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Annotation. The development of social media is changing the architecture of
information search and decision-making in the tourism market, since a significant
portion of information about destinations is no longer generated solely by
tourism organisations and official promotion channels, but also by consumers
themselves through photos, video materials, reviews, comments, ratings, and
recommendations. The study aims to identify the role of social media and
user-generated content in shaping consumers’ tourism choices in Kazakhstan and
to substantiate the mechanism by which digital information influences perceptions
of a tourist destination and the intention to travel. The study's methodological basis
includes the theory of information adoption, the concept of electronic word-of-
mouth (eWOM), the theory of trust in the source of information, and the Stimulus—
Organism—Response approach. The empirical part is based on official statistics
of the Republic of Kazakhstan, data on the development of domestic tourism
and e-commerce, and international digital statistics for 2021-2025. We applied
dynamic, comparative, and structural analysis, compared digital and tourism
indicators, and used conceptual modelling. By 2025, Kazakhstan had developed a
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large-scale digital audience: the number of Internet users reached 19.2 million, and
the number of social media user identifiers reached 15.7 million. At the same time,
the number of resident visitors served by accommodation facilities continued to
grow, and the volume of e-commerce services increased from 349.9 billion tenge
in 2021 to 2,477.3 billion tenge in 2025. User-generated content serves several
functions in the tourist choice process: informational, reputational, risk-reducing,
visual-emotional, and social confirmation. The author developed a model of tourist
choice formation in which the characteristics of user-generated content influence
trust and the image of the destination, then affect perceived value and risk, and
ultimately influence the intention to visit the destination and tourist choice. The
scientific novelty lies in distinguishing the direct informational impact of social
media from the indirect impact through trust, destination image, and eWOM, as
applied to the digital consumer environment in Kazakhstan.

Keywords: social media, user-generated content, UGC, eWOM, tourist choice,
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IIOJyNap, MiKipiaep, peHTUHTITEp MEH YCHIHBICTAP apKbUIBI TYTHIHYIIBIIAPIBIH
e3/1epi KaJbINTacThIpaabl. 3epTTeyaiH MaKcaThl KazakcTaHna TYTHIHYIIBLTIAPIBIH
TYPHUCTIK TaHJAYbIH KAJBIITACTHIPYIAaFhl QJIEYMETTIK KelliJiep MEH Mai1anaHybl
KOHTEHTIHIH POJIiH aHBIKTAY )KOHE TYPUCTIK 1€ CTHHAIIMSHBI KaObLITayFa )KoHE carap
yKacay HHeTiHe U (PIIBIK aKIMapaTThIH 9Ccep €Ty TETIT1H HeTi3/ey OOIbIT TaObLIa b,
3epTTeyiH 9/licCHaMabIK HeTi31H AKITapaTThIK KaObUIIAY TE€OPHSICHI, DIEKTPOHIBI
aybI3lla ceiiyiey TYKbIppIMAaMachl - 3eKTpoHabl Ces-aysiz (eWOM), akmapar
Ke3iHe JIETeH CeHIM TeopHsichl koHe Stimulus -gganism-Response Tacini Kypasl.
Owmrupukanbik 6emim Kazakcran PecnyOnnkachiHBIH peCMU CTaTUCTUKACKIHA, 11IK1
TypH3M MEH DJIEKTPOHJIBIK KOMMEPIIUSHBI JAMBITY Typajbl JepeKTepre, COHIai-
ak 2021-2025 >xpurmap/arsl XaablKapaidblK MUGPIBIK CTATUCTHKAFa HET13/IeITeH.
2025 xputra Kapaih Kazakcranna ayKeIMIbI ITUPPIBIK ayTUTOPHS KAJIBIITTaCKaHBI
aHBIKTAIR: VHTEpHET NaiimanaHymIbIapbiHbIH caHbl 19,2 MIIH ajgamFa KeTTi,
aJl QJIEYMETTIK KeIiJep/i MalJanmaHylbuiap UASHTH(QUKATOPIAPEIHBIH CaHBI -
15,7 mua. CoHBIMEH KaTap, OpHAJACTBIPY OPBIHIAPBIHAA KBI3MET KOPCETINTeH
PE3UIEHT-KENyIIIiJIep CaHbl OCY/li JKAIFACTBIPABI, al 3JEKTPOHIBIK KOMMEPIIHS
kbi3MeTTepinig kememi 2021 xeutrbl 349,9 mupa teHremeH 2025 KbuTel 2
477,3 MIpn TeHrere JediH yiFaiiipl. maiganaHybl KOHTEHTI TypUCTIK TaHaay
mpornecine OipHenie QyHKIUIapIsl OPbIHAAUTHIHBI KOPCETITeH: aKIapaTThIK,
Oenmenyi, KaOBUINAHATHIH TOYEKENJi TOMEHJIETETIH, BH3YaJIbI-OMOIOHAIIBI
xKoHe (YHKIUS OJEyMETTIK pactay. TypHCTIK TaHAaydbl KaJIbIITACTHIPYIBIH
ABTOPJIBIK MOJEIIi KacallJibl, OHJIa TaiIaJaHyIIbl Ma3MYHBIHBIH CHIIATTaMalapbl
JIECTUHAIMSHBIH CEHIMI MEH MMHJDKIHE, COJJaH KeWiH KaObLITaHAThIH KYH/IBLIBIK
MIEH TOYEKelTe, CalbIll KeNTeHe, JeCTHHAIUAFA XKoHe TYPHUCTIK TaHJayFa Oapy
HUeTiHe ocep eremi. ThulbIMH JkaHANBIK-Ka3akcTaHHBIH HHQPIBIK TYTHIHY
OpTachlHA KATBICTHI QJIEYMETTIK JKEIINIePIiH TiKeJIeH aKmaparThIK 9CEepiH JKOHE
CeHiM, ecTuHalus OeiiHeci xxoHe e WOM apKpUTbI )kKaHaMa ocepiep/Ii aXKbIpary.

