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Nurmaganbetkyzy Nurdana, Zhakupov Altynbek Amanzholovich, Sharapaeva Bota Zhanabekovna
Assessment of the factors shaping the tourism brand of small towns in the Turkestan region

Abstract. The article examines the factors influencing the formation of a tourism brand in small towns of the Turkestan
region (Saryagash and Shardara). The purpose of the study is to identify the unique characteristics of fourist
destinations and to propose a model for improving the tourism brand based on a comprehensive assessment of key
factorsthat enhance the tourismimage of these destinations. The research methodology is based on semi-structured
interviews conducted with 20 respondents, including tourists, local residents, and tourism business representatives.
The results indicate that the towns of Saryagash and Shardara have strong potential for the development of health
and wellness tourism as well as recreational beach tourism; however, insufficient infrastructure and a low level of
digitalization limit the effective development of the fourism brand. The study proposes a "4D tourism brand model”
aimed at increasing the competitiveness of small towns by promoting uniqueness, digitalization, service quality
improvement, and diversification of tourism services. The findings can be applied in strategic planning processes for
tourism brand development atf the regional level.

Key words: tourism branding, small fowns, place branding, destination management, qualitative research, regional
tourism development, digitalization in tourism.

HypmaraH6eTKkbI3bl HypAAQHA, XKakynos AATbIHGEK AMAHXXOAOBMY, Liapanaesa bota X)KOHO6eKOBHO
OueHKa $aKkTopoB GOPMMUPOBAHUS TYPUCTCKOroO 6pEeHAC MAABIX FOPOAOB TYPKECTAHCKON O6AACTH

AHHOTOUMSA. B CTOTbe PACCMOTPMBAIOTCSl BOMPOCHI OLEHKM GAKTOPOB GOPMUPOBAHMST TYPUCTCKOrO OpeHAd
MOAbIX TOPOAOB TypkecTaHCKkom obaactm (Capblaraw u Wapaopad). LeAb MCCAeAOBOHMSI 3AKAIOHAETCST B
BbISIBAEHUMN YHUKOABHBIX OCOBEHHOCTEN TYPUCTCKMX ASCTUHALMIA U PO3PABOTKE MOAEAM COBEPLUEHCTBOBOHMS
TYPUCTCKOrO B6peHAQ HO OCHOBE KOMMAEKCHOM OLIEHKM KAKOYEBbLIX DAKTOPOB, CMOCOOCTBYIOLMX MOBLILLEHNIO
TYPUCTCKOrO VMUAXKQ TEPPUTOPUIA. B KOYeCcTBE METOAQ MCCAEAOBOHMSI MCMOAB3OBOHO MOAYCTRYKTYPUPOBOHHOE
VHTEPBbLIO, MpoBeAeHHOE cpean 20 PECNOHAEHTOB (TYPUCTOB, MECTHbIX XXUTEAEN U CYObEKTOB TYPUCTCKOro
NPEeANPUHNMATEABCTBA). PE3yAbTATbI UICCASAOBAHWS MOKA3AAM, YTO ropoAd Capsbliaraw v LWapaapa obaaaatot
BbICOKVM MOTEHLMAAOM AASI PA3BUTUSI AEHEOHO-03A0POBUTEABHOTO N PEKPEALUMOHHO-TIASDKHOTO TYPM3MA, OAHAKO
HEeAOCTATOYHBIN  YPOBEHb MHOPACTPYKTYPBI U LMOPOBM3ALMM  OFPOHMYMBAET 2 dPeKkTnBHOe GOPMUPOBAHME
TYPUCTCKOro 6peHAQ. B paMKax MCCAEAOBOHMSI MPEAAOXKEHA «4D-MOAEAb TYPUCTCKOro B6peHAQ», HOMPOBAEHHAOS
HQ NOBbILLEHME KOHKYPEHTOCMOCOBHOCTN MOABIX TOPOAOB M BKAKOHQIOLLLAS PAZBUTUE YHUKAABHOCTH, LLIMGPOBU3ALIMN,
KAYECTBA YCAYT 1N AMBEPCUPUKALIM TYPUCTCKUX YCAYT. TTOAYYEHHBIE PE3YABTATHI MOTYT BblTb MCMNOAB3OBAHbI MPWU
CTPATErM4€CKOM MACHNPOBAHNN GOPMUPOBAHNS TYPUCTCKOTO BPEHAQ HO PETMOHAABHOM YPOBHE.

