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INTRODUCTION. Digitalization has emerged 
over the past decade as one of the most 
consequential structural processes reshaping the 
institutional boundaries between states and 
societies across Eurasia. The proliferation of e-
government portals, algorithmic big data 
platforms, and social media ecosystems has 
transcended mere administrative utility, deeply 
embedding itself within the fabric of political life. 
In contemporary political analysis, the 
significance of this transformation is dual-
faceted. On one hand, digital architectures lower 
the barriers to information access, fostering novel 
pathways for citizen mobilization, political 
communication, and horizontal civic 
collaboration. On the other hand, these exact 
technologies equip state institutions with 
unprecedented infrastructural power to monitor 

information flows, standardize public interaction, 
and refine mechanisms of top-down political 
coordination. 
Consequently, exploring digital transformation 
through a binary lens of democratic liberation 
versus high degree of centralized digital 
governance yields analytical limitations. The 
critical question for political science is not 
whether technology inherently democratizes, but 
rather through what specific institutional vectors 
digital infrastructures are converted into specific 
political outcomes. Central Asia serves as an 
empirical arena to test these dynamics. While all 
five post-Soviet republics - Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan - have integrated digital agendas into 
their national strategies, their trajectories vary 
widely based on internal state capacities and elite 
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configurations. As highlighted by Kurmangali, 
Yeraliyeva, and Beimisheva, governmental 
approaches to artificial intelligence and 
automation in the region reflect deeply 
fragmented regional policy goals rather than a 
uniform trend [1]. Furthermore, K. Keegan notes 
that the anti-corruption potential of digital 
government often interfaces dynamically with the 
structural incentives of ruling elites [2]. Similarly, 
empirical assessments of media consumption 
among Central Asian youth confirm that the 
transition from online information exposure to 
offline political behavior is strictly non-linear and 
conditional upon the domestic democratic 
baseline [3, 4]. 
Theoretical Framework: The Institutional 
Mediation Model. To analyze these divergent 
pathways, this study conceptualizes the 
interaction between technology and politics 
through the Institutional Mediation Framework. 
This framework posits that technological 
affordances possess no autonomous political 
agency, instead, their societal effects are filtered 
through a complex matrix of pre-existing 
domestic conditions. The framework operates 
across four interconnected dimensions: 

1. Technological Capacity: The foundational 
layer comprising hardware, Internet connectivity 
metrics, digital IDs, big data analytics, and 
algorithmic e-government systems. 
2. Institutional Mediators: The critical filters, 
including bureaucratic state capacity, judicial and 
legal regulation, the degree of institutionalization 
of the information environment, and socio-
economic digital inclusion. 
3. Socio-Political Pathways: The behavioral 
dynamics triggered by the interaction of the first 
two layers, including information exposure 
patterns, altered political attitudes, official state-
citizen communications, and grassroots civic 
mobilization. 
4. Political Outcomes: The final systemic results, 
ranging from enhanced public governance and 
state legitimation to sophisticated institutional 
adaptation and centralized digital control. 
By positioning institutional mediation as the core 
explanatory variable, this framework avoids the 
pitfalls of technological determinism and allows 
researchers to systematically trace why 
structurally identical platforms produce entirely 
different political configurations across nations.  
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METHODOLOGY. This study employs a comparative institutional analysis combined with a structured 
synthesis of academic literature and policy documents. It examines Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan to explore how differences in state capacity, regulatory frameworks, digital 
infrastructure, and information environments shape the political implications of digitalization. The 
comparison is informed by the countries’ shared Soviet institutional legacy and post-independence 
trajectories, alongside differences in administrative resources and digital-policy development. 
The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, the study identifies recurring themes in the literature on e-
government, digital participation, institutional capacity, and digital monitoring in Central Asia. Second, it 
examines relevant regional and international reports, including materials produced by the United Nations, 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the International Telecommunication 
Union, and the Asian Development Bank, alongside national digital strategies and regulatory documents 
where available. Third, it compares the five countries across a common set of analytical dimensions: 1) 
digital infrastructure and public-service systems; 2) state administrative capacity; 3) legal and regulatory 
arrangements; 4) information environments and opportunities for digital civic participation; and 5) 
reported governance and state – society outcomes. 
The study uses these dimensions as a qualitative comparison framework rather than as calibrated 
variables in a formal Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). It does not claim to estimate causal effects 
statistically or to establish necessary and sufficient conditions. Instead, it traces patterns and contrasts 
across the selected cases, using the cited literature and institutional sources to interpret how digital 
technologies interact with domestic institutional contexts. The strength of each country-level inference 
therefore depends on the coverage, comparability, and reliability of the available sources. 
This design has limitations. The study relies on secondary literature and published institutional materials 
rather than a newly collected, harmonized country-level dataset or original interviews. The depth and 
availability of evidence may vary across countries, particularly where access to information is restricted. 
Accordingly, the comparative findings are interpretive and should be understood as analytically informed 
patterns, not as definitive causal estimates. Future research could strengthen the comparison through 
systematic document coding, expert interviews, and consistently measured indicators across all five cases. 