Tyiiin ce3nep: oneymerTTik keninep, nainananymsl kouteHTi, UGC, ewom,
TYpPHUCTIK TaHAAy, TYTHIHYIIBUTAPABIH MiHE3-KYJIKbI, IECTUHAIUS OeHHeCi, CeHiM,
imki Typusm, Kazakcran
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AnHOTanusA. Pa3BuTHe COIMANBHBIX CETe H3MEHSAET apXUTEKTypy
WH(POPMALIMOHHOTO TIOMCKAa M NPUHATHS pPEIICHHH Ha TYPUCTCKOM PBIHKE,
MOCKOJIbKY 3HAYUTENbHAs 4aCTh CBEICHUH O JECTHHALUSIX OpMUpPYETCs YKe HE
TOJIBKO TYPUCTCKUMH OPTaHU3ALUSIMH U O(UIIHATLHBIMHI KaHATaMHU IPOJABHKEHHS,
HO M CaMUMH HOTPEOUTENSIMH TOCpelncTBOM (otorpaduii, BHICOMATEpPHUaOB,
OT3BIBOB, KOMMEHTapHeB, PEUTHHTOB U pekoMeHaanuil. llens wuccrenoBaHus
3aKJIIOYaeTCsl B BBIABJICHMM pOJM COLMAIBHBIX CeTell M TMOJIb30BaTEIbCKOIO
KOHTEHTa B ()OPMHUPOBAHUM TYPUCTCKOTO BBIOOpa moTpedureneli B Kazaxcrane n
000CHOBaHHMU MEXaHH3Ma BO3JCHCTBUS HU(POBOM MHPOPMALIUK HA BOCIPUSATHE
TYpUCTCKOM JECTUHAIIMM U HAMEPEHHE COBEPIINTH NMOE3AKY. MeTO0I0rHueCKyI0
OCHOBY HCCIICIOBaHHSI COCTaBHJIM TEOpUs HH(POPMALMOHHOTO IPHHATHS,
KOHLIENIHS DJIEKTPOHHOTO capadaHHOro pamuo - electronic word-of-mouth
(eWOM), Teopust noBepusi K HCTOYHHMKY WHPOpPMaUuu W moaxox Stimulus—
Organism—Response. Owmnupuueckas dYacTb OCHOBaHa Ha OQHUIHMAILHON
craructuke Pecybnuku KazaxcTtaH, 1aHHBIX O Pa3BUTHU BHYTPEHHETO TypH3Ma
U DIEKTPOHHON KOMMEpPIHH, a TaKKe MEXKIYHapOTHOHW HU(PPOBON CTaTUCTHKE
3a 2021-2025 rr. IlpuMeHeHBl MeETOABl AMHAMMYECKOTO, CPABHUTEIBHOTO U
CTPYKTYpHOTO aHaJli3a, COMOCTaBlICHHUS HU(POBBIX U TYPUCTCKHX IMOKa3aTenei
1 KOHIENTYalbHOTO MOJIETIMPOBaHUs. YcTaHOBJIEeHO, uyTo K 2025 1. B Ka3zaxcrane
copmupoBaach MacmTadHas nupoBasi ayJUTOPHS: KOJTHMUYECTBO MOJIb30BaTENCH
WutepHera noctursio 19,2 MIH Yen0BEK, a YMCI0 HACHTU(PUKATOPOB IMOJIb30BaTENeH
COLMANIBHBIX ceTel - 15,7 MiaH. OJHOBpEMEHHO YHUCIIO TOCETUTENEeH-PE3NIEHTOB,
00CITy’>KEHHBIX MECTaMH pa3MeILeHHsI, TPOJOKUIIO PACTH, & 00BEM AIIEKTPOHHON
KOMMepIu# ycayr ysenuuwmics ¢ 349,9 mapn tenre B 2021 . no 2 477,3 mapn
tenre B 2025 r. [lokazaHo, 4TO MOJIB30BaTENLCKUNA KOHTEHT BBITIOIHIET HECKOIBKO
¢$yHKLUH B Ipoliecce TypUCTCKOTO BEIOOpa: MHPOPMAIMOHHYIO, ey TallMOHHY IO,
CHIDKAIOILYI0 BOCIPUHUMAEMBIN PUCK, BU3YaJIbHO-OMOIMOHAIBHYIO U (YHKIHIO
COLMAJILHOTO MOATBepkIeHMs. Pa3paboTana aBropckas Moaenab (GOPMHPOBAHUS
TYpPUCTCKOTO BBIOOPA, B KOTOPOH XapaKTEPUCTUKH IOJIb30BATEIBCKOTO KOHTEHTA
BO3/ICHCTBYIOT Ha JOBEpHE U 00pa3 JeCTHHAIMH, Jaliee - Ha BOCIPHHUMAEMYIO
LIEHHOCTh U PUCK M, B KOHEYHOM CUETE, Ha HaMEpEeHHE MOCETUTh JI€CTUHALNIO
U TypHCTCKHH BbIOOp. HayuHast HOBHM3Ha COCTOMT B pasrpaHUUYCHUM MPSMOTO
WH(POPMALIMOHHOTO BO3JACHCTBUS COLMAIBHBIX CETe W ONOCPEeIOBaHHOTO
BO3/ICHCTBHSI uepe3 noBepue, o0pa3 nectuHaunu 1 eWOM npuUMEHHTENBHO K
uudpoBoii moTpeduTenabeKoi cpene Kasaxcrana.