KAtoueBble CAOBA: TYPUCTCKUM BPEHANHT, MOABIE TOPOAJD, TEPPUTOPUAABHBI BPEHAVHT, YNPABAEHNE AECTUHOLMEN,
KAYEeCTBEHHOE MCCASAOBAHME, PEMMOHAABHOE PA3BUTUE TYPM3MA, LMPPOBM3ALMS TYPU3MA.

HypmaraHBeTKbI3bl HYypAQHA, XKakynos AATEIHOEK AMAHXOAOBWY, LLIapanaesa bota YKoHaBeKkoBHA
TYPKICTAH OOGABICBIHAGFbI LUGFbIH KOAGAQP TYPUCTIK 6PEHAIH KAABINTACTbIPY GAKTOPAAPbIH 6araAay

AHAQTNA. ATOAFOH 3ePTTEY XXYMbICLIHAQ TYPKICTAH OBABICBIHACGFBI LLAFBIH KOAQAQPABIH, (Capblarall »keHe LLapaapa)
TYPUCTIK BPEHAIH KOABIMTACTLIPY PAKTOPACPBIH BAFAAQY MaCEeAeAepi KAPACTbIPbIAOALL. MAKAAOQHBIH, MOKCOTbI
— TYPUCTIK AECTUHALMSIAQPAbIH, Biperen epeKkeAKTEPIH OHBIKTAY XXOHE OAQPAbIH, TYPUCTIK MMUAXKIH APTTbIPYFa
bIKMQAA eTeTiH Herisri GaKTOPAQPAbI KeLLeHA] OOFAAQY HETZIHAE TYPUCTIK OPEHATI XKETIAAIPY MOAEAIH YCbIHY. 3epTTey
aaictemeci peTiHae 20 pecnoHAEHTTEH (TYpUCTEP, KEPMAIKTI TYPFBIHAQP, TYPUCTIK KOCIMKEPAIK CybbeKkTinepi)
QABIHFOH XXAPTLIAGT KYPBIABIMAGAFOH CYXOAT SAICI KOAAOHBIAABL. 3epTTey HaTUXKeAepi kepceTkeHAen, CapblaFaLL
XoHe LLUopAapa  KOAGAQPbIHBIH, €MAIK-CAYbIKTBIPY KSHE PEeKPEAUMSIAbIK-KAFODKAM  TYpUsMi  YLWWiIH aAeyerTi
SKOFAPbI BOAFAHBIMEH, UHPPAKYPBIABIM MEH LIMPPACHABIDY AESHIEWiHIH, YKETKIAIKCI3AIN TYPUCTIK BPEHATIH TUIMAI
ACMYbIH LIEKTENAI. 3epTTey asICbIHAQ LLOFbIH KOAQAQPABIH 6acekere KAGIAETTIAINH ApPTTbIPYFA OaFbITTOAFOH,
BiperenikKke HerispeAreH, LMPPAQHAbIDYABI AOMBITY, KbI3MET CAMNACHIH XXAKCAPTY XKSHE TYPUCTIK KbIBMET TYPAEPIH
SPTAPANTAHABIPYAbLI KAMTUTBIH «4D TYPUCTIK BpEHA MOAEAI» YCbIHBbIAABIL. 3epTTey HOTMXKEAEPI OHIPAIK AeHrenae
TYPUCTIK BPEHATI KOABIMTACTLIPYAbI CTRATEMMSIABIK XOCMAPAQY 6APBICEIHAC KOAACHBIAYbI MYMKIH.

