theory. Scholars working in this tradition argue that 

consumer behaviour, brand perception, competitive dynamics, and the role of trust in exchange relationships 

all operate differently in markets characterised by weak institutions, incomplete information, and high 

uncertainty. These conditions are particularly pronounced in the post-Soviet states, where the rapid 

dismantling of central planning left a structural vacuum that markets, businesses, and consumers have had to 

fill in improvised and often uneven ways. 

The Central Asian context adds further layers of complexity. Pomfret's comprehensive study of Central 

Asian political economies highlights the extent to which regional states have followed divergent liberalisation 

trajectories, producing varied market structures even within a geographically and culturally contiguous zone.2 

Uzbekistan's trajectory has been particularly distinctive: a cautious, state-managed transition that preserved 

significant public-sector ownership and regulatory control well into the 2010s, followed by a more assertive 

liberalisation agenda after 2016. These phases of development correspond to very different marketing 

environments and call for theoretically differentiated treatment. 

Research on marketing in emerging markets has grown substantially over the past two decades, but the 

Central Asian region remains marginal within this literature. Most empirical and theoretical work focuses on 

the BRIC economies – Brazil, Russia, India, and China – or on Southeast Asian markets, leaving a significant 

gap in knowledge about the smaller, landlocked economies of Central Asia. The existing scholarship that does 

address the region tends to be descriptive and practice-oriented, concerned with identifying market 

opportunities or documenting consumer trends, rather than with the theoretical elaboration of marketing as a 

discipline suited to regional conditions. 

Materials and Methods 

Given the theoretical orientation of this article, the methodological approach is primarily conceptual 

and analytical rather than empirical. The article draws on a systematic review of marketing theory literature, 

supplemented by the political-economic and institutional scholarship on Central Asia. Sources were selected 

to represent both the canonical frameworks of marketing theory and the critical perspectives emerging from 

emerging-market research. The analytical strategy involves identifying points of tension between received 

theoretical models and the observable characteristics of Central Asian markets, and using those tensions as 

the basis for a reconceptualisation of key marketing concepts. 

The article does not present primary empirical data. Instead, it develops a theoretically grounded 

argument through close engagement with existing literature and reasoned conceptual analysis.  

Discussion 

The central theoretical difficulty in applying standard marketing frameworks to Uzbekistan and Central 

Asia is the assumption of a functioning market environment as the baseline condition. Mainstream marketing 

theory presupposes the existence of sufficient competition to make differentiation strategies necessary, an 

information environment in which consumers can access and evaluate product attributes, a legal and regulatory 

framework that enforces contracts and protects property rights, and a financial infrastructure capable of 

supporting advertising, distribution, and customer relationship management at scale. In varying degrees and 

combinations, all of these presuppositions are problematic in the Central Asian context. 

 
1 Kotler, P., & Keller, K. L. (2016). Marketing Management (15th ed.). Pearson Education. See also: Vargo, S. L., & Lusch, R. F. 

(2004). Evolving to a New Dominant Logic for Marketing. Journal of Marketing, 68(1), 1–17. 

2 Pomfret, R. (2019). The Central Asian Economies in the Twenty-First Century: Paving a New Silk Road. Princeton University 

Press, pp. 3–27. 
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Consider first the question of market structure. In Uzbekistan, several strategically important sectors – 

energy, telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, and portions of the food industry – remain dominated by state-

owned enterprises or entities with strong state connections. This structural feature fundamentally alters the 

competitive landscape within which private firms must develop their marketing strategies. Rather than 

competing primarily on product attributes, price, and communications, firms in oligopolistic or quasi-

monopolistic sectors must navigate regulatory relationships and institutional dependencies. Marketing in this 

environment is as much about managing external stakeholder relationships as about influencing consumer 

preferences – a reality that existing theory, with its consumer-centrism, is ill-equipped to capture. 

A second major theoretical tension concerns the role of informal institutions. In the absence of well-

functioning formal market mechanisms, Uzbek and Central Asian economic actors have historically relied 

heavily on informal networks, kinship ties, and community-based relations of trust to organise exchange. The 

mahalla – the traditional neighbourhood community institution – continues to function as a significant social 

unit in Uzbekistan, shaping consumption norms, communication patterns, and the social meaning of brands. 

Marketing theory has developed sophisticated tools for understanding consumer culture, but its tools for 

understanding the intersection of formal market exchange with deeply embedded informal institutions remain 

relatively underdeveloped. A theoretically adequate account of marketing in Uzbekistan would need to 

incorporate the sociology of informal institutions into its framework, treating the mahalla and analogous 

structures not as peripheral curiosities but as constitutive features of the consumer environment. 

