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ABSTRACT

Independent tourism, widely recognized as Free Independent Travel (FIT), has become one
of the most dynamically growing segments of the global tourism industry. Rapid advancements in
digital technology, the proliferation of online booking platforms, the expansion of low-cost
transportation networks, and profound shifts in consumer preferences have collectively propelled
this tourism form to the forefront of destination management discourse. This article investigates
the theoretical and methodological foundations of independent tourism development, synthesizing
conceptual frameworks, empirical evidence, and comparative case studies drawn from
international and Central Asian contexts. The study employs a systematic literature review,
comparative destination analysis, and primary survey data collected from 180 independent
travelers in Bukhara, Uzbekistan, to construct a comprehensive picture of the determinants and
mechanisms underpinning FIT growth. Key findings indicate that independent tourism
development is driven by an interconnected set of technological, infrastructural, institutional, and
behavioral factors. A novel theoretical model — the Free Independent Tourism Development
(FITD) Model — is proposed to guide policy and investment decisions.

Keywords: independent tourism, free independent travel (FIT), tourism digitalization,
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1. INTRODUCTION

The global tourism landscape has been fundamentally reshaped over the past two decades
by the convergence of digital technology, changing demographic structures, evolving consumer
values, and the gradual democratization of international travel. According to data from the United
Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2023), independent travelers now account for
more than 65 percent of all international tourist arrivals globally, a figure that has grown
consistently over the past fifteen years and shows no sign of reverting [12].

The concept of independent tourism is not entirely new. Scholars such as Cohen (1972) and
Plog (1974) identified the existence of a traveler typology characterized by curiosity, flexibility,
and a preference for self-directed discovery long before the term "independent tourism™ entered
common usage. However, the mass adoption of internet-enabled smartphones, the emergence of
platform-based booking ecosystems such as Booking.com, Airbnb, and Skyscanner, and the rise
of peer-generated travel content on platforms such as TripAdvisor, Instagram, and YouTube have
qualitatively transformed the scale, accessibility, and social visibility of independent travel,
bringing it firmly into the mainstream [1; 9].

Uzbekistan's tourism sector has been on a trajectory of rapid growth since 2016, with the
number of international tourists rising from approximately 2.6 million in 2017 to more than 6.7
million in 2023. The liberalization of the visa regime, the introduction of e-visa facilities for more
than 90 countries, and the removal of currency exchange restrictions have dramatically enhanced
Uzbekistan's attractiveness as a destination. The country's extraordinary cultural heritage —
anchored by the UNESCO World Heritage Sites of Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva — provides
a compelling experiential draw for culturally motivated independent travelers from Europe, East
Asia, and the Americas [14; 15].

Despite these favorable developments, the theoretical and methodological foundations for
understanding and strategically developing independent tourism in the Uzbekistan context remain
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inadequately elaborated in the academic literature. This study addresses this gap by proposing an
integrative conceptual framework — the FITD Model — and providing empirical evidence from
a survey of 180 independent travelers in Bukhara.

2. MATERIALS

The theoretical and empirical foundation of this study is constructed from three principal
categories of materials: academic literature, international institutional reports, and primary data
collected in the field.

The academic literature informing this study spans multiple disciplines, including tourism
studies, digital economy research, behavioral economics, and institutional economics. The
foundational theoretical contributions begin with Erik Cohen's (1972) sociology of tourist roles
and Stanley Plog's (1974) psychographic typology, which identified the "allocentric” traveler —
curious, adventurous, and motivated by authenticity — as the precursor of the modern FIT traveler
[3; 7]. Lew and McKercher (2006) subsequently distinguished FIT from mass tourism on the basis
of planning autonomy, itinerary flexibility, and social interaction patterns [5].

From the perspective of Pine and Gilmore's (1999) Experience Economy framework,
independent tourism can be understood as the consumer's pursuit of memorable, personally
meaningful experiences that transcend the commodity logic of standardized package tourism [6].
Gretzel et al. (2020) have examined the concept of "smart tourism,” in which destination
management organizations leverage big data, the Internet of Things, and artificial intelligence to
create more personalized and responsive experiences for independent travelers [4].