TyniH cesaep: TYPUCTIK BPEHAVHT, LUOFbIH KAOAQAQD, AYMAOKTbIK BPEHAMHT, AECTUHALMSHBI 6ACKAPY, CAMAAbIK 3epTTeY,
SHIPAIK TYPV3MAI AOMBITY, TYPU3MAI LMGPACHABIDY.
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Introduction. Currently, in the period of
globalization, the competition of tourist destinations
is growing not only between large giant countries,
but also at the level of small peripheral regions and
recreational centers. The formation of the tourist
image of small towns in the Turkestan region, such as
Saryagash and Shardara, forms the tourist image not
only of these small towns, but also of the region as a
whole. The tourism brand of small towns is closely
linked to the formation of attractiveness for tourists
and attracting investments from various stakeholders
for the development of the tourism sector [1, p. 72].
Branding of small towns is also assessed as a marketing
tool for shaping the unique specifics of the city and the
emotional connection of the tourist region with the
target audience [2, p. 7]. Despite the validity of the
general state of development of the tourist potential of
small towns in the Turkestan region, there are some
barriers to the popularization of these small towns in
the international tourism market. These barriers arise
due to an incorrect assessment of the factors of tourism
brand development in the region.

In modern regional development theory, tourism
branding is considered not only as a marketing
instrument, but also as an important strategic tool
for strengthening the competitiveness of territories.
Destination branding contributes to the formation
of a stable associative perception of the territory,
distinguishing it from competing destinations and
shaping a recognizable image among tourists and
investors. In the context of small towns, branding
plays a particularly important role, since such
territories often lack significant financial and
infrastructural resources and therefore must rely on
uniqueness, authenticity and emotional attractiveness
as key competitive advantages. In this regard, the
tourism brand can be considered an intangible asset
contributing to regional competitiveness.

Place branding theory emphasizes that the
image of a tourist destination is formed through the
interaction of both tangible and intangible elements.
Tangible elements include natural resources,
infrastructure, quality of services and accessibility of
transport networks, while intangible elements include
emotional perception of the territory, local identity,
authenticity of cultural traditions and hospitality of
residents. The combination of these elements creates
a holistic perception of the destination and influences
tourists’ behavioral intentions. Therefore, the tourism
brand of small towns should be considered through an
integrated approach that combines regional marketing,
territorial development and social participation.

Another important theoretical aspect is the
growing role of stakeholders in the formation of

a tourism brand. The effectiveness of branding
strategies depends on the interaction between local
communities, tourism enterprises, local authorities and
visitors. The involvement of stakeholders contributes
to the formation of a more authentic and sustainable
tourism brand, reflecting the real characteristics of
the territory and increasing trust in the destination.
Cooperation between business structures and public
institutions also creates conditions for improving
tourism infrastructure and expanding the range of
services. The participation of local communities in
tourism brand formation strengthens social capital
and contributes to the preservation of local identity,
which is especially important for small towns seeking
to maintain cultural authenticity in the context of
globalization.

In recent years, the importance of digital
technologies in the formation of tourism brands
has increased significantly. Digital platforms,
online navigation systems and social media content
influence the level of awareness of potential tourists
and determine the convenience of travel planning.
Smart tourism technologies allow destinations
to increase their visibility in the global tourism
market and create a positive user experience even
before visiting the destination. The availability of
information in digital applications such as navigation
services, booking platforms and online reviews
contributes to the formation of trust in the destination
and influences tourists’ decision-making processes.
Thus, digitalization becomes one of the key factors
in increasing the competitiveness of small towns
and improving the effectiveness of tourism branding
strategies.

The concept of sustainable tourism also plays an
important role in the formation of the tourism brand
of small towns. Sustainable development involves
balancing economic growth with the preservation
of cultural heritage and environmental resources.
Small towns often rely on unique natural landscapes,
traditional lifestyles and cultural heritage as key
elements of their tourism appeal. The integration
of sustainability principles into branding strategies
contributes to long-term competitiveness and reduces
the risks associated with excessive tourist pressure
on local ecosystems. Therefore, the development of
tourism branding should consider environmental,
social and economic aspects in order to ensure
balanced regional development.

