Geojournal of Tourism and Geosites Year XIX, vol. 67, no. 3, 2026, p.2335-2344
ISSN 2065-0817, E-ISSN 2065-1198 DOI 10.30892/gtg.67345-1857

TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN THE WEST KAZAKHSTAN ECONOMIC DISTRICT:
CURRENT TRENDS AND FORECASTS

Bagdagul IMANBEKOVA '@, Zhulduz NIZAMATDINOVA ?*'®, Aliya AKTYMBAYEVA '@,
Yerlan ISSAKOV ?*®, Ardak BEISEMBINOVA '@, Aitolkyn MOLDAGALIYEVA '@,
Yeldar NURULY '®, Gulbaram KULAKHMETOVA @, Tamara GAJIC °%7®, Lérant Dénes DAVID *#

! Farabi University, Faculty of Geography and Environmental Sciences, Almaty, Kazakhstan; saulet.78@mail.ru (B.l.);
aliya.aktymbayeva@kaznu.edu.kz  (A.A); ardak _bs@mail.ru (A.B.); moldagaliyeva.aitolkyn2016@gmail.com (A.M.);
yeldar.nuruly@kaznu.edu.kz (Y.N.); gulbaram.kulakhmetova@kaznu.edu.kz (G.K.)

2 Abai Kazakh National Pedagogical University, Faculty of Natural Sciences and Geography, Department of Geography and Ecology,
Almaty, Kazakhstan; zhulduz.nizamatdinova@yu.edu.kz (Z.N.); erlan.issakov@gmail.com (Y.l.)

3 Yessenov University, Faculty of Business and Tourism, Department of International Relations and Tourism, Aktau, Kazakhstan;
zhulduz.nizamatdinova@yu.edu.kz (Z.N.)

* Széchenyi Istvan University, Kautz Gyula Faculty of Business and Economics, Department of Tourism and Hospitality, Gyér,
Hungary; erlan.issakov@gmail.com (.l.); dr.david.lorant@gmail.com (L.D.D.)

® Geographical Institute “Jovan Cviji¢”, Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, Belgrade, Serbia; tamara.gajic.1977@gmail.com (T.G.)

® University Business Academy in Novi Sad, Faculty of Organizational Studies-EDUKA, Belgrade, Serbia; tamara.gajic.
1977@gmail.com (T.G.)

" Swiss School of Business and Management, Geneva, Switzerland; tamara.gajic.1977@gmail.com (T.G.)

8 John von Neumann University, Faculty of Economics and Business, Kecskemét, Hungary; david.lorant.denes@nje.hu (L.D.D.);
Hungarian University of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Institute of Rural Development and Sustainable Economy, G6d6ll6,
Hungary; david.lorant.denes@uni-mate.hu (L.D.D.); E6tvds Lorand University, Faculty of Social Sciences, Savaria University
Centre, Savaria Department of Business Economics, Szombathely, Hungary; david.lorant.denes@sek.elte.hu (L.D.D.)

Citation: Imanbekova, B., Nizamatdinova, Z., Aktymbayeva, A., Issakov, Y., Beisembinova, A., Moldagaliyeva, A., Nuruly, Y.,
Kulakhmetova, G., Gaji¢, T., & David, L.D. (2026). Tourism development in the West Kazakhstan economic district: Current
trends and forecasts. Geojournal of Tourism and Geosites, 67(3), 2335-2344. https://doi.org/10.30892/qgtq.67345-1857

Abstract: As a major economic diversification strategy, tourism in Kazakhstan has gained significant attention as a means of
economic development in the region, but the West Kazakhstan Economic District is still underresearched. The paper fills the
latter gap by integrating both bibliometric analysis of the scientific output and econometriczuposanue of the tourism flows to the
four administrative units of the Aktobe, Atyrau, West Kazakhstan and Mangystau. With an emphasis on the official statistical
trends related to the years 2003-2024, we review the patterns of visitors, housing facilities, and occupancy rates, and place the
results of the empirical study in the context of the general academic discourse on the theme of sustainable tourism, cultural
heritage, and regional inequalities. Bibliometric analysis (PRISMA and VVOSviewer) shows that there is an increasing tendency
of the research to move away from descriptive methods and more advanced analytical techniques, but the Western regions are
still left behind in the scope of scientific interest. According to our econometric forecasts, on the basis of HoltWanters
exponential smoothing model (ETS), we can see the existence of heterogeneous trends among regions: Mangystau is the main
region of growth with high stability and rising tourist expenditures, and Aktobe and West Kazakhstan are gradually, yet steadily
improved. In turn, Atyrau is very volatile, indicating a structural mismatch between demand and supply. The combination of
bibliometric knowledge with time-series forecasting offers contributions to theory and practice, including evidence of uneven
development in tourism in Kazakhstan and the presence of the district as a microcosm of the larger national issues. The results
highlight the necessity of policy cohortation, which balances infrastructural investments, institutional redesign and input of local
communities, in a bid to guarantee the sustainability of tourism development in the western region of the nation.

