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Measuring City Brand Authenticity Based on Evidence from Social Networks: Case of Almaty
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Abstract

The research paper has several objectives including conducting a thorough literature review to outline the existing mod-
els for measuring brand authenticity with particular focus on destination branding; selecting a suitable model(s) to be
applied to the assessment of city brand authenticity; and performing a case study analysis of the brand of Almaty, Ka-
zakhstan, based on a content analysis of social network(s) dedicated to the city brand. The majority of extant studies on
brand authenticity focus on exploring authenticity within particular industries or in relation to products with less atten-
tion being devoted to the authenticity of destination brands. This study is unique in its attempt to apply brand authentici-
ty measurement models to the specific context of Almaty as an emerging destination brand. A content analysis was
conducted on data from ten Instagram pages dedicated to Almaty, following established theories on brand authenticity.
One hundred posts were analyzed from each reviewed account. Each post was studied for the presence of specific cues
derived from the selected theoretical models. The analysis showed that the direction on which to build the brand identity
of Almaty has not been determined yet. Still, based on the presence of specific cues derived from the selected theoreti-
cal models including the four dimensions of brand authenticity proposed by Bruhn et al. and Anholt’s City Brand Hexa-
gon model, analysis performed on selected Instagram accounts dedicated to Almaty city shows that Almaty has a poten-
tial of building an authentic brand.

Keywords: city brand authenticity, content analysis, emerging destination brand, Almaty, innovation, Instagram.

Introduction

In today’s highly commercialized and vastly globalized markets, consumers have started to show more
interest in brands which are genuine. Brand authenticity is believed to significantly enhance overall brand
experience and tends to generate increased customer satisfaction with the brand (Hernandez-Fernandez &
Lewis, 2019; Kim & Bonn, 2016; Tran & Keng, 2018). Indeed, according to the survey conducted by Stackla
among almost 1600 consumers from the UK, Australia and the U.S in 2019 (DeGruttola, 2019), 90 % of re-
spondents stated that authenticity is important in decisions which brands support; the rate went up from the
previous 2017 result of 86 % (ibid.). Companies are responding by emphasizing authenticity in their brand
offerings: organizations are ready to devote effort and resources to ensure they position their brands as au-
thentic in the perception of consumers aiming to strengthen the trust in their brand. The research on brand
authenticity remained scarce in the 2010s but increased from 2018. Most recent studies (post 2020) largely
investigated the brand authenticity concept in relation to other constructs like brand equity, brand loyalty,
brand credibility, and customer satisfaction. However, the majority of extant studies on brand authenticity
focus on exploring authenticity within particular industries or in relation to products with less attention being
devoted to the authenticity of destination brands. A few recent studies on authenticity of destination connect-
ed the authenticity construct with the revisit intention (Shi et al., 2022), explored heritage destination brand’s
authenticity (Chen et al., 2021) and addressed the notion of brand legitimacy shaping brand authenticity and
destination loyalty (Chen & Lee, 2021).

This authors’ contribution to the study of destination brand authenticity is in the provision of a compre-
hensive overview of the existing literature on brand authenticity, identification of the brand authenticity
measurement model(s) and the development of an application of the model(s) to the context of the emerging
destination brand using the example of Almaty. Thus, the current work is among the first studies on testing
the developed brand authenticity measurement model on an emerging destination.
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Measuring City Brand Authenticity Based...

The following section “literature review” presents a more detailed review of the extant studies on the
concept of brand authenticity; next, research questions of this study are defined, and then, the brief context of
the Almaty city brand is presented.

Literature review

The definition of authenticity varies across different sources. The concept of authenticity is believed to
take its roots from the Greek philosophy (Hernandez-Fernandez & Lewis, 2019), while later the concept had
developed into denoting an object which is genuine and not an imitation (ibid.). A number of other academic
texts support the characteristic of genuineness associated with authenticity. Thus, according to Grayson and
Martinec (cited in Tran & Keng, 2018), authenticity can be related to the qualities of genuineness, truth and
reality. Other studies by Boyle and Munoz et al. (cited in Tran & Keng, 2018) define authenticity as some-
thing sincere, original, real and natural.

Brand has a standard definition of any distinctive feature which may appear as a name, design, or sym-
bol that aims to identify a good or a service (American Marketing Association). Thus, when applied to a
brand, authenticity signifies that consumers perceive it as genuine and trustworthy in fulfilling its promises.
Indeed, brand authenticity is closely linked to brand trust: if customers do not find the brand to be authentic,
the trust in that brand could be lost. Various studies reflect on the attempts to conceptualize brand authentici-
ty. A study by Morhart et al. discussed the concept of perceived brand authenticity and defined four elements
of the concept (Morhart et al., 2015; Fig. 1). According to the model proposed by Morhart et al., the four el-
ements of perceived brand authenticity focus on brand being “timeless” and capable to survive trends (“con-
tinuity” element), willing to deliver on its promises (“credibility” element), adhering to loyalty and care
about customers (“integrity” element), and reflecting values that customers deem important (“symbolism”
element; Morhart et al., 2015).