Table 1. Key Theoretical Frameworks Informing the Study

Theoretical Key Author(s) Year Core Contribution to FIT Research
Framework

Sociology of Tourist Cohen, E. 1972 | Dirifter typology as precursor of modern
Roles FIT traveler; autonomy as core
differentiator
Psychographic Plog, S.C. 1974 Allocentric traveler profile: curious,
Typology adventurous, authenticity-motivated
FIT Conceptualization Lew & 2006 | Systematic distinction of FIT from mass
McKercher tourism on planning, flexibility, social
interaction
ICT & Tourism Buhalis & Law | 2008 Digital tools reducing informational
Transformation barriers; disintermediation of travel
industry

Experience Economy Pine & Gilmore | 1999 | FIT as pursuit of memorable, authentic,
personally meaningful experiences

Smart Tourism Gretzel et al. 2020 | Al/loT-enabled personalization; context-
aware destination management
Diffusion of Rogers, E.M. | 1962 Technology adoption curve applied to
Innovations digital booking platforms
Real-time Co-creation Buhalis & 2019 | "Nowness" service: real-time co-creation
Sinarta of traveler experience via digital
platforms

Table 1. Overview of principal theoretical frameworks, authors, and contributions to FIT
research informing the FITD Model.

Institutional materials consulted include the UNWTO World Tourism Barometer for 2022
and 2023, the World Economic Forum's Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index (2023), the
Uzbekistan State Committee on Statistics tourism data covering 2019 to 2024, and annual
statistical reports from the Bukhara Regional Tourism Development Department [11; 12; 13; 14;
15].
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3. METHODS

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design that integrates three complementary
methodological approaches: systematic literature review, comparative destination analysis, and
primary survey research.
3.1. Systematic Literature Review

The systematic literature review was conducted in accordance with the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) protocol. Relevant literature was
identified through searches of four major academic databases: Scopus, Web of Science, Google
Scholar, and the EBSCO Hospitality and Tourism Complete database. Search terms included:
"independent tourism,"” "free independent travel,” "FIT tourism," "tourism digitalization," "tourism
destination competitiveness,” "Uzbekistan tourism,” and "Central Asia tourism development.”
From an initial pool of 312 articles identified across databases, 67 were retained after duplicate
removal and relevance screening, of which 47 were subjected to in-depth thematic analysis.
3.2. Comparative Destination Analysis

The comparative destination analysis examined tourism development trajectories and
independent travel market characteristics in five countries: Georgia, Turkey, Vietnam, Portugal,
and Kazakhstan. These countries were selected on the basis of their comparability with Uzbekistan
across at least three of five criteria: comparable cultural heritage endowment, similar or recently
reformed visa regimes, transitional or developing economy status, active pursuit of tourism
diversification strategies, and availability of reliable comparative tourism statistics.
Table 2. Comparative Destination Analysis: FIT Market Characteristics (2023)

Country Total Estimated = WEF Digital E-visa Multilingual
Arrivals FIT Readiness Availability Info Score
2023 (M)  Share (%) Index
Portugal 8.1 2% 7.8/10 Yes 9.1/10
(Schengen)
Georgia 7.1 68% 6.9/10 Yes (90+ 7.6/10
countries)
Vietnam 12.6 61% 6.5/10 Yes (50+ 7.2/10
countries)
Turkey 56.7 58% 7.1/10 Yes 8.0/10
(extensive)
Kazakhstan 8.5 42% 6.2/10 Partial 5.8/10
Uzbekistan 6.7 38% 5.7/10 Yes (90+ 5.2/10
countries)
Benchmark 18.6 61% 6.9/10 All 5 7.5/10
Average countries
(excl.
Uzbekistan)

Table 2. Comparative FIT market indicators for benchmark countries and Uzbekistan (2023).
WEF Digital Readiness based on WEF TTDI 2023; Multilingual Info Score derived from desk
review of destination information materials.
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FIT Market Share in Benchmark Countries vs. Uzbekistan
(Comparative Destination Analysis, 2023 Data)
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80 W Regional comparator (Kazakhstan)
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Figure 1. FIT market share (%) and total tourist arrivals (M) in benchmark countries vs.
Uzbekistan. Dashed line = global FIT average of 65% (UNWTOQO, 2023). Data: WEF TTDI
2023, national tourism authorities.

