
 

564 
 

YANGI RENESSANSDA ILM-FAN TARAQQIYOTI 
 

SMART ZIYARAH: ENHANCING PILGRIMAGE TOURISM IN 

UZBEKISTAN THROUGH DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 

 

Shokhrukh Shakhriyorov 

PhD student at “Silk Road” 

International  University of Tourism and Cultural heritage  

Samarkand, Uzbekistan 

shohruxshaxriyorov@gmail.com 

 

Abstract. The integration of digital technologies into Ziyarah tourism in 

Uzbekistan offers transformative potential for enhancing visitor experiences, 

improving accessibility, and promoting sustainable spiritual travel. This study 

explores how tools such as virtual tours, mobile applications, and digital heritage 

platforms are being implemented to modernize religious tourism. Drawing on 

secondary data and global case studies, the research highlights how digital solutions 

– when strategically applied – can streamline services, preserve sacred sites, and 

attract younger, tech-savvy pilgrims. Despite promising developments, several 

challenges remain, including limited infrastructure in rural areas, lack of multilingual 

personalization, and poor integration among digital services. By identifying these 

gaps and proposing actionable solutions, this paper contributes to the growing 

discourse on smart religious tourism and aligns Uzbekistan’s Ziyarah sector with its 

national digitalization strategy. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Digital transformation is increasingly reshaping the landscape of global religious 

tourism by enhancing accessibility, personalization, and overall visitor experience. 

With the rise of technologies such as mobile applications, virtual reality tours, AI-

powered guidance, digital ticketing, and online religious education platforms, pilgrims 

today can plan and engage with their spiritual journeys more effectively than ever 

before. Countries like Saudi Arabia have led this transition – implementing smart 

pilgrimage systems that streamline logistics, provide real-time updates, and enhance 

safety during large-scale events like Hajj. 

In the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of digital tools in religious 

tourism has become even more vital. Contactless services, virtual engagement, and 

data-driven crowd management now form the core of what many refer to as “smart 

pilgrimage ecosystems”. These systems combine spiritual experience, heritage 

preservation, and sustainable travel in a single, integrated digital framework. 

For a country like Uzbekistan – rich in Islamic heritage and home to some of the 

most revered shrines in the Muslim world – embracing digital transformation presents 

a powerful opportunity. Not only does it offer the chance to modernize religious 
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tourism infrastructure and attract younger, tech-oriented travelers, but it also 

strengthens Uzbekistan’s competitive position in the global Islamic tourism market. 

The spiritual nature of pilgrimage is evolving. Once defined solely by physical 

travel to sacred sites, it now frequently begins in digital spaces. Raj and Griffin (2015) 

describe this transformation as a “hybrid experience”, wherein the pilgrimage starts 

virtually long before a pilgrim sets foot on holy ground. With the proliferation of 

mobile applications, virtual platforms, and online storytelling tools, modern pilgrims 

are now able to remain spiritually connected to their destinations even without being 

physically present [1]. 

Smart technologies further enhance this spiritual connection by offering interpretive 

content, spatial navigation, and real-time crowd management. Augmented reality [2], 

pilgrimage-specific apps [3], and multimedia storytelling [4, 5] are redefining how the 

sacred is accessed and experienced. For diasporic or mobility-constrained individuals, 

especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, virtual Ziyarah offered not just an 

alternative to in-person travel but a form of spiritual continuity [6]. 

As Reader and Walter observe, today’s pilgrimage may begin with a Google Maps 

search and end in a digitally shared memory [7]. In this context, sacred experiences 

are no longer confined to geographic space but are deeply interwoven with digital 

routines. As technology continues to evolve, it is not only supporting logistical aspects 

of religious tourism but also transforming how sacred meaning is constructed, shared, 

and preserved in the 21st century. 

OBJECTIVES 

This study seeks to explore the evolving landscape of Ziyarah (religious 

pilgrimage) tourism in Uzbekistan through the lens of digital transformation. As 

Uzbekistan aspires to become a key spiritual and cultural destination in Central Asia, 

the integration of digital technologies into its religious tourism sector has become not 

only timely but necessary. The study aims to assess how digital tools can improve the 

overall pilgrimage experience, enhance service delivery, and contribute to the 

sustainable development of Ziyarah tourism. 

More specifically, the study is guided by the following objectives:  

– To evaluate the current level of digital integration in Uzbekistan’s Ziyarah 

tourism sector, particularly across major pilgrimage destinations such as Samarkand, 

Bukhara, and Termez. 