Keywords: West Kazakhstan district, tourism development, bibliometric analysis, ETS model, forecasting, sustainable tourism

* * * * * *

INTRODUCTION

The development of tourism in Kazakhstan has attracted increasing attention in recent decades, as it represents an
important instrument of diversification of the national economy and regional development. The need for a sustainable
model of tourism and regionally differentiated policies is emphasized in the literature (Aimagambetov et al., 2017; Trisi¢ et
al., 2021). Research indicates that tourism can contribute to local communities through employment, income growth and
infrastructural development (Aliyeva et al., 2019), while the concept of the "experience economy" confirms the growing
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demand for authentic experiences and cultural values (Kenzhebekov et al., 2021). More modern works, based on advanced
econometric analyses, enable a deeper understanding of tourism demand factors and more reliable development forecasts
(Serikbayeva et al., 2025), while limited resources, insufficient promotion and infrastructural weaknesses are recognized as
key challenges in the field of ecotourism (Tleuberdinova et al., 2025). Despite the growing literature, tourism in the West
Economic District of Kazakhstan remains under-researched, although the region possesses significant natural and cultural
resources and lags in diversification and strategic positioning (Smanov et al., 2025).

This gap justifies the goal of the research: providing a comprehensive insight into the current state of tourism in West
Kazakhstan and identifying key opportunities and perspectives for future development, through linking a systematic review
of the literature with bibliometric analysis and econometric forecasts.

RQ1. How did the trends in the number of visitors in the regions of West Kazakhstan change during the period 2003—
2024, and are there significant differences between them?

RQ2. To what extent did the changes in the number of rooms and the occupancy rate follow the growth of tourist traffic
and can we talk about overcapacity in certain regions?

RQ3. How do the relationships between the number of visitors and the income from accommodation differ by region
and what does this say about the average spending of tourists?

RQ4. What are the main thematic areas and research trends in the tourism literature in Kazakhstan and to what extent
have the western regions been represented in scholarly analyses?

RQ5. What forecasts of the development of tourism until 2030 does it provide?

The innovativeness of this study is reflected in its integrated approach that connects the analysis of empirical data on
tourist flows with a bibliometric review of research production. In this way, the work simultaneously illuminates real
economic trends and the way in which they are recognized in the scientific community. A special contribution lies in the
use of the ETS model (Holt-Winters Exponential Smoothing Model) for forecasting future trends in tourism in West
Kazakhstan, with precise validation of the forecast through relevant metrics. This methodological framework enables more
reliable forecasting and offers practical guidelines for the improvement of regional tourism policies.

At the same time, the study opens new directions of research in the context of the Central Asian area, providing a basis
for comparative analyzes and the transfer of knowledge to similar economic and social frameworks.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The development of tourism in Kazakhstan attracts the attention of researchers, but approaches in the literature develop
in different directions. Early works, such as that of Batyrova et al. (2018), provide useful insights into structural problems
of competitiveness and institutional weaknesses, but critically, their focus on identifying barriers does not deepen
understanding of the mechanisms of sustainable development. Also, the works that follow (Ramazanova et al., 2019; Seken
et al., 2019) often dwell on descriptive analyses, recognizing the potential of rural tourism, but without providing concrete
solutions for overcoming infrastructural and promotional barriers. Although these works emphasize the importance of rural
tourism, they are not sufficiently linked to concrete institutional strategies that would enable long-term sustainability.

Kozhokulov et al. (2019) provide a valuable analysis of the socioeconomic effects of tourism in the Issyk-Kul region of
Kyrgyzstan, but their research, like most similar studies in Kazakhstan, is not fully applied to the western part of the
country, and often ignores the specific challenges that Kazakhstan faces in terms of regional dislocation and political
factors. In the following works, like Altynbassov et al. (2021) and Chlachula et al. (2021), there is a broader framework,
which includes aspects of education, regulation and ecotourism, but these are still not linked to economic projections and
sustainable development models. Many studies fail to conduct analyzes that would allow for the assessment of the long-
term effects of these initiatives, while their recommendations are often based on general claims about potential without
clear concrete guidelines for implementation. Since 2023, research has increasingly focused on the specifics of each region,
but works such as those of Sergeyeva et al. (2023) and Saparov et al. (2024) still limit the analyzes to the micro level, not
integrating quantitative models that would allow the creation of predictions for future development.