3.3. Primary Survey Research

The primary survey was designed to generate empirical data on the motivational profile,
information-seeking behavior, booking channel preferences, in-destination experience quality
assessments, and perceived barriers of independent travelers in Bukhara. The questionnaire,
comprising 32 items, was administered in English, Russian, and German at major tourist sites,
boutique hotels, and transportation hubs between March and August 2024 (n=180). Responses
were analyzed using SPSS 27.0, applying descriptive statistics, frequency distributions, and
Pearson correlation analysis.
4. RESULTS
4.1. Conceptual Clarification of Independent Tourism

A central finding of the systematic literature review is the significant conceptual
heterogeneity surrounding the term "independent tourism." Three distinct definitional traditions
were identified. This study proposes an integrative definition that synthesizes all three:
Independent tourism is a form of voluntary international or domestic travel in which the traveler
autonomously plans, books, and navigates their journey using predominantly digital channels,
motivated by goals of personal discovery, cultural immersion, and experiential authenticity,
without reliance on pre-packaged tour products.
Table 3. Three Definitional Traditions in Independent Tourism Research

Portugal Georgia Turkey Kazakhstan

Tradition Defining Criterion ~ Key Authors Limitation
Organizational Absence of package tour Lew & Ignores motivational
Definition intermediaries; traveler McKercher orientation; focuses

independently arranges all (2006) only on booking
components structure
Experiential Motivational orientation Cohen (1972); Ignores digital
Definition toward autonomy, self- Plog (1974) mediation; overlaps
discovery, and authentic with other tourism
cultural encounter forms
Digital Definition Reliance on digital Buhalis & Reduces complex
platforms for all aspects of | Sinarta (2019) phenomenon to tool-
trip planning and mediation; ignores
navigation motivational depth
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Integrative Synthesis: organizational Yuldashev Requires multi-

Definition independence + (2024) dimensional

(Present Study) experiential motivation + operationalization;
digital mediation broader scope

Table 3. Comparison of three definitional traditions in independent tourism research and the
integrative definition proposed in the present study.

4.2. Determinants of Independent Tourism Development

Comparative analysis across the five benchmark countries and the literature review together
identify six key determinant clusters of independent tourism development. The comparative
performance of Uzbekistan across these clusters is summarized in Table 4 below.
Table 4. Six Key Determinant Clusters of Independent Tourism Development and
Uzbekistan's Performance

Determinant Key Components Benchmark Uzbekistan  Priority
Cluster Avg Score Score Level
1. Digital Internet penetration, mobile 7.2/10 5.7/10 HIGH
Infrastructure data, tourism apps, digital
Readiness maturity of providers
2. Accommodation Budget options, 7.5/10 6.8/10 MEDIUM
Ecosystem Diversity boutique/heritage
properties, certified
homestays, hostels
3. Transport Inter-city reliability, local 7.0/10 5.1/10 HIGH
Accessibility & transport info in multiple
Legibility languages
4. Information Multilingual digital & 7.5/10 5.2/10 CRITICAL
Environment Quality physical info, signage,
interpretation, tourism info
centers
5. Visa & Entry E-visa availability, 8.1/10 7.4/10 LOW
Facilitation processing speed, visa-free (achieved)
agreements, border
efficiency
6. Safety, Security & Perceived safety, 7.8/10 8.9/10 LOW
Destination hospitality, freedom from (strength)
Perception harassment, health risk
perception

Table 4. Six determinant clusters of FIT development: benchmark average scores, Uzbekistan
scores, and strategic priority levels. Scores derived from WEF TTDI 2023 sub-indices and
author's comparative assessment.

4.3. Empirical Profile of Independent Travelers in Bukhara
Analysis of survey data (n=180) reveals a distinctive sociodemographic and behavioral

profile for independent travelers visiting Bukhara. The demographic characteristics, travel

behavior patterns, and key comparative economic indicators are summarized in Table 5.