According to some foreign practices of
tourism branding in small towns, brand formation
is widespread through entrepreneurial services
starting in the neighborhood. This is due to the fact
that small towns lack certain types of resources to
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implement regional integrated branding. In these
regions, the focus is on partnerships and marketing
activities, and local active resources are being used
to create a unique feature that attracts the tourism
business — a guarantee of economic development
[3, p- 309]. In some regions, the main strategy for
creating a tourism brand is formed in connection
with such unique resources as cultural and historical
features. This is the only way that has a significant
impact on solving the socio-economic problems of
the region and shaping the tourist image of cities,
creating close ties with the local community [4, p. 35].
Also, not only natural resources, but also tangible and
intangible factors play an important role in shaping
the tourist image of small towns. Material factors
include simple needs such as digital accessibility for
tourists, convenient parking, etc., while non-material
factors include qualities such as the quality of life of
local residents and hospitality. That is, it is important
to consider the tourism branding of small towns
in a broader concept through a synthesis of urban
marketing and regional branding [5, p. 112].

The cultural diversity and traditional food art
of the region, as well as the priority given to natural
landscape resources, make a great contribution to
the formation of the tourism brand of small towns.
In addition, improving the quality of public services,
improving digital services, and involving members of
the local community in the brand formation process
play an important role in creating a successful travel
brand. These actions not only form the tourism brand
of cities, but also improve the quality of life of the
local population by developing features that attract
the attention of tourists [6, p. 108]. Branding of small
towns involves creating a unique feature to attract
city residents and stakeholders, while the dominant
role in this process is played by partnership between
the values of society and business entities [7, p. 465].

In forming the tourism brand of small towns,
not only cultural heritage and social capital are
used, but also aspects of sustainable tourism. This
affects the development of society and the economic
improvement of the region, while preserving the local
identity [8, p. 98]. The experience of local community
representatives and the involvement of stakeholders
in brand creation also play an important role in the
branding of small towns. It also characterizes the
strongest understanding and perception of a small
town by members of local society [9, p. 100]. Also
relevant nowadays is the widespread use of natural
elements and unique architectural structures to
enhance the attractiveness of small towns. Cities,
being attractive to tourists, can also influence
economic growth, which will be due to the fact

that cities combine historical features, local natural
landscapes and landscape design [10, p. 118].

Therefore, the need arises to identify empirically
grounded factors influencing the formation of a
tourism brand in small towns of the Turkestan region
and to develop a conceptual model for strengthening
their competitive positioning.

The purpose of the study is to develop scientific
and practical recommendations on the formation of a
competitive destination brand, identifying the main
branding factors affecting the tourist image of small
towns (Saryagash, Shardara) in the Turkestan region.

Scientific novelty of the study is that the key
indicators determining the tourist image of small
towns in the Turkestan region are identified, and the
optimal model of effective management of tourist
destinations is substantiated. This method allows
to turn into a “tourism brand» those regions that,
being rich in tourist resources on the tourist map
of the Turkestan region, but are not recognized as a
tourist route.

Objectives of the study. To achieve the goal of
the study, the following tasks were set:

1. To define the characteristics of the concept
of “Tourist brand of small towns” and theoretically
substantiate the importance of creating a tourist brand
based on international experience.

2. Identification of factors (cultural, historical,
environmental) affecting the general state of small
towns based on a survey, as well as an assessment
of the attitude of tourists and local residents to the
existing tourist potential of selected small towns.

3. Based on the results of the research, to propose
an optimal model for the development of the tourism
brand of small towns in the region and to prepare
practical advice on destination management policy.

Materials and methods. Based on the identified
theoretical approaches to destination branding and
stakeholder interaction, the study applies qualitative
methodology to explore the perceptions of key actors
involved in the tourism system of small towns. Given
the limited empirical research on the formation of
a tourism brand in small towns of the Turkestan
region, qualitative analysis was selected as the
most appropriate approach. This method makes it
possible to study complex socio-economic phenomena
in depth, identify respondents’ perceptions and
reveal relationships between factors influencing the
formation of a tourism brand, which is particularly
important in the context of limited statistical data.

The choice of qualitative methodology is justified
by the exploratory nature of the research, aimed at
identifying the key determinants influencing the
perception of small towns as tourist destinations.
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The qualitative approach allows not only to identify
factors shaping the tourism image, but also to analyze
the interaction between stakeholders, including local
residents, tourism business representatives and tourists.
This makes it possible to assess the tourism brand as a
multidimensional construct that reflects both economic
and socio-cultural characteristics of the territory.