Salauatova et al. (2024) and Kadyrbekova et al. (2024) shift the focus to cultural heritage and its strategic application in
tourism, but do not offer concrete instruments to overcome the recognition of cultural resources as market value. Although
these works can be considered significant for the detailed investigation of micro aspects of tourism, their contribution to
strategic planning and implementation remains weak due to the lack of quantitative tools and long-term forecasts. Recent
studies, such as the works of Omirzakova & Wendt (2025) and Konysbek et al. (2025), focus on institutional and
infrastructural constraints, but still do not consider the complexity of institutions that shape tourism development in the
specific regional and cultural contexts of Kazakhstan. Panibratov et al. (2025) provide a broader perspective through the
analysis of international integration, but their work does not deal deeply enough with the challenges that Kazakhstan has in
terms of developing sustainable tourism, taking into account the environmental, social and political spheres.

Although the results of these researches are useful, their practical application and integration into actual policies and
strategies of tourism development in Kazakhstan remains uncertain and undefined. Previous literature shows that
researchers have successfully identified the key challenges and resources of tourism in Kazakhstan, but often without
quantitative validation and forecasts to enable operational planning. Wendt (2020) provides a critical review of the
weaknesses of previous research, emphasizing the need for quantitative models and geoinformation tools, which is directly
related to our bibliometric approach. Similarly, Daye et al. (2020) emphasize that the development of tourism in Kazakhstan
should not be viewed in isolation, but within the framework of international processes, especially in the context of China's
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"Belt and Road" initiative. Their work is methodologically based on qualitative approaches through the analysis of the views
of local stakeholders, which is important for understanding the political-economic conditioning of the tourism sector, but at the
same time shows limitations when it comes to measuring long-term trends and predicting future flows.

Despite these contributions, the methodological base of tourism research in Kazakhstan remains modest. Dominant
methods still include descriptive statistics, comparative case studies and qualitative surveys, while GIS analysis and
bibliometric approaches are occasionally used to map potential and research trends (Chashina et al., 2020; Popovi¢ et
al., 2025). However, econometric time series and ETS forecasting models are rarely included in analyses, even though
they would enable more reliable forecasts and operational planning. For example, Akhmedenov (2020) assesses the
possibilities of religious tourism in West Kazakhstan, but uses descriptive and evaluative methods, without including
projections that would confirm the long-term potential of the identified resources.

Similarly, studies of natural recreational potential (Chashina et al., 2020) map resources and indicate their
importance, but do not offer quantitative models to show development dynamics. In this sense, the justification of our
methodology stems precisely from the lack of works that connect bibliometric analysis of research production (using
PRISMA and VOSviewer protocols) with econometric forecasts of tourist traffic (ETS model).

Such an integrated approach enables a simultaneous observation of real economic trends and the way in which they
are recognized in the scientific community, which overcomes the limitations of previous studies and provides a more
reliable framework for strategic planning of tourism in the West Kazakhstan region.

METHODOLOGY

The research was conducted with the aim of reviewing the development of the tourism sector in West Kazak hstan,
with a special focus on four administrative units: Aktobe, Atyrau, West Kazakhstan and Mangistau, as well as on the
unified West Kazakhstan Economic District. In this paper, West Kazakhstan is viewed through the prism of the West
Kazakhstan Economic District, an administrative-statistical unit that includes four areas: Aktobe, Atyrau, West
Kazakhstan and Mangistau (Rosen et al., 2000). The term district in this context means a unified economic unit that
exceeds the boundaries of individual areas (regions) and is used in official statistics and strategic documents of the
Republic of Kazakhstan to monitor macroeconomic flows (Robinson et al., 2023). Unlike the administrative "region”
(e.g. West Kazakhstan Region), which refers to one area, the economic district includes several areas and enables a more
comprehensive overview of development processes (Smith, 2019). This is precisely why this paper uses the term West
Kazakhstan Economic District, because it best reflects the broader scope of the research and enables a comparable
analysis of tourist traffic and economic effects at the level of an integrated whole, rather than individual areas.
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Figure 1. Research area