– To identify key digital platforms and tools – including mobile apps, virtual tours, 

and digital archives – being used to support the planning, navigation, and enrichment 

of pilgrimage experiences. 

– To analyze the major socio-cultural and technological challenges that hinder the 

digitalization of Ziyarah tourism, with a focus on infrastructure gaps, language 

barriers, and the lack of system interoperability. 
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– To propose practical recommendations for strengthening the digital ecosystem of 

Ziyarah tourism in Uzbekistan, emphasizing user accessibility, cultural sensitivity, and 

technological personalization. 

By addressing these objectives, this research contributes to a growing body of 

literature on smart religious tourism and offers actionable insights for policymakers, 

tourism developers, and technology providers working to advance spiritual travel 

experiences in the digital age. 

METHODOLOGY 

This research adopts a qualitative approach, relying on the analysis of secondary 

data to examine the digitalization of Ziyarah tourism in Uzbekistan. The aim is to 

understand how various digital tools are being implemented in the religious tourism 

sector, identify persistent challenges, and provide informed recommendations for 

improving the digital pilgrimage experience. The methodology is structured to ensure 

a comprehensive and evidence-based analysis of existing practices, policies, and 

scholarly perspectives. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Data for this study was gathered through an extensive review of previously 

published materials. These included academic journal articles, government policy 

documents, tourism development strategies, white papers, and reports from 

international conferences published between 2019 and 2025. Special emphasis was 

placed on sourcing materials that focus on digital pilgrimage practices, smart tourism, 

and Ziyarah tourism both globally and within the Uzbek context. 

In addition, the study consulted official data from government websites such as the 

State Committee for Tourism Development of Uzbekistan and portals like 

uzbekistan.travel and online-tourism.uz. The selection criteria prioritized relevance 

and credibility to ensure that the analysis reflects the current realities of digital 

transformation in the religious tourism sector. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The collected data was analyzed using thematic content analysis, a qualitative 

method that allows for the identification of recurring patterns and key themes across 

different sources. Through inductive coding, the analysis focused on the following 

core areas: 

• Existing digital tools and platforms used in Ziyarah tourism; 

• Infrastructure availability and digital accessibility across pilgrimage sites;  

• Major barriers to digital adoption, including linguistic, cultural, and 

technological constraints. 

A comparative lens was applied to highlight regional disparities in digital adoption 

across Uzbekistan, particularly between well-connected urban sites and less-developed 

rural pilgrimage destinations. Insights were triangulated from multiple sources to 
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create a well-rounded picture of the strengths, weaknesses, and future prospects of 

digital Ziyarah tourism in the country. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Religious tourism has evolved into a multifaceted phenomenon that reflects a 

unique blend of spirituality, technology, and socio-cultural dynamics. Across various 

national contexts, digital transformation is reshaping how pilgrims engage with sacred 

experiences. In Saudi Arabia, for instance, the government has invested heavily in 

smart infrastructure to modernize the Hajj and Umrah pilgrimages. Digital tools such 

as e-bracelets, mobile applications, real-time tracking, and widespread access to Wi-Fi 

have significantly improved logistical operations and visitor experience [8]. These 

smart technologies not only support safety and efficiency but also influence how 

pilgrims perceive and participate in spiritual rituals. As the Kingdom pursues its 

Vision 2030 initiative, it aims to accommodate over 30 million pilgrims annually, 

balancing religious devotion with modernization [9]. 

Iran provides another compelling example, particularly through the massive 

Arbaeen pilgrimage, which sees millions of participants walking long distances to 

Karbala. This event presents serious logistical and environmental challenges such as 

crowd congestion, heat exposure, and infrastructure strain. In response, Iranian 

planners have incorporated smart evacuation systems, real-time monitoring tools, and 

sustainable urban design principles to protect pilgrims’ health and safety [10, 11]. 

These efforts represent a practical application of digital technology in large -scale 

religious mobility. 

In India, digital transformation is increasingly evident in the Sufi pilgrimage circuit. 

Dargahs and shrines across the country attract millions of devotees annually, blending 

faith with regional culture and tourism. Scholars highlight that these sites offer rich 

potential for digital storytelling, immersive interpretation, and cultural preservation 

[12]. Technologies such as multimedia displays, mobile-guided tours, and electronic 

donation systems have enhanced the visitor experience while also supporting site 

conservation and economic sustainability. 