TECHNOLOGICAL CAPACITY  

(Internet, E-Gov, AI, Social Media, Big Data) 

INSTITUTIONAL MEDIATORS 

(State Capacity, Legal Frameworks, Info Context) 

SOCIO-POLITICAL PATHWAYS 

(Information Exposure, Political Attitudes, Trust) 

POLITICAL OUTCOMES 

(Governance Effectiveness vs. Digital Control) 

 

Figure 1. The Institutional Mediation Framework of Digital Transformation 

in Central Asia 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION. 
Digital Government, State Capacity, and Elite 
Incentives. The comparative analysis confirms 
that while digitalization significantly expands the 
administrative toolkit of public management, the 
presence of state-of-the-art digital infrastructure 
is structurally distinct from institutional capacity. 
The causal pathway of e-government efficacy can 
be formalistically expressed as: Technology ≠ 
Capacity; Technology + Institutional Capacity 
→ Governance Outcome. Where state 
institutions possess deep bureaucratic 
consolidation and financial resources, such as in 
Kazakhstan and increasingly in Uzbekistan, e-
government platforms successfully streamline 
service delivery and bolster administrative 
centralization. However, in environments 
characterized by institutional fragility, these 
digital tools often face execution bottlenecks. 
Furthermore, as K. Keegan demonstrates, the 
integration of automated administrative systems 
interacts directly with political-economic 
structures, where the formal reduction of low-
level administrative corruption can sometimes 
occur alongside the preservation of institutional 
control over resource allocation [2]. 
 
Social Media, Behavioral Dynamics, and Civic 
Participation 
The empirical evidence synthesized in this study 
challenges the optimistic assumption that digital 
connectivity automatically translates into 
conventional political participation or heightened 
state legitimacy. Data evaluated by Dzutsati and 
Rakhmatullayeva across multiple survey waves 
reveal that the political consequences of internet 
exposure depend heavily on the nature of user 
engagement [4]. Passive digital consumption 
within state-curated spaces tends to reinforce 
political trust and satisfy the citizen demand for 
governance transparency. Conversely, active 
participation in unregulated digital spheres, 
independent content creation, and cross-border 
digital discussions frequently correlate with 

critical evaluations of domestic institutions. 
Bekmagambetov et al. emphasize that among 
Central Asian youth, internet access acts merely 
as a catalyst; the actual conversion of digital 
awareness into electoral or civil action is strictly 
bound by the legal and political boundaries of the 
domestic state [3]. 
 
The Co-existence of Civic Space and 
Sophisticated Digital Governance and 
Monitoring 
One of the most robust findings of the 
Institutional Mediation Framework is the 
inherently ambivalent, non-linear trajectory of 
digital activism in the region. Digital 
infrastructures do not simply open or close civic 
spaces; they alter the modalities of both state 
responsiveness and state control simultaneously. 
In Uzbekistan, for instance, B. Kurmanova and C. 
Knox illustrate that the state actively utilizes 
digital input channels (such as virtual 
receptionists and public feedback portals) to 
cultivate institutional legitimation through digital 
governance, addressing citizens’ micro-level 
economic and administrative grievances while 
retaining specific regulatory boundaries within 
the broader political information environment 
[6]. 
In contrast, as I. Daminov observes regarding the 
diffusion of digital governance practices, the 
institutionalization of technological control is 
heavily contingent on state capacity [5]. The 
borrowing of foreign legal frameworks or 
advanced monitoring software does not 
automatically grant a state omniscient control, 
rather, it requires significant domestic financial 
capital, trained personnel, and institutional 
infrastructure to operationalize. Where these 
capacities are consolidated, as seen in the 
securitization patterns documented by 
Beidollahkhani, digital monitoring transitions 
from a technical oversight tool into a core pillar of 
the state’s political governance and national 
security architecture [7]. 
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Table 1. Institutional mediation, digital governance models, and political-institutional governance 
configurations across Central Asian states. 

 

Country 
Primary Digital 

Governance 
Model 

Dominant 
Institutional 

Mediator 

Vector of 
Political 
Outcome 

Key Empirical 
Focus / Reference 

Kazakhstan 
Technocratic 

Modernization 

High State 
Infrastructure & 
Administrative 

Capacity 

Managed Civic 
Space & Co-

optation 

Digital 
authoritarianism 

diffusion 
(I. Daminov) 

Kyrgyzstan 
Fragile 

Institutionalism 

Fluid Information 
Environment & 

Hybrid Legal 
Regimes 

Political Volatility 
& Ephemeral 

Activism 

Adaptation of 
external control 

blueprints 
(I. Daminov) 

Tajikistan 
Centralized 

Securitization 

Low Economic 
Inclusion & Direct 

Administrative 
Monitoring 

Digital Monitoring 
& Securitized 
Boundaries 

Borderless state 
surveillance 

(A. Beidollahkhani) 

Turkmenistan 
Total 

Information 
Isolation 

High Degree of State 
Regulation & Low 

Internet Penetration 

Centralized 
Information 
Regulation & 

Exclusion 

Structural closing of 
digital information 

space 

Uzbekistan 
Bureaucratic 
Adaptation 

Transforming State 
Capacity & E-
Government 

Infrastructures 

Responsive 
Governance vs. 

Regulated Digital 
Governance 

Digital activism and 
institutional 
legitimation 

(B. Kurmanova & 
C. Knox) 

 
CONCLUSION. This study demonstrates that 
digitalization is reshaping state-society relations 
across Central Asia, but its political outcomes are 
neither uniform nor technologically 
predetermined. The political meaning of a 
technological infrastructure is entirely derived 
from the institutional context into which it is 
deployed. 
By advancing the sequence of Technological 
Capacity → Institutional Mediation → Political 
Behaviour → Political Transformation, this 
article provides a structured framework for 
interpreting the regional divergence between 
technocratic efficiency and digital monitoring. 
This study contributes to the comparative study 
of digital governance in Central Asia by examining 
how differences in state capacity, regulatory 
frameworks, and information environments 

shape the political implications of digital 
transformation across the region. Rather than 
treating digitalization as a uniform driver of 
political change, the analysis highlights the 
importance of institutional context in explaining 
variation in state–society interaction. 
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