Primary data collection was carried out through
semi-structured interviews. This method allows
combining a structured set of questions with the
flexibility necessary to clarify respondents’ opinions
and interpretations. Semi-structured interviews
make it possible to obtain more detailed answers
and identify aspects that may not be reflected
in standardized questionnaires. In addition, this
format allows the interviewer to adapt the sequence
of questions depending on the level of respondents’
awareness of tourism branding and their professional
experience in the tourism sector.

The interview guide was developed on the basis
of a literature review on tourism destination branding
and place branding theory. Particular attention was
paid to identifying factors related to the perception
of the city image, tourism infrastructure, digital
accessibility and the role of the local community in
creating the tourism brand. The interview questions
were formulated in a way that allowed respondents
to express their own understanding of the tourism
potential of small towns and identify the most
significant attributes influencing the attractiveness
of destinations.

The interview structure consisted of three main
thematic blocks: 1) image attributes of the city; 2)
factors influencing the formation of the tourism
brand; 3) prospects and sustainability of the tourism
brand. The structure of the interview made it possible
to consistently assess both existing characteristics
of tourist destinations and future opportunities for
strengthening the tourism image of small towns. The
interview guide was initially prepared in Kazakh and
then translated into Russian to ensure accessibility
for all respondents. The use of two language versions
made it possible to reduce interpretation bias and
improve the reliability of responses.

In order to test the clarity and logical consistency
of the questions, a pilot interview was conducted in
two cities included in the study (Saryagash — one
tourist, Shardara — one local resident). Based on the
results of the pilot interview, minor adjustments
were made to improve the clarity of wording and
eliminate potential ambiguities in the interpretation
of questions. The pilot study allowed to ensure the
relevance of the questions and their correspondence
to the objectives of the research.

Respondents were selected using purposive
sampling, which allows selecting participants with
relevant experience and knowledge related to the
research topic. The sample included representatives
of three key stakeholder groups: local residents,
tourists and representatives of tourism enterprises.
This approach made it possible to obtain diverse
perspectives on the formation of the tourism brand
and assess differences in the perception of small
towns depending on the role of respondents in the
tourism system.

The selection of Saryagash and Shardara as
research objects is due to the fact that these cities
belong to the category of small towns in the Turkestan
region and have significant tourism potential.
Saryagash is characterized by the development of
health and wellness tourism based on mineral water
resources, while Shardara has opportunities for the
development of recreational and beach tourism. The
comparative analysis of these destinations makes
it possible to identify common and specific factors
influencing the formation of the tourism brand of
small towns.

The main stage of data collection was conducted
in April 2025 in Saryagash and in April-May 2025
in Shardara. A total of 20 respondents participated in
the study, including 11 respondents from Saryagash
and 9 respondents from Shardara. Interviews were
conducted in locations convenient for respondents,
including tourism facilities, workplaces and public
spaces. Each interview lasted on average 30-35
minutes and was audio recorded with the consent of
respondents. The total number of interview questions
was 12, which ensured sufficient coverage of research
topics while maintaining respondents’ engagement
throughout the interview process.

Before data collection, respondents were
informed about the purpose of the study and
guaranteed confidentiality of the information
provided. Participation in the study was voluntary,
and respondents had the opportunity to refuse
participation at any stage of the interview. All
respondents were provided with an informed consent
form explaining the objectives of the study and the use
of collected data exclusively for scientific purposes.

The interviews were conducted in Kazakh
and Russian languages, depending on respondents’
preferences. The collected materials were fully
transcribed into Kazakh, which allowed ensuring
consistency of interpretation and facilitating
subsequent analysis. The results of the pilot interview
were not included in the final dataset. Data analysis
was carried out through thematic coding, which
allows grouping respondents’ answers into categories
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reflecting key factors influencing the formation of
the tourism brand.

To ensure reliability and transparency of the
research process, all stages of data collection and
analysis were documented in a research log. The
use of a unified protocol for recording interview
results made it possible to increase the accuracy of
interpretation and ensure consistency of analytical
procedures. The synthesis of data was carried out
jointly by members of the research team, which
allowed reducing subjectivity in the interpretation
of qualitative information.

All ethical requirements were observed during
the research process. Participation in interviews was
voluntary, respondents were informed about their rights
and confidentiality conditions, and the collected data were
used exclusively for scientific purposes. Respondents were
also informed of their right to withdraw from the study
at any time without providing reasons.