Academic discourse has increasingly framed religious tourism within the broader 

context of digital innovation. Scholars argue that pilgrimage is no longer confined to 

physical journeys; rather, it now includes virtual forms of engagement that transform 

how sacred experiences are accessed and understood [13, 14]. Virtual Ziyarah, in 

particular, has emerged as a key alternative for individuals unable to travel due to age, 

disability, financial constraints, or global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

such contexts, digital engagement offers spiritual continuity and broadens 

participation in religious life. 

Smart technologie – ranging from RFID-enabled access cards to AI-based crowd 

management systems – are increasingly used to enhance safety, navigation, and 

personalization in religious tourism [11, 13]. For example, mobile apps now offer 



 

568 
 

YANGI RENESSANSDA ILM-FAN TARAQQIYOTI 
 

pilgrims features such as real-time prayer schedules, multilingual guides, and 

augmented reality (AR) content that enrich their understanding of sacred history and 

rituals. However, not all scholars view these trends positively. Some caution against 

the excessive technologization of sacred rituals, warning that it may dilute spiritual 

meaning or promote commercialism [8]. Others, like Rahimi and Eshaghi, explore 

how digital capitalism and modern tourism reshape traditional devotional practices, 

occasionally leading to the commodification of religious sites and disruption of local 

livelihoods [15]. 

Nonetheless, most researchers acknowledge the potential of digital religiosity to 

expand access, protect cultural heritage, and modernize pilgrimage experiences – so 

long as these innovations remain respectful of the religious and aesthetic traditions 

they seek to support. Digital archives, mobile interpretation platforms, and 

livestreamed ceremonies not only preserve sacred knowledge but also democratize 

access to religious events and spaces. 

Quantitative data from various sources further emphasizes the global significance 

of digital religious tourism. According to the UNWTO, more than 600 million 

religious tourism trips take place annually. Major events like the Arbaeen pilgrimage 

attract between 300 to 330 million pilgrims to holy sites across Iraq and Iran [11]. In 

cities like Karbala, digital monitoring tools have been critical in managing congestion 

and ensuring public safety. In India, digital storytelling and e-governance strategies 

are now being used to both preserve Sufi heritage and boost local economies [12].  

In the Uzbek context, sacred destinations such as the Imam Bukhari Memorial 

Complex, the Hazrati Imam Ensemble, and the mausoleums of scholars like Imam al-

Maturidi and Bahauddin Naqshbandi have been central to national tourism policy. 

Several proposals have been made to digitize these experiences – ranging from shrine 

classification systems to electronic visitor platforms and 3D visualizations of sacred 

routes [14]. 

Across all global and regional contexts, one common thread stands out: digital tools 

are no longer auxiliary but essential components of religious tourism. They not only 

help preserve sacred landscapes and facilitate pilgrimage logistics but also reshape 

how spiritual meaning, community, and ritual are constructed in the digital age. 

The Current State of Digital Technology in Ziyarah Tourism in Uzbekistan 

In recent years, Uzbekistan has made considerable progress in adopting digital 

technologies to strengthen its religious tourism sector, particularly in the area of 

Ziyarah tourism. These advancements are closely aligned with the national 

development strategy known as “Digital Uzbekistan – 2030”, which emphasizes the 

importance of integrating digital solutions across various socio-economic sectors, 

including tourism [16]. 

One of the most visible outcomes of this transformation is the introduction of 

virtual tourism tools. Government-supported platforms such as uzbekistan.travel and 
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online-tourism.uz now offer a range of digital experiences, including 3D virtual tours, 

interactive maps, and panoramic visualizations of prominent pilgrimage sites. Notable 

among these are the shrines of Imam al-Bukhari and Bahauddin Naqshbandi, which 

can now be explored remotely by both local and international pilgrims [17]. These 

virtual features help promote religious tourism while also supporting cultural 

preservation and educational outreach. 

In addition to web-based resources, mobile technology has also played a growing 

role in modernizing Ziyarah tourism. One notable example is the UzTrip mobile 

application, developed under the Ministry of Tourism and Cultural Heritage. This app 

provides a wide array of smart features designed specifically to enhance the on-site 

experience of pilgrims. These include augmented reality (AR) overlays, offline 

navigation tools, real-time prayer schedules, and multilingual translation services, all 

of which contribute to a more accessible and informative pilgrimage. Furthermore, 

future versions of the app are expected to offer AI-driven itinerary planning, allowing 

users to customize their Ziyarah routes based on religious, historical, or cultural 

interests [16]. 

Another innovative development is the increasing use of QR codes at religious and 

heritage sites throughout the country. These QR-enabled signs allow pilgrims to 

instantly access historical information, listen to audio guides, or view religious 

narratives on their smartphones. This integration of physical and digital storytelling 

bridges traditional pilgrimage practices with contemporary technological engagement, 

enriching the spiritual experience for visitors of all backgrounds [18]. 