For the sake of a theoretical foundation and clear positioning of the work in the existing literature, a bibliometric
analysis of research on tourism in Kazakhstan was conducted (Lazarides et al., 2025). The analysis included works
indexed in the Web of Science and Scopus databases, supplemented by Google Scholar and EBSCOhost, for the period
2003-2024, which enabled an overview of long-term research trends and oscillations caused by economic and global
crises. The empirical part is based on official statistical data on the number of tourists, accommodation capacities and
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occupancy rates, which simultaneously monitors the quantitative growth and actual capacity utilization at the regional
level. For the projection of tourist flows, the Holt—Winters ETS model with a dampened trend, adjusted to an annual
series without seasonality, was applied (Nurhamidah et al., 2020). The parameters were estimated using the maximum
likelihood method, and the validation was performed using an "out-of-sample™ approach for the period 2020-2024, with
the application of RMSE and MAPE accuracy indicators (Adeyinka & Muhajarine, 2020).

The final projections until 2030 should be interpreted as moderate recovery scenarios and not as direct assessments
of the effects of individual policies. All analyzes were conducted in the Python environment (pandas, statsmodels,
scikit-learn, matplotlib), in accordance with the modern practice of quantitative research (Zhu et al., 202 1).

RESULTS

Bibliometric analysis

The research was carried out using a bibliometric approach, based on the analysis and visualization of scientific
production on the development of tourism in Kazakhstan, which enabled a quantitative insight into research trends, key
terms and patterns of author collaboration, as well as their interpretation in a wider theoretical and practical context.

The search for relevant literature was performed in the Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus databases, supplemented by
Google Scholar and EBSCOhost for greater coverage. The search strategy was based on a combination of the keywords
"Kazakhstan", "tourism development", "sustainable tourism", "ecotourism", "tourism management™ and "cultural heritage",
where the Boolean operators AND and OR were used to expand and narrow the results, while the operator NOT was
applied to exclude irrelevant works. Only peer-reviewed scientific articles in English with clear thematic relevance were
included in the analysis, while conference papers, chapters in monographs, dissertations and publications in other languages
were excluded. The time frame is not limited in advance, but the included works are available until 2023.

The selection process was conducted in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 guidelines. From the initial 176
identified papers, after removing duplicates and irrelevant records, 144 articles were included in the analysis. The
bibliometric analysis was carried out using the VOSviewer software, which enables the mapping of co-occurrence of
keywords and co-authorship networks. Out of a total of 823 identified terms, 36 keywords were singled out that
appeared at least five times, thus covering the most relevant thematic areas.

Visualisations with a time dimension clearly indicate a shift from earlier research into tourism potential towards
contemporary topics of sustainable tourism, cultural heritage and the application of GIS technologies. Literature
management was performed in the Mendeley program, while the use of multiple databases, clear inclusion criteria and a
transparent selection procedure ensured reliability, reduction of bias and reproducibility of the research. The PRISMA
diagram (Figure 2) shows the flow of literature selection from the initial identification to the final sample.
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Figure 2. PRISMA diagram Figure 3. Overlay visualization of keywords

An overlay visualisation of keywords shows how the research focus has changed over time. Earlier works (marked in
shades of blue) were mostly related to topics such as tourism, recreation and regional development, while more recent
research (in shades of yellow) emphasises sustainable tourism, cultural heritage and the role of national parks. The most
prominent terms remain ‘tourism development' and 'Kazakhstan', which connect different thematic clusters (Figure 3).

Cluster visualization of keywords groups research topics into several interconnected clusters. The red cluster includes
concepts related to sustainable development, ecotourism and tourist attractions, while the green cluster includes topics such
as tourist destinations, stakeholders and tourism management. The blue cluster highlights regional aspects, including
Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan and Almaty, while the purple one includes concepts related to development and tourism potential.
The clusters formed in this way indicate the main research directions and their mutual connection (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Cluster visualization of keywords

Trend analysis

In the period 2020-2024. the tourist region of Mangistau records an extremely strong growth in accommodation
capacity and income. Income from accommodation increased from 4.1 to 17.5 billion tenge, while the number of tourists
increased from 144.145 to 408.899. As incomes grew significantly faster than the number of visitors, an increase in the
average consumption per tourist is evident, from about 28.5 to more than 42.8 thousand tenge, which indicates not only a
quantitative growth, but also a qualitative shift in the tourist offer. The data from Table 1 confirm the long-term growth of
tourist traffic in the regions of West Kazakhstan, with pronounced regional differences. Mangistau stands out as the most
stable and dynamic destination, while Aktobe and the West Kazakhstan region record moderate but steady growth. In
contrast, Atyrau shows pronounced oscillations, which indicate greater dependence on external factors. At the level of the
West Kazakhstan Economic District, tourism is becoming an increasingly important part of the regional economy, which
confirms the need for an integrated view of the development of tourism in the western part of Kazakhstan.