Continuity
(true to itself)

Symbolism )

(supports Perceived Credibility
customers to brand (true to

be true to authenticity customers)

themselves)

Integrity
(responsible
and caring)

Figure 1. Perceived brand authenticity elements
Note — compiled by the authors based on the source (Morhart et al., 2015)

Another study (cited in Tran & Keng, 2018) led to the identification of six characteristics of brand au-
thenticity, which include originality, commitment to quality, credibility, scarceness, heritage and style persis-
tence, purity, and sacredness. A study by Bruhn et al. (2012) resulted in the creation of a psychometric scale
for measuring consumers’ perceptions of brand authenticity, wherein brand authenticity was composed of
four dimensions depicted in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Brand authenticity dimensions
Note — compiled by the authors based on the source (Bruhn et al., 2012)

Hernandez-Fernandez and Lewis (2019) presented an overview of various previous research that aimed
to define antecedents of brand authenticity concept starting from 1993 and till 2016. It can be observed that
the concept has undergone evolution from being associated with workmanship, cultural and historic integrity
(Tiberghien & Garkavenko, 2013; Tiberghien, 2020) in earlier years of its development to gradually shifting
towards being associated with brand consistency, brand individuality and brand continuity in later years
(starting 2010s; Hernandez-Fernandez and Lewis, 2019). A study by Girardin et al. (2023) built on Entity-
Referent Correspondence Framework of Authenticity infers that authenticity implies being true to either an
ideal, a fact, or a self. Other studies examined brand authenticity through various dimensions and factors and
connected authenticity with different constructs such as brand trust, perceived value, brand individuality,
brand consistency, brand equity, brand continuity and customer satisfaction (Hernandez-Fernandez and Lew-
is, 2019; Tran & Nguyen, 2022). In general, it can be concluded that the concept of brand authenticity is
lacking a one defined measuring scale as there are various factors, characteristics and dimensions used in
literature to define and measure brand authenticity. Nevertheless, the results of the majority of studies (Her-
nandez-Fernandez and Lewis, 2019) on brand authenticity prove that the customers’ positive perception of
brand authenticity leads to increased brand trust and improved perceived value of the brand. Brand authentic-
ity is important as it helps the brand to distinguish itself among other available offerings and helps establish
stronger emotional connections with customers (ibid.).

Meanwhile, companies have to stay true on keeping the brand authentic: in the era of social media dom-
inance, customers can easily identify if the brands live up to their promises. A few of the recent studies ad-
dress the power of social networks in building an image of a tourist destination. A study by Arefieva et al.
(2021) discussed how the analysis of symbols through the prism of Instagram photos could be useful for bet-
ter branding and marketing of a destination. Another study by Tamaki (2021) argues that posting images in
social networks tend to affect the tourists’ psychological well-being and ultimately influence the branding of
tourist destinations. In support of the findings presented in (Arefieva et al., 2021; Gon, 2021), an article by
Gon (2021) discusses the user-generated content in social media as a resource for the designing the experi-
ence which would in turn enhance the destination marketing and management strategies. Furthermore,
McCreary et al. (2020) utilized data from social media to explore tourist destination image of a particular
tourist-oriented region. Garay (2019) went further by analyzing a sample of tweets with a hashtag #visitspain
to examine the functioning of the image formation process. Villamediana-Pedrosa et al. (2019) also per-
formed a big data analysis of Facebook publications in order to identify message design strategies aimed at
generating either a positive or negative engagement with customers.
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Destination branding differs from traditional product/service branding in a sense that it takes the con-
cept further than simply embodying brand name, symbol or logo which is used to identify a brand. Addition-
ally, the destination brand must ensure a memorable experience and serve as an umbrella for all the memo-
ries, perceptions, and images that will later be associated with the destination in the visitor’s mind. (Hashim
et al., 2018). Destination brand image has a long history of development starting from the early 1940s (Pike,
2009). Today destination branding is more important than ever as an attractive destination brand leads to the
inflow of tourists, which in turn has a positive effect on the destination’s economy and development (Shi
et al., 2022). At the same time, a destination brand which fails to offer the promised experience may lead to
an immediate reaction on tourist numbers and the increase of the expenses to be incurred for reviving the
destination’s image.