The applied methodological approach allowed
obtaining a comprehensive understanding of the
factors influencing the formation of the tourism
brand of small towns in the Turkestan region and

Table 1 — Respondents’ profile

ensured the reliability of the obtained results for
further interpretation and development of practical
recommendations.

Results. According to the results of the study, it
turned out that for the formation of a tourism brand
in the small towns of the Turkestan region, first of
all, there are sufficient reserves of natural resources
in the region. This region is characterized by warmth
in winter and hot in summer. Special excursions are
organized in the vicinity of Saryagash for vacationers
who come to resorts in picturesque places. And the
natural conditions of Shardara are favorable for
organizing a pleasant stay for any age segment of
tourists. Also, the hospitality of the locals will allow
tourists coming to the city to form a good opinion of
the city and visit it again as a tourist (Table 2).

“As a tour guide, I take our vacationers who
have come to our Saryagash sanatorium on day trips.
Besides nature, our vacationers do not hide their
special delight from the large number of cultural and
historical places that we have. I believe that this is an
indispensable opportunity to create a unique travel
brand for us” (R10).

Respondent’s City Respondent category Age Status
code
R1 Saryagash Tourist 65 Retired (Taldykorgan)
R2 Saryagash Business entity 43 Health resort manager
R3 Saryagash Local resident 38 School Teacher
R4 Saryagash Tourist 23 Student
R5 Saryagash Local resident 52 Individual entrepreneur (agriculture)
R6 Saryagash Tourist 45 School Teacher (Almaty)
R7 Saryagash Local resident 20 Student
R8 Saryagash Business entity 38 Hotel manager
R9 Saryagash Local resident 43 Specialist in crop production
R10 Saryagash Business entity 28 Guide
R11 Saryagash Tourist 48 Doctor (Shymkent)
R12 Shardara Local resident 54 Fisheries specialist
R13 Shardara Tourist 22 Student (Shymkent)
R14 Shardara Business entity 39 Restaurant owner
RI15 Shardara Tourist 42 School Teacher (Zhetysai)
R16 Shardara Local resident 45 School Teacher
R17 Shardara Business entity 44 Mini hotel owner
RI18 Shardara Local resident 36 Doctor
R19 Shardara Tourist 25 Individual entrepreneur (Shymkent)
R20 Shardara Local resident 32 Doctor
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As we can see in Table 1 above, a total of 20
respondents participated in the overall interview.
11 of them are from Saryagash, and 9 are from
Shardara. The respondents consisted of a total of
three categories. They are: local residents, tourists

and tourist subjects. The youngest respondent is 20
years old, while the oldest respondent is 65 years old.
This made it possible to analyze the possibilities of
acceptance and popularity in various age segments
of small towns.

Table 2 — Main attributes of tourism brand of small towns based on respondents’ answers

“In fact, I visit the sanatoriums of Saryagash every year. What I like the most is that the
weather in this city is always warm. Especially in the sanatoriums from March to June
there are the most comfortable sunny days. It is a good opportunity to return to rest and
restore the strength that you have exhausted as much as possible”

“I am grateful for the hospitality that people in this city always smile warmly. A different
atmosphere is felt. And then it gives the mood that next time you want to come again”

“I like the natural state of this city. The beautiful beauty is especially impressive in the
summer months. We often come and rest with our families every year during the summer

Key Quote | Tourist image of the city | Respondents’ answer
ID
Climate comfort
R1
Hospitality of people
R4
Natural resources
R13
holidays”
Abundance of cultural
R20 and historical sites
in our city to such places”

“I think We have in our city the main attribute that attracts tourists is its abundance of
cultural objects and historical sites, in addition to our climatic features. I know that we
have a lot of demand for such places from tourists. Special excursions are also organized

Based on the features of Saryagash and Shardara,
which we note as branding factors for the formation
of a tourism brand, there are noted some negative
disadvantages. Among them, such factors as poor
quality of roads between cities, disappointing quality
of service, low level of digital accessibility are
mentioned.

“I come to Saryagash every year in the summer
months to relax. But what I notice with each visit is
not to say that the quality of the roads is very good.
It takes a long time to get to the destination. In my
opinion, if the focus was on improving the quality of
the road, this would also be the basis for developing
the tourist brand” (R6).