Table 1. The number of visitors served at the locations during the reporting (Bureau of National Statistics of the Agency for Strategic
Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Statistics of Tourism — Dynamic Tables (2003—-2024) year).

Year | Aktoberegion | Atyrauregion | West Kazakhstan region Mangystau region West Kazakhstan economic district
2003 48.906 57.644 18.443 25.941 150.934
2004 51.133 97.737 21,.886 31446 202.202
2005 56.595 72.329 22.196 48.898 200.018
2006* 53.153 70.203 39.511 58.298 221.165
2007* 67.857 191.748 62,149 102.332 424.086
2008* 62.848 243.093 55.607 122.859 484.407
2009* 60.796 259.277 43.088 132.929 496.090
2010%* 62.028 298.901 54.011 157.517 572.457
2011 87.879 213.579 52.882 146.633 500.973
2012 80.336 209.714 49.656 177.452 517.158
2013 84.258 232,283 71.032 176.298 563.871
2014 85.017 189.165 72.930 174.486 521.598
2015 83.589 211.756 94.461 176.068 565.874
2016 84.744 200.003 86.868 192.081 563.696
2017 100.450 184.353 112.321 205.904 603.028
2018 124.401 209.060 100.686 240.798 674.945
2019 133417 249.766 108.454 222.539 714.176
2020* 85.050 84.534 41.466 160.504 371.554
2021* 145.023 46.303 76,180 291.931 559.437
2022* 186.637 160.149 101.276 310.217 758.279
2023* 185.326 171.775 166.560 390.332 913.993
2024* 248.295 156.473 172.315 462.723 1.039.806

Table 2 shows the growth of accommodation capacities in all regions of West Kazakhstan in the period 2003-2024,
with differences in the intensity of growth. The largest absolute increase in the number of rooms was recorded in the
Atyrau region, while Mangystau recorded stable and continuous growth throughout the period. Aktobe and the West
Kazakhstan region show a gradual increase in capacity, but with lower values compared to Atyrau and Mangystau. At the
level of the West Kazakhstan Economic District, the total number of rooms increased from 1.440 in 2003 to 13.037 in
2024, which indicates a strong expansion of accommaodation infrastructure in the observed period.

Table 3 shows that the occupancy rate of accommodation facilities in the West Kazakhstan Economic District during
the observed period moved at a relatively low level, with pronounced differences between regions. Mangistau records the
highest values in certain years, with a maximum of 90.9% in 2011, but also later oscillations. Atyrau continuously has
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lower occupancy rates, which remain below 15% after 2020. The Aktobe and West Kazakhstan regions show moderate and
more stable values, mostly in the range of 20% to 35%. At the level of the whole economic district, the overall occupancy
rate varies between 16.7% and 52.0%, with the lowest values recorded in the period after 2020.

Table 2. Number of rooms in the accommodation facilities (Bureau of National Statistics
of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2004—2024).

Year | Aktobe region | Atyrauregion | West Kazakhstan region | Mangystau region West Kazakhstan economic district
2003 357 608 190 285 1.440
2004 373 754 316 327 1.770
2005 602 990 403 540 2.535
2006* 768 2,259 667 597 4.291
2007* 791 1.589 825 907 4.112
2008* 902 1.916 868 934 4.620
2009%* 938 2.065 886 1.146 5.035
2010%* 985 2.050 1.329 1.182 5.546
2011 1.011 1.948 1.256 1.322 5.537
2012 1.310 1.984 1.292 1.520 6.106
2013 1.278 1.865 1.447 2.124 6.714
2014 1.469 2.601 1.490 2.182 7.742
2015 1.578 2.605 1.484 2.512 8.179
2016 1.789 2.469 1.546 3.035 8.839
2017 1.894 2.735 1.510 2.857 8.996
2018 1.961 2717 1.629 2.962 9.269
2019 2.052 2.977 1.700 3.226 9.955
2020* 2.010 3.216 1.751 3.672 10.649
2021* 2.088 3.426 2.014 3.785 11.313
2022* 2.158 4.156 2.208 3.812 12.334
2023* 2.205 4.051 2.430 4.066 12.752
2024* 2.210 4.133 2.520 4.174 13.037