Branding a city has similar challenges to branding a destination: a city’s history, culture, people, infra-
structure and visual characteristics — all have to be embedded in a successful brand. Measuring city brand is
a complicated task: foremost, the decision regarding which criteria to include in the measurement is crucial.
In 2006, Anholt developed the City Brand Hexagon model comprised of six distinct elements which aims to
determine the city brand equity (Anholt, 2006; Fig. 3).

presence

potential

City Brand

people

pre-
requisites

Figure 3. Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model
Note — compiled by the authors based on the source (Anholt, 2006)

The elements refer to the different characteristics of a city brand: thus, “presence” denotes the city’s sta-
tus, both within the region and internationally; “place” embraces the physical image of the city; “people”
reflects the inhabitants and their opinion towards the city; “pre-requisites” in essence cover the city services
including public transport, hospitals, education institutions, sports facilities and other essential city services;
“pulse” reflects whether the city life is considered to be vibrant and interesting; “potential” includes all the
possibilities offered by the city both to the locals and to visitors such as education, employment, investments,
and so on (Benedek, 2017).

Philip Kotler devoted substantial research to place marketing (Kotler, 2000). According to Kotler, prior
to developing a brand of a city, it is important to understand the need behind the branding effort. He stated
that the cities nowadays are increasingly under risk due to the heightened competition among cities, urban
revolution and decay, rapid changes in global environment, and the limited resources of the cities. Kotler
identified the main stages for the successful creation of a marketing strategy for a city brand: initiating place
audit, developing vision and goals, formulating strategy, outlining action plan, implementing and controlling
the process (ibid.).

When it comes to brand authenticity of a city, it is more often believed to include all the characteristics
which make the image of the city stand out. Such features may include city logo or emblem, effective slogan,
peculiar associations and accents — all of which intend to make the city memorable in the perception of lo-
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cals and tourists alike (Galeyeva, 2022). Some of the best examples of effective city brands are New York
with its | LOVE NY signature and the Big Apple symbol; Paris where the Eiffel Tower is used on many
promotional materials including the logo of Paris tourist office; Amsterdam which played with its name cre-
ating the “I am sterdam” slogan symbolizing the combined heritage of the city and openness to new things;
Copenhagen which turned the “open” part of its name into the brand of being open to opportunities, invest-
ments, events, etc.; Stockholm which successfully branded itself as the capital of Scandinavia earning the
status for being one of the best cities for foreign direct investments and attracting the largest inflow of tourist
in the Northern Europe area (Galeyeva, 2022; Vokrugsveta, 2019).

Research questions

The overall aim of this study is to measure the brand authenticity and the brand strength of the city of
Almaty. The research objectives of the study are to conduct a thorough literature review aimed at outlining
the existing models for measuring brand authenticity with particular focus on destination branding; then, to
select a suitable model(s) to be applied to the assessment of city brand authenticity; and to perform a case
study analysis of the brand of Almaty, Kazakhstan, based on a content analysis of social networks dedicated
to the city brand.

The research questions for the study are:

1. Based on existing literature related to brand authenticity and its measurement, what would be the ap-
propriate measurement model for the city brand authenticity?

2. What is the current brand positioning of Almaty city in the social network(s) dedicated to the city?

3. Is there a potential to build the brand of Almaty city based on authenticity?

Context of the study

Almaty (before — Alma-Ata, Vernyi) is the city of the republican significance of the Republic of Ka-
zakhstan. The city used to be the capital of the Kazakh Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic till 1936, then
became the capital of the Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic as part of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
till 1991, and remained the capital of the independent Kazakhstan till 1997. Almaty can be translated from
Kazakh as “full of apples”. Almaty is the largest city of Kazakhstan by population: as of September 2023,
more than 2.2 million people resided in the city (Official statistics of the city of Almaty). Aside from popula-
tion size, Almaty today remains the most culturally and ethnically diverse city in the Republic, along with
maintaining the status of regional financial and business center. The city boasts the significant number of
research and education institutions, museums, theaters, parks and gardens, sports arenas, trade areas and in-
dustrial enterprises (Guide to Almaty). Almaty and its surrounding area are also attractive for their natural
attractions, being home to lakes, canyons, parks and mountains.