Beyond enhancing the individual pilgrim’s journey, Uzbekistan has also made 

strides in developing smart tourism governance tools. These include digitized visa 

systems, automated booking platforms, and digital marketing channels that facilitate 

smoother logistics and more transparent service delivery. The Ministry of Tourism and 

Cultural Heritage has actively pursued public-private partnerships (PPPs) to support 

infrastructure upgrades and ensure the scalability of digital solutions for Ziyarah 

tourism [19]. These collaborations have been instrumental in expanding the reach of 

digital tools to key pilgrimage destinations across the country. 

Together, these initiatives represent a broader shift toward making Uzbekistan a 

technologically advanced hub for Islamic pilgrimage tourism. The combination of 

virtual access, mobile interactivity, and institutional digitalization has laid the 

groundwork for a more inclusive, efficient, and spiritually enriching pilgrimage 

experience. By leveraging these tools, Uzbekistan is not only improving the 

infrastructure of religious tourism but also positioning itself as a forward -thinking 

leader in the global Islamic travel market. 

Challenges and Limitations 

While Uzbekistan has made commendable strides in digitizing its tourism sector – 

particularly within the realm of Ziyarah tourism – several structural and practical 
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challenges continue to hinder the full realization of its digital potential. These gaps 

limit the effectiveness and inclusivity of digital transformation efforts and highlight 

areas that require targeted policy interventions and strategic planning. 

One of the most pressing challenges lies in the lack of digital infrastructure in rural 

pilgrimage areas. Many of Uzbekistan’s lesser-known shrines and spiritual sites are 

located in remote or underdeveloped regions, where internet connectivity is unreliable 

or entirely absent. Unlike major urban centers such as Samarkand or Bukhara, which 

benefit from robust internet coverage and modern tourism amenities, rural areas often 

struggle with outdated infrastructure, insufficient mobile network access, and the 

absence of essential digital installations – such as QR code signage or AR-compatible 

boards [16]. This urban-rural digital divide significantly restricts the reach of digital 

initiatives and limits access to immersive content that could otherwise enhance the 

spiritual and educational aspects of pilgrimage for both local and foreign visitors.  

Another critical limitation concerns language accessibility and the lack of 

personalized features on digital platforms. Although tourism apps and government 

websites have become more user-friendly over time, many still offer limited language 

options. This poses a particular barrier for pilgrims traveling from countries in South 

Asia, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East – regions from which Uzbekistan hopes to 

attract more religious visitors. Moreover, most platforms do not yet offer personalized 

features tailored specifically for religious travelers. Features such as sectarian-specific 

routes, halal dietary information, nearby mosque finders, or real-time prayer alerts are 

often missing. As a result, pilgrims may face challenges navigating spiritual sites in a 

way that aligns with their religious expectations and cultural practices. In many cases, 

this results in information overload or a sense of cultural disconnect, which can 

diminish the spiritual impact and emotional resonance of the pilgrimage journey [18].  

A third challenge is the lack of integration across digital services related to Ziyarah 

tourism. Currently, pilgrims often need to rely on a fragmented set of applications or 

websites to manage different aspects of their journey – including navigation, 

accommodation, healthcare, translation, and religious content. The absence of a 

centralized, interoperable digital platform makes it difficult for users to plan and 

execute their pilgrimage seamlessly. For example, digital maps may lack detailed 

information about shrine locations, while healthcare access or prayer facility locators 

may not be linked to transportation apps or lodging directories. This approach to 

digital service delivery creates a disjointed user experience and increases the 

likelihood of confusion, inefficiency, or unmet needs [20]. 

Addressing these challenges requires a coordinated effort between government 

agencies, religious authorities, technology developers, and the private sector. 

Investments in rural infrastructure, the expansion of multilingual and culturally 

sensitive features, and the development of integrated platforms are essential for 

creating a smart, accessible, and spiritually enriching Ziyarah tourism ecosystem. By 



 

571 
 

YANGI RENESSANSDA ILM-FAN TARAQQIYOTI 
 

resolving these structural and experiential gaps, Uzbekistan can take a significant step 

toward becoming a global leader in digital Islamic tourism – offering a model that 

honors both tradition and innovation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

To fully unlock the potential of digital transformation in Ziyarah tourism, 

Uzbekistan must address current limitations while building on its emerging successes. 