Third, the theoretical treatment of consumer behaviour in the Central Asian context must grapple 

seriously with the concept of cultural embeddedness. Marketing theory has long recognised the importance of 

culture, and cross-cultural consumer research is an established sub-field. However, the cultural dimensions 

most relevant to Central Asia – the coexistence of Turkic, Persian, and Russian cultural influences, the ongoing 

negotiation between Islamic values and Soviet-era secular norms, the generational divide between those 

socialised under the Soviet system and those who have grown up in the post-independence period – constitute 

a cultural mosaic of particular complexity. Standard cultural typologies, such as Hofstede's dimensions of 

national culture, are blunt instruments for capturing this complexity and may actively mislead if applied 

without critical adaptation. A more theoretically nuanced approach would treat culture not as a fixed national 

attribute but as a dynamic and contested field within which consumers actively construct identities and attach 

meaning to goods. 

A fourth and closely related issue is the theoretical status of the brand in the Uzbek and Central Asian 

context. In advanced economies, brand theory rests on assumptions about the informational role of brands: 

they function as signals of quality in conditions of informational asymmetry, and as vehicles for the 

accumulation of reputational capital. In transitional economies, where the formal legal infrastructure that 

protects brand integrity – trademark law, regulation of counterfeit goods, intellectual property enforcement – 

is still developing, the brand as a theoretical construct becomes considerably more complicated. The 

emergence of strong local brands in Uzbekistan – in food, pharmaceuticals, and retail – suggests that brand-

building is not impossible in this environment, but that it follows a different logic, one in which trust is built 

through personal relationships, regional reputation, and visible social proof rather than through conventional 

advertising and communications. Theorising this alternative brand logic is an important task for marketing 

scholarship focused on the region. 

The digital dimension of marketing development adds a further theoretical layer. Central Asia has 

experienced rapid growth in internet and smartphone penetration over the past decade, and digital platforms 

– particularly social media services such as Telegram, Instagram, and locally dominant platforms – have 

become significant channels for commercial communication. This development creates theoretical 

opportunities: digital marketing is one domain in which the lack of legacy infrastructure may actually 

constitute an advantage, allowing regional markets to adopt new models without the need to dismantle older 

ones. At the same time, the digital transformation of marketing raises questions about data governance, privacy 

regulation, and the concentration of platform power that existing marketing theory is only beginning to address 

– questions that will be particularly acute in regulatory environments where institutional capacity to manage 

these issues is still being built. 
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Finally, the question of marketing education deserves theoretical attention. The maturation of 

marketing as a discipline in any national context depends substantially on the development of an academic 

and educational infrastructure capable of training practitioners, producing research, and translating theory into 

local practice. In Uzbekistan, marketing as an academic field has grown significantly since independence, 

with dedicated programmes established at major universities in Tashkent and regional centres. However, the 

curriculum of these programmes has historically been heavily oriented toward descriptive and managerial 

content derived from Western textbooks, with limited attention to the theoretical and critical dimensions of 

the discipline, and limited engagement with research that takes the local and regional context as its object. 

Developing a stronger theoretical culture within Uzbek marketing education – one that encourages critical 

engagement with received frameworks and generates locally rooted theoretical knowledge – is both an 

educational and a scientific challenge. 

Conclusion 

This article has argued that the development of marketing in Uzbekistan and Central Asia presents a 

set of theoretical challenges that cannot be resolved simply by importing and applying frameworks developed 

in and for mature Western market economies. The region's distinctive institutional configuration – 

characterised by transitional market structures, the continuing importance of informal institutions, cultural 

complexity, developing regulatory frameworks, and rapid digital transformation – demands a theoretically 

adaptive and contextually sensitive approach. 

The key theoretical contributions required are, first, an expansion of the institutional analysis of 

marketing environments to encompass the specific features of post-Soviet transitional economies; second, a 

theoretically richer engagement with informal institutions and their relationship to formal market exchange; 

third, a more dynamic and contextually grounded account of culture and its role in shaping consumer 

behaviour in multicultural and transitionally secular societies; fourth, a reconceptualisation of brand theory 

suited to environments with developing legal and informational infrastructure; and fifth, an engagement with 

the theoretical challenges raised by rapid digital transformation in contexts of still-forming regulatory 

capacity. 

These are not merely regional concerns. The broader project of extending marketing theory to 

encompass the full diversity of market environments in which businesses operate globally is one of the 

discipline's most important intellectual challenges. The Central Asian case, precisely because of its complexity 

and its distinctiveness, offers rich material for this project. Scholars and educators working in Uzbekistan and 

the broader region are well positioned to contribute to theoretical advances that will have significance well 

beyond the regional context, provided that the institutional and intellectual conditions for serious research and 

rigorous theoretical work continue to develop.  
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