Resulting from all the attractions offered by the city, Almaty has traditionally welcomed a notable in-
flow of tourists. As indicated by the official informational source of the Prime Minister of the country, start-
ing 2021, the tourism industry in the country has started showing signs of recovery from the COVID crisis.
During the first months of 2022, Almaty was visited by more than 320 thousand tourists, 55 thousand repre-
senting visitors from abroad (Official informational source of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan). Ten destinations of Almaty and its surrounding area, including destinations of the Almaty mountain
cluster, were prioritized for development. The efforts to promote the Almaty region as an attractive tourist
destination included active advertising work carried out both in the domestic and international markets. In-
formation about tourist sites in the region was updated in Google street, Wikipedia and Yandex services
(ibid.). According to the city tourism department, during the first half of 2023, the number of foreign tourists
visiting Almaty rose to 261.6 thousand people (Profi Travel). The city Akimat (city council) expects that by
the end of 2023, up to 500 thousand foreign tourists will visit Almaty (ibid.). During the latest meeting of the
Council of Heads of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization which took place in July 2023, the President of
the Republic of Kazakhstan Kassym-Jomart Tokayev proposed to declare the city of Almaty the tourist and
cultural capital of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) for the period of Kazakhstan’s chairman-
ship in the SCO (Official website of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan).

Even though the city has the potential to grow and develop its tourism sphere, the branding of Almaty
remains to be developed. Throughout the history of independent Kazakhstan, contests were conducted on the
branding of some cities in the country. As to Almaty, a logo oriented towards attracting tourists was intro-
duced in 2016 and instantaneously became the object of heated discussions (Galeyeva, 2022; see Figure 4).
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Almaty

Figure 4. Logo of the city of Almaty
Source: Kapital (2016)

According to the Development Center of the city of Almaty, the developer of the logo, the apple in the
center of the logo represents the core symbol of the city, while the seven circles around the apple are seven
orbits of energy. Number seven has a sacred meaning in Kazakh culture, and symbolizes tribute to the past,
traditions, and aspiration towards bright future (Kapital). The color coding stands for the colors of the sky,
the flag of Kazakhstan, the sun, freedom, vitality and energy, harmony with nature, inspiration and purity of
the creative path (ibid.). Thus, the logo was supposed to represent the sacredness of Almaty heritage, howev-
er, some commenters thought that the image failed to live up to its promise. For instance, according to the
General Director of the International Foundation “Eurasian Media Forum”, the authors failed to convey the
main idea in the image of Almaty — that it is “the city of apples” and “the city located at the foothills of the
mountains”. Zoya Falkova, contemporary artist, adds that the sacredness feature from the explanation is
clearly far-fetched (KTK). Other Almaty citizens (Galeyeva, 2022) also stated their concerns about the new
logo: when being presented with the logo, some saw a triangle of radioactive/biological/nuclear danger,
while the apple in the center was associated with the disappearance of apple orchards in the city (ibid.). Per-
haps, as a response to the dissatisfaction with the symbol of Almaty expressed by the residents (Galeyeva,
2022; KTK), in 2022 the city administration announced the plan to develop a new city brand — “Discover
Almaty” which would aim to promote Almaty as a tourist destination and accompany the improvement in the
quality of tourism services. The administration believed the new brand would support the planned increase in
the flow of foreign tourists to 1 million people by 2030 (TengriNews).

Methods

Qualitative research approach was selected for this study as it serves to contribute to achieving research
aim and objectives by capturing information which cannot be conveyed in quantitative data and exploring the
application of theoretical models to a practical case (Creswell, 2014). In addition, qualitative research ap-
proach was better suited for the current study as it allows extracting sufficient volume of data from a rela-
tively small sample size (Bachelor Print). Exploratory research approach was adopted as the addressed re-
search questions have not previously been studied in depth (Creswell, 2014). Methodology of the study em-
ployed the content analysis. Content analysis is a research data analysis method which intends to review and
assess the communication messages extracted from data sources (Krippendorff, 2019). Content analysis was
chosen for the reason that it allows capturing a more insightful sense of researched concepts within the da-
taset (Vitouladiti, 2014). Content analysis was conducted based on established theories of brand authenticity
using data collected from social network pages dedicated to the city of Almaty. For this study, the authors
decided to focus on Instagram for the foremost reason that today it is one of the most widely used social me-
dia worldwide: according to Statista, in 2021, Instagram boasted 1.21 billion monthly active users which
made up 28 percent of the world’s internet users while as per Statista’s forecast, by 2025, the number of
Instagram active users would reach 1.44 billion which would account for over 31 percent of global internet
users (Acuti et al., 2018; Statista).

The ten reviewed Instagram accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty were chosen using purposeful
sampling method (Palinkas et al., 2015). Thus, the Instagram accounts of official city administration depart-
ments were selected first, including ‘“akimat_almaty” account managed by Almaty city Akimat,
“openalmaty” account, which is the official public reception service of Almaty city administration,
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“almatytourism” account which is managed by Almaty city tourism department, and “almatydc.kz” account,
which represents Almaty city development center. The remaining six accounts were selected from a list of
accounts dedicated to Almaty on Instagram based on the number of followers and the account dedication to
type of activities detailed in the city. The latest one hundred posts from ten selected Instagram accounts ded-
icated to Almaty city as of November 1, 2023, were reviewed.