Table 5. Sociodemographic and Behavioral Profile of Independent Travelers in Bukhara

(n=180, 2024)

Age group 25-44 years (dominant 61%
cohort)
Education level University or postgraduate 73%
qualification
Annual household income Exceeding USD 40,000 68%
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First-time visitors to — 54%
Uzbekistan

Top nationality: Germany — 18%

Top nationality: France — 14%

Top nationality: United — 11%
Kingdom

Top nationality: Japan — 9%

Top nationality: South Korea — 8%

Mean length of stay in 3.2 nights +78% vs. group tourists (1.8
Bukhara (FIT) nights)

Mean daily per-capita USD 87 +43% vs. group tourists
expenditure (FIT) (USD 61)

Spending on local restaurants

31% of total spend

vs. 18% for group tourists

Spending on artisan crafts

22% of total spend

vs. 11% for group tourists

Spending on local guided
experiences

18% of total spend

Locally sourced, not pre-
packaged

Personal security rated
Good/Excellent

89% of respondents

Significant competitive asset

Table 5. Sociodemographic characteristics and key behavioral/economic metrics for
independent travelers surveyed in Bukhara (n=180). Comparison data from Bukhara
Regional Tourism Authority official statistics (2024).

Independent vs. Group Tourists: Key Economic Indicators
(Bukhara, 2024; Survey n=180 + Official Tourism Statistics)

80 1

60 1

Value

201

0
Avg Length
of Stay (nights)

87.0

61.0

Daily Spend
(USD)

Local Restaurant
Spend (%)

= Independent Travelers (FIT)
Group Tour Tourists

22.0

11.0

Artisan Craft
Spend (%)

Figure 2. Key economic indicators comparing independent (FIT) travelers vs. group tour
tourists in Bukhara (2024). Survey data (n=180) + Bukhara Regional Tourism Authority

statistics.
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Pre-Trip Information Sources Used by Independent Travelers
(Survey, n=180, Bukhara 2024)

Official Uzbekistan 28%
tourism websites

Friends &
family advice

YouTube
travel viogs

TripAdvisor /
Lonely Planet

Travel blogs &

- A 79%
social media

6 2I0 4b GID Sb 160
% of Respondents Citing as Primary Source

Figure 3. Pre-trip information sources used by independent travelers visiting Bukhara (n=180,

2024). Multiple responses permitted; figures represent % citing as primary source.

Information sourcing behavior revealed strong reliance on peer-generated digital content.
Travel blogs and social media platforms were cited as primary information sources by 79% of
respondents; established travel review platforms (TripAdvisor, Lonely Planet) by 64%; YouTube
travel vlogs by 47%; official destination websites by only 28%. This data strongly suggests that
destination management organizations should prioritize influencer engagement and user-generated
content strategies over traditional promotional channels [9; 10].

Independent Traveler
Spending Distribution in Bukhara Key Barriers to FIT Experience in Bukhara
(Mean daily spend: USD 87) (Survey, n=180, 2024)

Transport
8%

Inconsistent 39%

Other vl . -
4% ﬁfgmmo ation accommodation quality

Real-time tourist 44%
info limited
Authentic dining
Local Local guided hard to find 1%
restaurants. experiences
31% 18%
Public transport 58%
info lacking
. English signage
(ralfi:n insufficient 67%
2%
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

% of Respondents Citing as Barrier

Figure 4. Left: Spending distribution of FIT travelers in Bukhara (mean daily USD 87,
n=180). Right: Key barriers to fully satisfactory FIT experience identified by survey
respondents.

4.4. The FITD Model: A Theoretical Framework

Drawing on the literature review, comparative analysis, and empirical survey findings, this
study proposes the Free Independent Tourism Development (FITD) Model as a systematic
framework for conceptualizing and strategically guiding the development of independent tourism
at a destination level. The model consists of three concentric layers, each representing a distinct
but interdependent dimension of the tourism development system, with digital connectivity
positioned as the connective tissue linking all three layers.
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LAYER 1: ENABLING ENVIRONMENT

Visa facilitation - National tourism strategy - Investment climate - Macroeconomic stability

LAYER 2: SUPPLY INFRASTRUCTURE

Accommodation diversity - Transport accessibility
Multilingual information - Attraction management - F&B ecosystem

LAYER 3: DEMAND ACTIVATION

Digital marketing - Influencer strategy
UGC reputation management

FITD Model: Free Independent Tourism Development Framework
(Yuldashev K.Sh., Bukhara State University, 2024)

Figure 5. The FITD Model: Free Independent Tourism Development Framework (Yuldashev,
2024). Three concentric layers mediated by digital connectivity as an overarching enabling
mechanism.