Table 3. Occupancy rate of accommodation (Bureau of National Statistics
of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2004-2024)

Year | Aktobe region | Atyrauregion | West Kazakhstan region | Mangystau region West Kazakhstan economic district
2004 67.7 67.5 14.4 36.4 46.5
2005 48.8 244 20.8 39.5 334
2006* 333 22.6 23.5 53.4 33.2
2007* 35.6 51.0 25.2 46.2 39.5
2008* 29.7 55.7 60.7 59.1 51.3
2009%* 28.5 573 19.7 51.7 39.3
2010%* 23.1 50.1 21.5 62.1 39.2
2011 25.9 50.1 41.1 90.9 52.0
2012 21.7 39.0 26.3 53.2 35.1
2013 28.2 51.8 31.9 33.1 36.2
2014 23.1 28.7 36.5 31.7 30.0
2015 19.9 28.0 31.8 28.2 27.0
2016 20.2 27.7 314 20.7 25.0
2017 20.3 26.7 334 21.8 25.6
2018 20.7 26.2 31.2 25.2 25.8
2019 21.1 24.5 32.7 21.0 24.8
2020%* 14.8 13.5 19.2 19.4 16.7
2021* 21.6 9.2 21.5 23.6 19.0
2022%* 23.0 11.9 18.1 22.6 18.9
2023* 21.1 11.7 20.4 22.7 19.0
2024* 23.9 11.0 214 23.7 20.0

Econometric forecasts of tourist traffic

In order to estimate the future flows of tourism in the West Kazakhstan Economic District, the ETS model based on
time series was applied. Parameters were estimated using the maximum likelihood method. A value of a = 0.50 shows a
balanced appreciation of past and recent data, while a low f = 0.05 indicates gradual and stable growth. The damping
coefficient ¢ = 0.99 provides moderate and realistic projections without excessive extrapolation (Table 4).

The validation results show that the ETS model provides relatively stable forecasts for most regions, with the lowest
error rates observed in Mangystau and Aktobe, where MAPE remains below 30%. In contrast, the Atyrau region displays
the highest forecast uncertainty (MAPE = 98%), indicating significant volatility in tourist arrivals. The aggregated West
Kazakhstan economic district shows moderate accuracy, with results consistent with regional heterogeneity (Table 5).
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Table 4. Estimated parameters and Table 5. Forecast accuracy of the ETS
validation metrics of the ETS model model for West Kazakhstan Regions (2020-2024)
Region Alpha | Beta Phi Region RMSE MAPE%
(o) () (9) (2020-2024) (2020-2024)
Aktobe region 0.50 0.05 0.99 Aktobe region 47260 28.67
Atyrau region 0.50 0.05 0.99 Atyrau region 93165 97.76
West Kazakhstan region 0.50 0.05 0.99 West Kazakhstan region 49432 52.45
Mangystau region 0.50 0.05 0.99 Mangystau region 81946 27.86
‘West Kazakhstan economic district | 0.50 0.05 0.99 West Kazakhstan economic district 221883 33.32

Table 6. Forecast of the Number of Visitors in West Kazakhstan Regions (2025-2030)

Year Aktobe region Atyrau region West Kazakhstan region | Mangystau region | West Kazakhstan economic district
2025 221670 167725 159186 430059 978639
2026 228903 174401 164723 447823 1015850
2027 236064 181011 170206 465409 1052689
2028 243153 187554 175633 482819 1089159
2029 250172 194032 181007 500055 1125265
2030 257120 200445 186326 517118 1161010

It is projected that the tourist inflow into all parts of West Kazakhstan will keep increasing, albeit in different dynamics,
until 2030. The most sustainable and robust increase will be in the Mangistau region, where the number of visitors will
grow between 430.059 in 2025 and 517.118 in 2030. The regions of Aktobe and West Kazakhstan demonstrate moderate
and stable growth, with 257.120 and 186.326 visitors, respectively. The Atyrau region is even more unstable, but is also
expected to grow to 200.445 visitors by the same year, out of 167.725. On the scale of the cohesive West Kazakhstan
Economic District, the gross arrivals will rise to more than 1.16 million by 2030, which proves the overall promising
tourism potential of the region (Table 6). Figure 5 highlights both past fluctuations and future growth trajectories, showing
clear regional differences in stability and intensity of tourism development.