KurodeBble cioBa: conuanbHble CeTH, MoJib3oBarenbckuil koHTeHT, UGC,
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eWOM, Ttypuctckuii BbIOOp, MOBeneHHE NOTpeOHTENeH, 00pa3 AeCTUHALNH,
JloBepue, BHyTpeHHUM Typu3m, Kazaxctan

Introduction. The digital transformation of the tourism market is accompanied
not only by changes in how tourism services are sold and promoted, but also by
changes in the consumer decision-making mechanism itself. If, in the early stages
of e-commerce development, the main source of information was the official
websites of tourism companies, hotels, and destination management bodies, then
the modern digital environment is characterised by a significant expansion of the
role of information created directly by users. Photos, short videos, social media
posts, comments, ratings, and reviews are becoming part of the tourism market's
information infrastructure.

This process is of particular importance for tourism. In most cases, a tourist
service is purchased before it is actually consumed and cannot be fully assessed
by the buyer in advance. Therefore, the choice of destination is associated
with information uncertainty and perceived risk. Under such conditions, other
travellers' experiences become an additional source of information, capable of
either confirming the marketing promises of tourism organisations or calling them
into question. As a result, electronic word of mouth, or eWOM, becomes one
element in the mechanism for generating tourist demand (Litvin et al., 2008).

Even in the early stages of tourist social media development, research found
that social platform content occupies a significant place in tourist information
search results and shapes the structure of the traveller's information field (Xiang,
Gretzel, 2010). Later studies have shown that the impact is determined not only by
the mere presence of information, but also by its quality, relevance, timeliness, and
reliability (Filieri, McLeay, 2014). The current stage is characterised by a further
shift towards visual and video content, as well as an increased role of trust in the
source.

For Kazakhstan, research into this issue is becoming particularly relevant
due to the simultaneous expansion of the domestic tourism market and the high
level of digital engagement among the population. In early 2025, the number of
internet users in the country was estimated at 19.2 million people, or 92.9% of
the population, and the number of social media user identifiers was 15.7 million,
which corresponded to 75.7% of the population. At the same time, Instagram's
potential advertising reach was about 12.4 million users (DataReportal, 2025).

High digital engagement creates an infrastructural prerequisite for the impact
of social media on tourist consumption, but on its own it does not prove a causal
link between the use of a social network and the actual trip. It is precisely this
distinction that is methodologically significant. The number of users characterises
the scale of potential informational impact. In contrast, tourist choice results from
a more complex sequence that includes information perception, evaluation, trust,
the formation of a destination image, comparison behaviours, and behavioural

intention.
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In a previous study, the authors demonstrated the relationship between the
expansion of the digital consumer environment and the development of domestic
tourism in Kazakhstan. They proposed distinguishing between digitalisation and
intellectualisation of the tourism market. In particular, they identified an increase
in the number of resident visitors served by accommodation facilities, as well
as a significant expansion of e-commerce and the digital acquisition of services.
However, which specific elements of the digital information space shape tourist
choice requires separate research.

In this regard, the research problem addressed in this work is the need to move
from a macro-level analysis of tourism digitalisation to an explanation of the
mechanisms through which social networks and user-generated content influence
consumer decisions.

The study aims to determine the role of social networks and user-generated
content in shaping consumers’ travel choices in Kazakhstan and to develop a
conceptual model of this influence.

To achieve the goal, the following tasks have been set: to systematise
theoretical approaches to the study of UGC and eWOM in tourism; to assess the
scale of the digital environment in which tourist choices are made in Kazakhstan;
to identify the key characteristics of user-generated content that can influence
consumer decisions; to reveal the role of trust, perceived risk, and the image of the
destination; to propose a mechanism for transforming the impact of social media
into the intention to visit a destination and the actual tourist choice.

Literature Review. Social media in tourism should be viewed not solely
as a channel for marketing communication, but as a multifaceted information
environment in which tourists, tourism businesses, destination organisations,
bloggers, and other content creators interact simultaneously.