The recommendations outlined below present a strategic path forward for government 

agencies, tourism stakeholders, and technology partners committed to making 

pilgrimage travel more accessible, inclusive, and spiritually meaningful. 

1. Expand Digital Infrastructure in Rural Pilgrimage Areas 

Efforts should focus on improving connectivity in remote or underserved 

pilgrimage destinations. Enhancing internet access, expanding mobile network 

coverage, and installing on-site technologies – such as free Wi-Fi zones, QR-coded 

signage, and smart information kiosks – would ensure that pilgrims in rural areas 

enjoy the same digital access as those visiting urban sites. These upgrades are essential 

for bridging the digital divide and fostering equitable development across the 

country’s sacred geography. 

2. Create a Unified Digital Platform for Ziyarah Tourism 

Developing a centralized, user-friendly platform – accessible via both mobile and 

desktop – would significantly streamline the pilgrimage experience. This integrated 

system should combine essential services such as interactive maps, shrine information, 

accommodation options, halal food directories, emergency contacts, and real -time 

updates. A multilingual interface and intuitive design would make it easier for both 

local and international pilgrims to plan, navigate, and reflect on their journeys.  

3. Enhance Multilingual Support and Cultural Personalization  

To better serve a diverse group of visitors, digital platforms should  expand their 

language offerings to include widely spoken regional languages such as Arabic, Urdu, 

and Malay. In addition, culturally sensitive features – such as sect-specific guidance, 

dietary preferences, prayer time notifications, and spiritual content  filters – can make 

the pilgrimage more tailored and immersive for each individual. These additions 

would increase usability and inclusivity across different backgrounds. 

4. Encourage Public-Private Collaboration for Smart Solutions 

The government should actively foster partnerships with tech companies, academic 

institutions, and religious organizations to co-create innovative digital services. Such 

collaborations could support the development of cutting-edge tools like AI-powered 

itinerary planners, augmented reality narratives, and gamified educational apps that 

engage younger generations while preserving the integrity of religious traditions.  

5. Invest in Training for Digitally-Enabled, Spiritually-Aware Staff 

People are at the heart of any tourism system. To complement technological 

upgrades, it is important to train staff – particularly shrine caretakers, guides, and 
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hospitality workers – in both digital literacy and cultural etiquette. This dual approach 

ensures that modern technologies are used respectfully and in harmony with the 

spiritual essence of the sites they support. 

6. Establish a Monitoring and Feedback Mechanism 

A national framework for tracking digital adoption and user satisfaction should be 

implemented to guide future improvements. This could involve collecting structured 

feedback from both domestic and international pilgrims, assessing regional disparities, 

and using performance data to refine digital strategies. Ongoing evaluation would 

ensure that digital transformation remains responsive to the real needs of its users.  

By adopting these forward-thinking measures, Uzbekistan can build a smart 

Ziyarah tourism system that honors its sacred heritage while embracing technological 

innovation. In doing so, the country can inspire a new generation of spiritual travelers 

and position itself as a leader in digitally enabled Islamic tourism. 

CONCLUSION 

Uzbekistan is uniquely positioned to lead the next chapter in Islamic pilgrimage 

tourism through digital innovation. With its rich collection of sacred sites and 

centuries-old religious traditions, the country possesses both the cultural foundation 

and strategic motivation to develop a modern, tech-savvy Ziyarah tourism sector. This 

study has explored how digital tools – ranging from mobile apps and virtual tours to 

AI-guided features and QR-coded learning experiences –are transforming the ways 

pilgrims interact with sacred spaces and narratives. 

These technologies have already enhanced various aspects of the pilgrimage 

experience, including navigation, engagement, and accessibility. They have also 

opened new opportunities for preserving cultural heritage and accommodating the 

needs of diverse traveler groups. Yet despite this progress, significant challenges 

remain. Infrastructure disparities between urban and rural regions, limited multilingual 

support, and the absence of a unified digital ecosystem continue to hinder the b roader 

success of these efforts. 

Addressing these gaps requires more than just technological investment – it 

demands a holistic approach that values inclusivity, cultural sensitivity, and cross-

sector collaboration. By embracing this path, Uzbekistan can cultivate a thriving 

digital pilgrimage environment that enhances spiritual connection while meeting the 

expectations of today’s travelers. 

In the long term, a well-executed smart Ziyarah strategy will not only modernize 

infrastructure and service delivery but also redefine how sacred experiences are 

accessed, shared, and remembered. Through this transformation, Uzbekistan can 

become a global model for how tradition and technology can coexist harmoniously in 

the service of faith-based tourism. 
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