“I would call the shortcomings of the network
infrastructure as an obstacle to the proper formation
and development of the tourism brand in the
city. That is, the development of digitalization.
I often noticed that data on some hotels, catering
establishments in this city is not included in digital
applications such as 2GIS, Google Maps. We did
not find the current prices in hotels and catering
establishments in a timely manner. It seems to me
that this would cause discomfort for any tourist”
(R19).

“Sometimes, if you break into a catering
facility or visit other tourist facilities, we witness
negligent treatment on the part of the staff. Of
course, in these cities, the hospitality of people is
great. However, even the fact that some employees’
smiling is difficult” (R15).

However, if these negative factors are improved,
this, on the contrary, can open up new opportunities,
taking into account the tourist potential of small towns.
These opportunities include such important aspects
as the possibility of broad involvement of investors,
the search for new partners in tourism brand projects,
the development of ecotourism and the formation of a
digitalization system in tourism (Figure 1).

“I think that in addition to large hotels, we
often need small ethno-villages that are less
harmful to nature. I think it will be environmentally
friendly and interesting for visitors. Moreover, our
natural conditions and climate are also comfortable
in it” (R8).

“If the city still has more conditions for the
implementation of investment projects for various
entrepreneurs who are engaged in tourism, this would
improve investment indicators not only in our city,
but also in the Turkestan region as a whole” (R14).
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Figure 1 — Negative factors and future prospects

The identified factors demonstrate that the tourism
image of small towns is shaped by a combination
of natural, cultural and managerial characteristics,
which requires conceptual interpretation within the
framework of destination branding theory.

Discussion. Interview results show that
representatives of tourism businesses and local
residents tend to perceive the tourism brand of small
towns primarily through historical and cultural
attributes, while tourists visiting the destinations
for recreational purposes emphasize the need to
improve the quality of services and infrastructure.
This demonstrates the existence of a gap between
the perceived image of the destination and the actual
level of service delivery. Such discrepancies often
reduce the effectiveness of branding strategies, as
the symbolic attractiveness of the destination is not
always supported by the real experience of tourists.
The results confirm that the formation of a tourism
brand requires not only the identification of unique
territorial characteristics, but also the development
of supporting infrastructure and service quality that
correspond to the expectations of visitors.

The results of the interviews show that the
tourism brand of small towns is formed through a
combination of natural, cultural, social and managerial
factors. The importance of cultural heritage and
natural resources is complemented by the growing
role of service quality, accessibility of information
and digital communication channels. This confirms
the theoretical assumption that tourism branding
should be considered as a multidimensional process
combining elements of place marketing, destination
management and stakeholder interaction. The findings

also demonstrate that tourists increasingly evaluate
destinations not only based on the availability of
attractions, but also based on the overall quality of
the tourist experience, including comfort, accessibility
and informational transparency.

The model for the development of a tourism
brand of small towns studied in the article can be
presented below, taking into account the results of
the interview. The proposed 4D model is aimed at
the systematic formation of a tourism brand in small
towns, taking into account the restraining factors
identified during the qualitative analysis. The model
integrates both traditional branding elements and
modern approaches related to digital transformation
and sustainable tourism development.

1D: Distinctiveness. The first dimension of
the model is associated with the identification
and promotion of the unique characteristics of
the destination. Distinctiveness plays a key role
in differentiating small towns from competing
destinations and strengthening their position in the
regional tourism system. In the case of Saryagash, the
uniqueness of the tourism brand is associated with the
positioning of the destination as a complex of health
resorts based on mineral water resources. In Shardara,
the tourism brand is linked to beach recreation and
fishing tourism. The formation of a clear positioning
strategy allows small towns to create a recognizable
image and increase their attractiveness for specific
target segments of tourists.

2D: Digital systems. The second dimension
reflects the growing role of digital technologies
in shaping the tourism image of destinations. The
creation of a unified digital ecosystem, such as
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the proposed “Smart Turkestan” platform, allows
integrating information about tourist attractions,
accommodation facilities and services. Digital
accessibility plays a crucial role in forming the first
impression of the destination, as modern tourists
actively use online navigation tools, booking
platforms and social networks when planning their
trips. The presence of reliable information in digital
applications contributes to increasing trust in the
destination and improves communication between
tourism service providers and visitors. The integration
of digital tools into the tourism brand development
strategy also contributes to increasing the visibility
of small towns in the international tourism market.