One fundamental difference between such an environment and traditional
advertising is the shift in the information source. User-generated content (UGC)
is created primarily by consumers themselves. It includes photos, videos, texts,
comments, ratings, and reviews that reflect the subjective experience of using a
product or visiting a destination.

Xiang and Gretzel (2010) showed that social media is becoming an essential part
of online searches for tourism information, changing the competitive environment
for traditional tourism information providers. The importance of user-generated
content stems from the specific nature of the tourism product. A tourist is unable to
fully verify the quality of a future trip until the moment of consumption. Therefore,
when choosing a destination, consumers use indirect signals of quality: ratings
from other tourists, visual materials, facility ratings, the number of positive and
negative reviews, and their content.

Litvin, Goldsmith, and Pan identified eWOM as a significant channel of
interpersonal influence in hospitality and tourism. The authors noted that translating
traditional word-of-mouth communication into a digital environment radically
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increases the potential scale of influence one consumer can have on others (Litvin
et al., 2008).

The next area of research asks why one user review influences a decision while
another is ignored. Filieri and McLeay established the importance of accuracy,
relevance, timeliness, and added value of information, as well as product ratings,
for travellers’ acceptance of information from online reviews (Filieri, McLeay,
2014). Thus, the impact of UGC depends not so much on the total volume of
information as on the combination of content characteristics and the consumer’s
perception of it.

Within the framework of the information adoption model, the following
sequence is assumed: information quality — information usefulness — information
acceptance — behavioural intention. Studies of eWOM in social media show that
the quality and reliability of information influence the intention to make a purchase
through the perception of its usefulness and subsequent adoption (Erkan, Evans,
2016).

For tourist behaviour, this chain needs to be supplemented with trust. The
consumer faces information asymmetry: it is impossible to reliably determine
whether a publication reflects real experience or is a commercially motivated
communication. Therefore, the perceived authenticity of the source becomes part
of the assessment of tourist information.

Modern studies confirm the growing importance of this mechanism. The study
of user-generated tourist videos revealed that the perceived aesthetic properties
and credibility of video content are positively related to electronic trust, and
the latter is related to eWOM and the intention to choose a tourist destination.
The study was based on data from 532 members of Generation Z and combined
Source Credibility Theory and the Stimulus—Organism—Response model. A
systematic review of the factors influencing the choice of a tourist destination also
highlights the quality of content, eWOM, destination characteristics, the source
of information, and the user’s own characteristics as separate groups of factors
(Azevedo-Ferreira, Zouain, 2024).

The visual component plays a special role. The tourist product is well adapted
to visual communication, since natural landscapes, architecture, gastronomy,
cultural events, and tourist experiences can be presented in the form of photo and
video content. Munar and Jacobsen showed that tourists tend to actively share
visual forms of content, and the motivation depends on the type of social platform
and the nature of the content (Munar, Jacobsen, 2014). Finally, social media
influences not only the pre-trip selection stage. The modern approach considers
UGC within the framework of the complete customer journey. Before the trip,
it serves an informational and inspirational function; during the trip, it is used to
select destinations and activities; after the trip, the traveller becomes a producer
of information that influences the subsequent behaviour of other consumers. The
2025 literature review confirms the presence of social media and UGC at all three

stages of the tourist experience.
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Consequently, a user of tourist services simultaneously performs two
functions — that of a consumer of digital content and that of its producer. It is this
cyclical nature that distinguishes modern social media from one-way advertising
channels. Based on the reviewed literature, this study identifies six central
factors influencing UGC: information quality, reliability, visual appeal, perceived
authenticity, social proof, and electronic trust. Their impact is primarily mediated
by the image of the destination, perceived value, and risk.

Materials and methods. The research methodology was developed to evaluate
social media and user content not only as tools for the digital promotion of tourism
services, but also as elements of the information environment in which consumer
choice is formed. Unlike approaches that directly link the development of digital
communications to the growth of tourism demand, this study uses a multi-level
analytical logic that distinguishes between the macro level of digitalisation, the
characteristics of user content, and the mechanism of individual tourism decision-
making.

The empirical analysis covers the period from 2021 to 2025 primarily. The choice
of this period is due to the acceleration of digitalization processes in consumer
behavior after pandemic restrictions, the growth of e-commerce in services,
and the expansion of digital channels for searching for tourism information in
Kazakhstan. For certain macroeconomic indicators of tourism, the time series ends
in 2024, since at the time of the study the last published Tourism Satellite Account
by the Bureau of National Statistics refers to 2024. In such cases, the indicators
for 2025 were not extrapolated, which made it possible to avoid mixing official
statistics and estimated values. At the same time, the statistics on the activities of
accommodation facilities for January—December 2025 were officially published
on April 1, 2026. (Bureau of National Statistics, 2026).