Number of visitors

=z

0.0

2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030

Year
Figure 5. Number of Visitors in West Kazakhstan Regions: Historical (2023-2024) and Forecast (2025-2030) (Bureau of National
Statistics of the Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2004-2024).
*Note: The y-axis uses scientific notation (e.g., 1e6 = 1.000.000). All values are expressed as the number of visitors

DISCUSSION

This research is focused on the analysis and projection of tourism development in the West Kazakhstan Economic
District, with the aim of looking at regional differences, identifying key potentials and limitations, and providing
quantitative forecasts that can contribute to strategic planning and sustainable development of tourism. Our results confirm
that tourism in the West Kazakhstan Economic District is going through a phase of accelerated growth, but with marked
regional differences. The dynamics of visitors shows a stable growth in Aktobe and West Kazakhstan region, while
Mangistau is recognized as the engine of development, with the most intense and stable trends (RQ1). This finding
coincides with the literature that emphasizes the wealth of natural and cultural resources of this region (Chashina et al.,
2020), but also confirms previously identified infrastructural limitations that slow down the wider development of tourism
(Saparov et al., 2024; Sergeyeva et al., 2023). In contrast to them, Atyrau shows oscillations, which is in line with research
that indicates the dependence of tourism in this region on external factors, including the energy sector and underdeveloped
promotional infrastructure (Omirzakova & Wendt, 2025). The analysis of accommodation capacity shows that the highest
growth was recorded in Atyrau, but with a low and unstable occupancy rate (RQ2). This imbalance between supply and
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demand indicates overcapacity, which confirms the criticisms of the authors who emphasize institutional weaknesses and
inconsistency of tourism policies (Wendt et al., 2021; Konysbek et al., 2025). In contrast, Mangistau shows capacity
growth accompanied by high utilization, which confirms the synchronized development of supply and demand. Aktobe and
West Kazakhstan recorded a moderate increase in capacity, with a more stable ratio of supply and demand, but also without
major qualitative shifts, which confirms that smaller regions remain in the shadow of more dominant destinations.

The observed differences in income further confirm the heterogeneity of the region (RQ3). Our findings show that in
Mangistau, average spending per tourist has increased significantly, which is in line with global trends of the “experience
economy” (Kenzhebekov et al., 2021). At the same time, in Atyrau, despite the strong growth of capacity, the average
consumption stagnates, which indicates that the increase in infrastructure is not accompanied by the development of tourism
products with more added value. This difference coincides with the conclusions of Kadyrbekov et al. (2024), who emphasize
that cultural heritage and authentic experiences are becoming key differentiators, but are still underutilized strategically.

At the bibliometric level, our results confirm that research production in Kazakhstan is growing, but that the western
regions remain marginalized (RQ4). While the works of Ramazanov et al. (2019) and Seken et al. (2019) highlight the
potential of rural tourism, they rarely include the western areas, which remain in the shadow of the central and eastern
regions. This gap in the literature justifies the integration of bibliometric analyzes with our empirical findings, as it shows
how research flows do not fully match real growth trends. Finally, the econometric forecast until 2030 shows that
Mangistau will continue to be the leading destination, while Aktobe and West Kazakhstan are experiencing stable but
moderate growth. Atyrau remains unstable, with a high level of forecasting error (MAPE = 98%), confirming its volatility
and dependence on external shocks (RQ5). These results differ from the findings of Panibratov et al. (2025), who
emphasize the role of international integration and the "Belt and Road" initiative in the growth of tourism, because our
models show that such impulses are not evenly distributed across regions, but rather privilege certain areas.

This raises the important issue of sustainability and regional balance, which previous research has not sufficiently
addressed. Our findings confirm previous claims about the importance of tourism for the diversification of the Kazakh
economy (Salauatova et al., 2024), but at the same time emphasize that this development is not homogeneous. While some
regions are experiencing stable growth and increasing attractiveness, others are facing institutional weaknesses,
infrastructural gaps and fluctuations that make long-term planning difficult. This is precisely why the integration of
bibliometric analyzes and econometric models offers a more reliable framework for viewing real processes and provides
guidelines for the creation of differentiated regional tourism policies in Kazakhstan.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of tourism development in the West Kazakhstan Economic District showed that this part of the country has
strategic importance in the national and regional context. As an area that encompasses various natural resources, cultural
values and socioeconomic structures, the district is a training ground where both the advantages and limitations of tourism
development in Kazakhstan can be best observed. Its importance is multifaceted: economic, because tourism increasingly
contributes to the diversification of local economies; social, because it can encourage the participation of communities and
strengthening of social cohesion; cultural, because it has a rich heritage that is important for positioning the country on the
international market; and infrastructural, because it raises issues of even development and availability of regions. In this
way, this district becomes a paradigmatic example of how tourism can shape the processes of transformation of post-Soviet
spaces, but also how institutional restrictions and uneven regional patterns can slow down its potential.