3D: Delivery — quality of service. The third
dimension of the model emphasizes the importance
of maintaining high service standards. The tourism
brand should be supported by the actual quality
of services provided in accommodation facilities,
catering establishments and tourism infrastructure.
The introduction of standardized service quality
indicators allows ensuring consistency of the
tourist experience and forming positive emotional
associations with the destination. The quality of
service is directly related to the perception of the
tourism brand, as tourists tend to associate the level of
comfort and hospitality with the overall attractiveness
of the destination. Therefore, improving service
quality is one of the key conditions for strengthening
the competitiveness of small towns in the tourism
market.

4D: Diversification. The fourth dimension of the
model is associated with the diversification of tourism
services and the reduction of seasonality risks. Small
towns often face the problem of uneven distribution
of tourist flows during the year. The diversification of
tourism services makes it possible to expand the range
of tourism products and ensure the sustainability of
tourism demand throughout the year. For example,
beach tourism in Shardara can be complemented by
cultural events and fishing festivals during the off-
season, while Saryagash has opportunities for the
development of medical and rehabilitation tourism
outside the peak season. The expansion of tourism
products allows increasing the duration of tourists’
stay and contributes to the development of related
sectors of the regional economy.

The results of the study also emphasize the
importance of developing a “hospitality culture”
among local residents. The formation of a
positive emotional atmosphere in the destination
significantly influences tourists’ perceptions and
their intention to revisit the destination. Training
programs, seminars and awareness activities aimed

at improving the understanding of the importance
of tourism development among local communities
can contribute to strengthening the tourism brand.
The involvement of residents in tourism development
processes increases the level of social responsibility
and contributes to the formation of a positive image
of the destination.

The study revealed several limiting factors
affecting the development of tourism brands in
small towns. Among them are insufficient digital
representation of tourism services, uneven quality
of service and limited marketing activities in
social media. According to the responses of some
respondents (RS, R19), the lack of digital information
about tourism services reduces the visibility of
destinations and complicates the planning of tourist
trips. The absence of up-to-date information about
accommodation facilities, catering services and
tourist routes may create additional barriers for
potential visitors.

In addition, the results indicate that the formation
of a tourism brand requires the creation of a favorable
overall atmosphere in the destination. The perception
of the destination is influenced not only by the
availability of natural and cultural resources, but
also by the emotional comfort of tourists and the
friendliness of the local population. Respondents (R15,
R13) noted that improving the level of service culture
and communication with tourists can significantly
strengthen the tourism brand of small towns.

Thus, the proposed 4D model provides a
conceptual framework for transforming small
towns of the Turkestan region from destinations
with tourism potential into territories with a
fully developed tourism brand. The integration
of uniqueness, digitalization, service quality and
diversification into a unified strategy contributes to
strengthening the competitiveness of small towns
and increasing their attractiveness in the regional
tourism system. The implementation of the model
can also contribute to the development of sustainable
tourism and the formation of a positive long-term
image of the region.

Conclusion. Research has shown that the
tourism brand of small towns of the Turkestan region
(Saryagash, Shardara) is still at the stage of formation.
As it turned out as a result of the conducted qualitative
research, the potential of Saryagash “medical and
recreational” and Shardara “beach and recreational”
is strong, but due to the lack of uniform standards
in the field of infrastructure and services, to some
extent hinders the full formation of a tourism brand.

The 4D tourism brand model proposed on the
basis of the conducted study is aimed at organizing
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the uniqueness, digital development of small towns,
the quality of service and the expansion of the
range of services provided. The introduction of this
model in the system of Destination Management
will increase the competitiveness of small towns in
the region and make them an international tourism
brand.

The practical significance of the study is that the
proposed ways for developing a tourism brand can
serve as a basis for regional tourism development
programs in the Turkestan region. A promising
area of research is the need to quantitatively assess
the effectiveness of public-private partnerships in
developing tourism brand in small towns.
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