The information base of the study consisted of data from the Bureau of National
Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of
Kazakhstan on e-commerce, the Tourism Support Account and the activities of
accommodation facilities, as well as international statistics from DataReportal,
which characterise the penetration of the Internet and the scale of use of social
platforms in Kazakhstan. Additionally, the results of modern international
studies on user-generated content, electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), trust in
digital sources, and the formation of a tourist destination’s image were used. The
study's methodological framework integrates three theoretical approaches. The
first is represented by the information adoption model, according to which the
consumer evaluates the quality and usefulness of digital information before it is
included in the decision-making process. The second is source credibility theory,
which suggests that a message's persuasiveness depends not only on its content
but also on the perceived reliability, competence, and authenticity of its author.
The third approach is based on the Stimulus—Organism—Response model, which
treats user-generated content as an external stimulus, trust and the image of the
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destination as an internal cognitive-emotional response, and the intention to visit a
tourist destination and the subsequent choice as a behavioural outcome.

Within the framework of the study, social networks are considered as the digital
infrastructure for forming a tourist decision; user-generated content is seen as the
set of photos, video materials, reviews, ratings, recommendations, and comments
created by consumers; eWOM is seen as the dissemination of user ratings and
recommendations in an electronic environment.

For quantitative analysis, we used methods for analysing time series, calculating
absolute and relative changes, and conducting structural and comparative analysis.
The rate of change was calculated using the formula:

T =((X./ Xo) — 1) x 100,

where X is the value of the indicator in the final period; Xo is the value of the
indicator in the base period.

The change in share indicators was assessed in percentage points.

At the conceptual level, the method of sequential modelling of consumer choice
was used. The initial characteristics of the impact were identified as the quality of
user information, its reliability and authenticity, visual appeal, and eWOM. The
intermediate variables are electronic trust, destination image, perceived value, and
perceived risk. The resulting components are the intention to visit the destination
and the tourist choice itself.

Thus, the analytical framework of the study is as follows:

digital environment — social media — user-generated content — assessment
of the quality and reliability of information — electronic trust — destination
image — perceived value and risk — intention to make a trip — tourist choice.

When interpreting the results, we considered an important methodological
limitation. The coincidence of trends in digital activity and the tourism market
is not taken as proof of a direct cause-and-effect relationship. Tourism demand
depends on household incomes, prices, transport accessibility, infrastructure
quality, seasonality, institutional factors, and other conditions. Therefore,
aggregated statistics are used to determine the scale of the environment in which
the mechanism of digital influence operates, rather than to prove that the growth in
the number of social media users directly causes an increase in tourist trips.

Results. The results show that by 2025, Kazakhstan had a digital environment
in which social networks could potentially reach a large share of the tourism
market's consumer audience. According to DataReportal, at the beginning of 2025,
the number of internet users in the country reached 19.2 million, corresponding to
92.9% of'the population. The number of social media user identifiers was estimated
at 15.7 million, or 75.7% of the population. At the same time, about 81.5% of the
country’s internet audience used social media (DataReportal, 2025).
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The prevalence of visual social platforms is of particular importance for tourism
marketing. The potential advertising audience for Instagram in Kazakhstan at the
beginning of 2025 amounted to 12.4 million users, or 64.4% of the country’s
entire internet audience. At the same time, TikTok’s advertising tools reached
15.7 million users aged 18 and over. These indicators do not represent the number
of unique users and cannot be interpreted as the number of toucharacteriseer; they
charalargeize an extremely large potential scale of distribution of user-generated
visual content (DataReportal, 2025).

The main characteristics of the digital environment are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 — Main indicators of the digital consumer environment in Kazakhstan in 2025.

Indicator 2025
Internet users, million people 19,2
Internet penetration, % of the population 92,9
Social media user identifiers, million 15,7
Social media users, % of the population 75,7
Share of social media users among the internet audience, % 81,5
Potential Instagram audience, million 12,4
Instagram reach relative to the internet audience, % 64,4
Note: social media metrics characterise user identities and potential advertising reach, and do not
always correspond to the number of unique individuals.

Source: compiled by the authors based on DataReportal data (2025).

The data in Table 1 show that digital infrastructure is no longer a limiting
factor for the dissemination of tourism information in Kazakhstan. With Internet
penetration exceeding 90% and the widespread use of social media, user-generated
content has the potential to be present at almost all stages of the tourist customer
journey - from the initial emergence of interest in a destination to the choice of
accommodation and the publication of one’s own review after the trip is completed.

A key driver of this shift in consumer behaviour is the growth of e-commerce.
If retail e-commerce volume amounted to 482.0 billion tenge in 2021, it reached
768.8 billion tenge in 2025. Over the period under consideration, the volume
increased approximately 7.8-fold, or by 681.9%. The share of e-commerce in total
retail trade volume increased from 3.6% to 14.3%, i.e., by 10.7 percentage points
(Bureau of National Statistics, 2026).

E-commerce in services is even more directly related to the tourism market.
Its volume increased from 349.9 billion tenge in 2021 to 2,477.3 billion tenge
in 2025, i.e., by approximately 7.1 times. Absolute growth amounted to 2,127.4
billion tenge, and relative growth was approximately 608%. The dynamics are
presented in Table 2.
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Table 2 — Dynamics of e-commerce in Kazakhstan in 2021-2025.