The review and analysis confirm that the study of tourism in Kazakhstan requires an interdisciplinary framework. Early
works emphasized macroeconomic aspects and competitiveness (Batyrova et al., 2018), while recent research increasingly
includes dimensions of sustainability, participation of local communities and valorization of cultural resources (Saparov et al.,
2024; Kadyrbekova et al., 2024). Thus, tourism in Kazakhstan fits into global theoretical debates on sustainable development
and the experience economy, where authentic experiences and cultural values become key to attracting tourists (Issakov et al.,
2025). The bibliometric analysis of this work confirms that research streams are moving from general descriptive studies to
more analytically sophisticated approaches, including econometric models and GIS analyses, which contributes to a better
theoretical understanding of tourism as a complex socio-economic phenomenon. The obtained results have direct
consequences for the shaping of policies. It is necessary to strengthen the coordinated institutional framework that would
connect national, regional and local actors in joint development strategies. Infrastructure investments, especially in transport
and tourism capacities of rural areas such as Aktobe and West Kazakhstan, are a prerequisite for a more even inclusion of
these areas in tourist flows. At the same time, digital promotion of cultural heritage and destinations is necessary, since global
competitiveness increasingly depends on visibility on digital platforms. Greater participation of the local population is also
key - not only through employment, but also through active participation in the creation and innovation of the tourist offer.
In this way, tourism can contribute to economic benefits, social cohesion and long-term sustainability.

The research results also have important political implications that go beyond the purely economic significance of tourism
in the West Kazakhstan Economic District. It is shown that tourism can become an instrument of regional cohesion, because
more even development of the sector reduces socioeconomic differences between more developed areas (eg Mangistau) and
those that are lagging behind (Aktobe, West Kazakhstan). Thus, tourism contributes not only to the diversification of the
economy, but also to political stability through the balancing of regional inequalities. Also, tourism can be used as a tool of
foreign policy. The role of the Belt and Road Initiative and the growing connectivity of Kazakhstan with international markets
(Daye et al., 2020; Panibratov et al., 2025) show that tourism development strengthens the country's position as a bridge
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between Europe and Asia. Especially the western regions, due to their geographical position, can become a symbol of the
"land-linked" economy, which opens up space for the strategic positioning of Kazakhstan within the framework of global
integration. Institutional weaknesses and fragmented tourism policy, pointed out by numerous authors (Wendt et al., 2021;
Konysbek et al., 2025), require the consolidation of the regulatory framework. This implies the adoption of a unique national
tourism strategy that would include local authorities, the private sector and international actors, as well as control mechanisms
to ensure sustainability, not just quantitative growth. Strengthening tourism has the potential to increase the political
participation of local communities. The inclusion of the population in shaping tourism policies not only strengthens social
cohesion, but also encourages trust in institutions, which is especially important in rural and peripheral areas.

This research has several important limitations. The analysis is primarily based on secondary sources and includes only
works published in English, while publications in Russian and Kazakh could have provided additional insights. In addition, the
work is focused on scientific articles indexed in international databases, while the so-called "grey literature” (reports of
international organizations, national strategies, local plans) was not part of the analysis, although it often contains valuable
practical data. Most of the analyzed studies remain descriptive, with a short-term time horizon and without longitudinal
comparisons that would allow a deeper understanding of the dynamics of development.

These limitations reduce the possibility of full generalization of the findings, but at the same time point to directions for
improvement of methodological approaches. Based on the identified findings, key directions for future research can be
identified. It is necessary to develop longitudinal studies that would enable the monitoring of changes in a longer time
frame and the testing of the effects of tourism policies. An integration of quantitative and qualitative methods, including
bibliometric networks, GIS technologies and econometric forecasting models, is needed to provide a comprehensive
analysis. Special attention should be paid to the western regions of Kazakhstan, as they remain underexplored compared to
the central and eastern parts of the country, although they possess significant resources and potential. Future research
should also focus more on the impact of tourism on local communities, social justice and participation, because sustainable
development does not only mean economic growth, but also the strengthening of social capital and cultural cohesion.
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