The outermost layer — the Enabling Environment — comprises the macroeconomic,
institutional, and policy conditions: visa and entry facilitation, national tourism strategy,
investment climate, and macroeconomic stability. The middle layer — Supply Infrastructure —
encompasses accommodation diversity, transport network quality, attraction management, food
and beverage ecosystem, and multilingual information access. The innermost layer — Demand
Activation Mechanism — includes digital marketing, influencer-led promotion, reputation
management, and traveler experience quality assurance. Crucially, the model positions digital
connectivity not as one element among many but as the medium through which all three layers
interact.

5. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study generate several important implications for tourism theory and
practice. At the theoretical level, the proposed integrative definition of independent tourism
addresses a long-standing fragmentation in the conceptual literature by providing a unified
framework that encompasses organizational, experiential, and digital dimensions simultaneously.
This synthesis is timely given the growing interpenetration of these dimensions in contemporary
travel behavior, where digital tools are so thoroughly embedded in the independent travel
experience that separating them analytically from the traveler's experiential motivations has
become increasingly artificial.

The FITD Model extends existing destination competitiveness frameworks by explicitly
positioning digital connectivity as an architectural organizing principle rather than a
supplementary feature. This reconceptualization reflects the empirical reality documented in the
survey data: independent travelers in Bukhara obtain information, navigate the destination, book
experiences, and share their impressions almost exclusively through digital channels. Destination
management organizations that continue to treat digital promotion as an add-on to conventional
marketing strategies are likely to progressively lose competitive position relative to digitally
sophisticated peer destinations [1; 4].
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The finding that independent travelers in Bukhara generate 78% longer stays and 43% higher
daily expenditure than group tourists provides a compelling economic rationale for FIT-oriented
development strategies. However, the study also reveals that capturing this value requires
addressing a specific and identifiable set of supply-side deficiencies — multilingual signage,
public transport information, authentic dining discovery, and real-time information access — that
are relatively low-cost to address relative to the revenue gains they would enable.

The strong performance of Bukhara on safety perception (89% positive rating) is a
significant competitive asset that remains underexploited in destination marketing. Given that
safety concerns represent one of the most important deterrents to independent travel in unfamiliar
destinations, Bukhara's positive safety record — if systematically communicated through trusted
peer channels — could serve as a powerful conversion trigger for prospective independent
travelers currently hesitating to visit Central Asia.

6. CONCLUSION

This article has examined the theoretical and methodological foundations of independent
tourism development with particular reference to Uzbekistan and the Bukhara region. The study
makes three substantive contributions.

First, the article proposes an integrative conceptual definition of independent tourism that
synthesizes organizational, experiential, and digital dimensions, providing a more comprehensive
and operationalizable framework than previously available in the literature. This definition offers
a foundation for future empirical and comparative research on independent tourism across diverse
destination contexts.

Second, the study identifies and systematizes six key determinant clusters — digital
infrastructure, accommodation ecosystem, transport accessibility, information environment, visa
facilitation, and safety perception — through a combination of systematic literature review and
comparative destination analysis. This multi-dimensional framework provides tourism
policymakers and destination management organizations with a structured diagnostic tool for
assessing their competitive position in the independent travel market.

Third, the article introduces the FITD Model, which conceptualizes independent tourism
development as a three-layer system mediated by digital connectivity. For Uzbekistan's tourism
sector, the empirical findings provide a clear strategic direction: concerted investment in
multilingual information infrastructure, public transport legibility, and digital destination
platforms, combined with an influencer-led demand activation strategy targeting the European and
East Asian independent travel markets, would position Uzbekistan — and Bukhara in particular
— to capture a substantially larger share of the rapidly growing independent traveler segment, in
alignment with the ambitions of the Uzbekistan Tourism Development Strategy 2025-2030 [16;
17].
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