Indicator 2021 (2022 2023 2024 2025 Change
2025/2021
Retail e-commerce, billion tenge 482,0 |1963,5 |2439,8 |3156,4 |3768,8 |+681,9%

Share of e-commerce in retail trade, % | 3,6 12,5 12,7 14,1 14,3 +10,7 m.m.
E-commerce of services, billion tenge |349,9 |1 186,5 |1602,6 (24434 |2477,3 |+607,9%
Note: the figures for 2022-2025 were compiled by the Bureau of National Statistics, taking into
account marketplaces.

Source: calculated and compiled by the authors based on data from the Bureau of National Statistics
of the Republic of Kazakhstan (2026).

As Table 2 shows, the most intensive structural restructuring of digital
consumption occurred in the first half of the period under consideration. At the
same time, growth continued up to 2025. In 2025, 81.8% of the total volume
of e-commerce services was sold through marketplaces, while 18.2% was sold
through companies’ own online resources (Bureau of National Statistics, 2026).

This structure is of fundamental importance for interpreting tourist behaviour.
Consumers increasingly interact not with a single company in an isolated
information space, but with a digital platform that simultaneously displays
a commercial offer, ratings, user reviews, feedback, photos, and comparable
alternatives. As a result, the process of information search and the purchasing
process are gradually merging.

Alongside the digitalisation of the consumer environment, tourism market
value indicators continued to grow. According to the Tourism Support Account,
consumption related to domestic tourism increased from 2,759.6 billion tenge
in 2023 to 3,162.8 billion tenge in 2024, i.e., by 14.6%. Expenditures directly
related to domestic tourism increased from 1,061.4 to 1,278.9 billion tenge, or
by approximately 20.5%. The gross value added generated directly in tourism
reached 1,418.5 billion tenge, with a physical volume index of 103.7% (Bureau of
National Statistics, 2026).

Table 3 — Key indicators of the development of the tourism market in Kazakhstan.

Indicator 2023 2024 Change
Consumption related to domestic tourism, billion tenge |2 759,6 3162,8 +14,6%
Expenditures related to domestic tourism, billion tenge |1 061,4 12789 +20,5%
Expenditures related to inbound tourism, billion tenge 1172,3 13249 +13,0%
Total domestic tourism expenditures, billion tenge 22337 2 603,8 +16,6%
Direct gross value added from tourism, billion tenge — 1418,5 —

Note: The tourism satellite account is published with a time lag; official figures for 2025 were not
available at the time of the study and were not calculated by the authors independently.

Source: calculated by the authors based on data from the Bureau of National Statistics of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (2026).

Thus, the analysis reveals the simultaneous expansion of three interrelated
environments: digital communication, electronic acquisition of goods and services,
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and tourist consumption. However, this result is not sufficient to explain tourist
choice. The next stage of the study aimed to identify the mechanisms through
which user information can be transformed into behavioural intention.

Systematising empirical studies made it possible to identify five characteristics
of digital content most closely related to tourist decision-making: information
value, reliability, authenticity, visual appeal, and eWOM.

The first result is related to the information value of UGC. Unlike a standardised
advertising message, a user-generated post often includes specific information
about the property's actual condition, transport accessibility, prices, congestion,
service quality, and stay details. As a result, user-generated content can reduce
the gap between the information provided by the organisation and the actual
consumption experience.

The second factor is reliability and perceived authenticity. The user evaluates
not only what is reported about the destination but also how much the message
resembles an independent description of the real experience. In modern conditions,
this factor gains additional significance due to the commercialisation of blogging
and the spread of advertising integrations.

The third factor is visual appeal. The tourist product is highly visual, so images
and video can shape an emotional perception of the territory even before rational
comparison of alternatives begins. Experimental studies from 2024 show that visual
and textual elements of user-generated content influence aesthetic assessments,
mental images, trust, and subsequent behavioural intentions (Li et al., 2024).

The fourth factor is electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM). Unlike a single
message, eWOM creates a cumulative informational effect. The repetition of
similar assessments by different users can serve as a form of social confirmation,
while the persistent repetition of negative information increases the perceived risk.

The fifth component is related to electronic trust. This systematisation makes
it possible to view trust not as an independent outcome of digital communication,
but as a central intermediate mechanism through which UGC characteristics are
transformed into tourist intention.

The resulting system of factors is presented in Table 4.

Table 4 — The mechanism of influence of social networks and user-generated content on
tourist choice

Factor The content of the impact: | Intermediate effect | Behavioural outcome:

UGC quality Completeness, relevance, | Increase in perceived | Continued search, inclusion
and specificity of the utility of the destination in the set
information. of alternatives;

Credibility Consistency of the Trust formation Acceptance of information;

information with the
perceived real experience.

Authenticity Absence of signs Trust strengthening | Increased persuasiveness of
of excessive the message;
commercialisation.
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Visual appeal Photo and video Cognitive and Growth in interest and
representation of the tourist | emotional image of | intention to visit;
experience. the destination

eWOM Reviews, ratings, and Social confirmation | Strengthening or revision of
recommendations from the choice;
other users.

Negative UGC | Complaints, criticism, Increase in perceived | Rejection or search for
and visual evidence of risk alternatives;
shortcomings.

Electronic trust | Confidence in the Reduction of Increased likelihood of
reliability of the source and | uncertainty making a decision;
the information.

Destination Integral Increase or decrease | Intention to visit;

image cognitive-emotional in attractiveness
perception.

Perceived risk | Uncertainty regarding the | Increased caution Rejection, postponement, or
quality and conditions of change of choice.
the trip.

Source: developed by the authors based on the results of the study.

The obtained results made it possible to formulate a model in which the social
network itself is not defined as the direct cause of tourist choice. The main object
of influence is user content, and the relationship between informational influence
and the final decision is of an indirect nature: social networks — UGC/eWOM —
informational value + reliability + visual appeal — electronic trust — destination
image — perceived value and risk — intention to visit — tourist choice.

At the same time, the model has a cyclical nature. After completing a trip,
the consumer can independently create photos, videos, ratings, or reviews, which
become an informational resource for subsequent potential tourists. Therefore,
the modern tourist is both a consumer and a producer of marketing-relevant
information.

Discussion. The results obtained confirm the need to revise the traditional
understanding of social networks as solely a channel for promoting tourist products.
Given the high level of digital engagement among the population of Kazakhstan,
their role is becoming significantly broader: social platforms are gradually
transforming into an information infrastructure for making consumer decisions.

This conclusion aligns with international studies, but it allows for a more
precise specification of the mechanism of influence in the context of Kazakhstan.
Modern studies show that the capabilities of social media can directly influence
the cognitive and affective image of a tourist destination, while social presence
and parasocial interaction act as additional mediators in this process (Chen et al.,
2024). A study of a rural tourist destination using a two-stage dataset of 1,751
observations confirmed a significant relationship between the characteristics of
the social media environment and the formation of various components of the
destination’s image.
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In the context of this study, this means that the impact of social media on tourist
choice should not be measured solely by the frequency of platform use. The mere
fact of regular use of Instagram, TikTok, or YouTube does not yet explain why a
particular user chooses a specific destination. More significant are the properties of
the information with which he interacts, and the cognitive and emotional reactions
that arise on their basis.

A particularly important result is the distinction between digital reach and
behavioural influence. The presence of 15.7 million social media user identifiers
in Kazakhstan indicates the size of the potential audience. However, it does not
support the claim that a similar number of people make tourism-related decisions
under the influence of social platforms. DataReportal specifically warns that social
media user identity metrics do not necessarily correspond to unique individuals
(DataReportal, 2025).

Therefore, the high prevalence of social media represents a condition for digital
influence, but not its outcome.

The results obtained allow us to propose a transition from a simplified model:

social media — tourist choice

to a multi-stage mechanism:

social platform — content of user-generated posts — assessment of reliability
and usefulness — trust — formation of a destination image — assessment of risk
and value — intention — choice.

This approach is consistent with more recent research. A comparison of
user-generated and company-generated content has shown that different types
of social information can have different effects on the attitude towards a tourist
destination, its image and intention to visit the territory; in an empirical study of
284 respondents, PLS-SEM was used to verify such connections (Suhartanto et
al., 2024).

The revealed role of the visual component deserves special attention. The tourist
product has the property of preliminary visualisation: users can form an idea of
the landscape, architecture, accommodation, gastronomy, and possible types of
activities even before the trip. For this reason, a photograph or a short video serves
not only an informational function but also an emotional and motivational one.

For Kazakhstan, this circumstance is of particular importance. The country’s
tourism potential includes visually distinct natural and cultural spaces —
mountainous areas in the southeast, canyons, lake systems, the Caspian coast,
national parks, steppe territories, and historical and sacred sites. Accordingly,
user-generated visual content can serve as an initial introduction to destinations
that were previously outside the traditional range of tourist options available to
consumers.

International results confirm that not only the content of the image matters,
but also the source of the publication. An experimental study of tourist posts on
Instagram revealed differences in the audience’s response to posts by influencers
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and ordinary users, and the type of tourist attraction and the psychological
characteristics of the viewer also influenced the intention to visit the relevant
territory (Kim, Kim, 2024).

This allows us to refine the proposed model: user-generated content cannot
be considered a completely homogeneous category. Posts by residents, tourists,
professional bloggers, and influencers can foster different types of trust and varying
degrees of engagement. An analysis of approximately 142,000 Instagram posts
also revealed significant differences between the content created by residents,
tourists, and influencers when shaping the image of a destination.

Another key result of the study is the establishment of the central role of
trust. For a tourism product, this mechanism is particularly important due to
the impossibility of fully assessing the service before its actual consumption. A
potential tourist is forced to use indirect quality signals — reviews, user photos,
ratings, comments, and the experiences of other travelers.

Modern studies of user-generated tourism videos confirm this connection. It
has been established that the aesthetic properties and credibility of user-generated
video are linked to electronic trust, eWOM, and the intention to choose a tourist
destination; the corresponding model combines Source Credibility Theory and the
Stimulus—Organism—Response model (2025-2026).

However, the growing importance of user-generated content also creates
a new problem. The line between organic recommendation and commercial
communication becomes less obvious. An influencer may present paid content
in the form of a personal travel experience, and the technical development of
generative artificial intelligence simplifies the creation of realistic images and text
reviews that are not based on a real visit to the destination.

Therefore, in the long term, the key limiting resource of the digital travel
market may not be the volume of information, but trust in its origin.

The results also allow for a different interpretation of the development of
e-commerce in Kazakhstan. The growth of e-commerce in services from 349.9
billion tenge in 2021 to 2,477.3 billion tenge in 2025 shows not just an increase
in the number of online transactions. It reflects the institutionalisation of the
digital customer journey, in which information search, option comparison, review
assessment, and the actual purchase increasingly take place in the digital space.

For tourism, this means reducing the distance between information exposure
and the commercial decision. The user can see a short video about the destination,
go to the reviews, compare accommodation options, and make a booking without
leaving the digital environment. As a result, marketing communication becomes
part of an uninterrupted digital sequence, rather than a separate stage before the
transaction is completed.

At the same time, comparing statistical indicators does not allow us to conclude
that the spread of social media caused the increase in tourist consumption.
Domestic consumption grew to 1,162.8 billion tenge in 2024, and spending on

627 () O &




SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL OF PEDAGOGY AND ECONOMICS 5.2026

domestic tourism increased simultaneously with digitalisation; however, tourism
dynamics are shaped by a much broader range of factors (Bureau of National
Statistics, 2026).

Therefore, the main scientific significance of the obtained results lies not in
proving the correlation between the number of accounts and the number of trips,
but in explaining the mechanism through which digital information can participate
in decision-making.

The practical conclusions of the study are directly related to a change in
the approach to managing tourism marketing. For destination management
organisations, increasing the number of official publications is not enough. It is
necessary to manage the entire digital information ecosystem of the territory:
monitor user reviews, identify recurring issues, encourage the creation of organic
content, interact with publication authors, and ensure that the digital image aligns
with the real tourist experience.

For tourism businesses, the results mean an increased role for digital
reputation. A negative review affects not only the business’s relationship with a
specific customer. It remains accessible to an indefinitely wide audience of future
consumers and is included in their risk assessment process.

For regional marketing in Kazakhstan, user-generated content is particularly
promising in relation to lesser-known domestic destinations. Given limited
marketing budgets, publications by real visitors can simultaneously increase the
territory’s visibility and provide potential tourists with practical information that
is absent in traditional advertising.

Thus, the analysis suggests a shift from a model of digital promotion of a
tourist destination to a model of digital co-creation of its image. In the first model,
the organisation primarily formulates and conveys the marketing message on its
own. In the second case, official content coexists with thousands of independent
user interpretations, and the final image of the destination is formed as a result of
their interaction.

It is this transformation that represents the main difference of the modern
digital stage in the development of tourism marketing and determines the growing
influence of social media and user-generated content on consumers’ travel choices
in Kazakhstan.

Conclusion. The study has shown that social media and user-generated content
are becoming significant elements of the information environment in which the
tourist choice of consumers in Kazakhstan is formed. High internet penetration,
a large audience on social platforms, and the rapid growth of e-commerce create
objective prerequisites for transferring a significant part of the tourist customer
journey to the digital environment. At the beginning of 2025, the number of
internet users in Kazakhstan reached 19.2 million, and the number of social media
user identifiers reached 15.7 million. At the same time, the volume of e-commerce
services increased from 349.9 billion tenge in 2021 to 2,477.2 billion tenge in
2025.
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At the same time, the research results show that the influence of social media
on tourist choices cannot be reduced to a simple effect of digital reach.

The quality of user-generated content and its perception by consumers becomes
decisive. Key characteristics include reliability, informational value, relevance,
authenticity, visual appeal, and social validation. Their influence is exerted
primarily through the formation of electronic trust, the image of the destination,
perceived value, and the level of risk.

The proposed authorial model describes the following sequence: social
networks — user-generated content — content evaluation — trust — destination
image — perceived value and risk — intention to visit — tourist choice — tourist
experience — new user-generated content.

The study's scientific novelty lies in conceptualising tourist choice as a cyclical
digital process in which the consumer sequentially acts as a recipient, interpreter,
and producer of tourist information. The study further substantiates the gap
between social media's potential digital reach and its actual behavioural impact.

The practical significance of the results lies in the potential for organisations
managing tourist destinations, tourism enterprises, and regional governing bodies
to use the proposed model when developing digital marketing strategies. The focus
should be shifted from the quantitative increase in publications to enhancing the
credibility, relevance, and informational value of digital tourism content.

The study's limitation is its reliance on aggregated statistical data, which makes
it possible to establish the conditions and scale of digitalisation but does not allow
a quantitative assessment of the effect of a specific type of UGC on an individual
tourist’s decision.

Therefore, a promising continuation of the study is to conduct a representative
survey of consumers in Kazakhstan and empirically test the proposed model using
structural modelling, where the independent variables will be the quality of UGC,
reliability, visual appeal, and eWOM; the mediators will be trust and the image
of the destination; and the dependent variables will be the intention to visit the
destination and tourist choice.
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