Out of the considered models, the following two models were selected for the analysis: the model pro-
posed by Bruhn et al. (2012) and Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model (Anholt, 2006). The reason for choos-
ing the model proposed by Bruhn et al. was that the model offers four distinct dimensions of brand authentic-
ity each detailed in the model (Bruhn et al., 2012). Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model does not explore the
brand authenticity; however, it was chosen to be applied in the study for its relevance to evaluate city brand
with the assumption that if the city brand shows strong performance under the six elements of the City Brand
Hexagon model, it has a distinct potential to build on its authenticity as authenticity has a direct positive link
to brand equity (Tran & Nguyen, 2022). The dimensions/elements of each of the two selected models are
now presented in detail.

1) Bruhn et al. (2012) model, Figure 2: four dimensions of brand authenticity — continuity, originality,
reliability and naturalness. As mentioned above, the model was selected as it reflects distinct dimensions of
brand authenticity, and the proposed dimensions are suited to be applied to the-measurement of the city
brand authenticity. The dimensions are as follows:

- Continuity — the brand fosters a sense of tradition and heritage over time. In the content analysis,
cues searched for included visual or textual depictions of images related to the city’s traditions, history, and
heritage.

- Originality — the brand stimulates presentation of symbols and values that represent local culture.
Cues included visual or textual reflections of symbols associated with local culture;

- Reliability — the brand is able to keep its promises and is reliable. Cues included characteristics of
unified perception of the brand, such as consistent use of image and communication styles and fonts within
posts, and consistent display of logo of Almaty within posts;

- Naturalness — the brand is in general genuine and natural. Cues contained associations of brand
showing care and genuine motivation to serve the customers/citizens.

2) Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model (Anholt, 2006), Figure 3: six elements of city brand equity —
presence, place, people, pre-requisites, pulse and potential. As stated earlier, even though the model does not
directly explore the brand authenticity, it was chosen to be applied in the study for its relevance to evaluate
city brand and the elements comprising the city brand equity. The assumption undertaken for selecting this
model is that if the city brand shows strong performance under the six elements of the Hexagon model, it has
a distinct potential to build on its authenticity as authenticity has a direct positive link to brand equity (Tran
& Nguyen, 2022). These six elements relate to the different characteristics of the city brand:

- Presence denotes the city’s status, both regionally and internationally. For the purpose of this study,
the cues which were searched for the content analysis included the city’s relations with other cities within the
region and the city’s prominence in international arena, if applicable;

- Place embraces the physical image of the city. Cues included visual and textual information about the
city, its architecture, infrastructure, sights and locations;

- People reflects the inhabitants and their opinion towards the city. Cues included visual and textual in-
formation about the city dwellers;

- Pre-requisites in essence cover the city services including public transport, hospitals, education insti-
tutions, sports facilities and other city services. Cues depicted visual and textual associations with the city
services;

- Pulse reflects whether the city life is considered to be vibrant and interesting. Cues included referrals
to the city life, visual and textual representations of vibrant city events and people;

- Potential includes all the possibilities offered by the city both to the locals and to visitors such as edu-
cation, employment, investments. Cues included information about the possibilities for employment and ed-
ucation offered by the city.

Table 1 presents an overview of Instagram accounts dedicated to Almaty city used for the content anal-
ysis of this study (Table 1).
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Table 1. Instagram accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty by the number of followers
Organization (if appli- | Number of | Number Main lan-

No. Account cable) followers | of posts guage(s) Orientation
. News, short inter-
1 |almaty.today 836 000 864 Russian views/overviews
News, photos/videos,
2 |almaty_city 411 000 22 600 Russian user generated content,
ads
3 |akimat_almaty Almaty city akimat (city 333 000 4554 Kazakh and Informative (m_ews,
government body) Russian events, celebrations)
Historical photos of the
4 |almaty.memories 142 000 2018 Russian city, user generated con-
tent, ads
5 |almaty novosti 100 000 6918 Russian News, events, ads
English, Ka- |0 view of events, loca-
6 |visitalmatykz 59 200 693  |zakhand Rus- . . ’
sian tions, sights

News, responses to citi-

Public reception service Kazakh and |zens’ requests/complaints

7 |openalmaty of the A_Imaty city 54 200 2781 Russian - |(before/after photos, etc.).
akimat ads
. Almaty city tourism Kazakh and | Tourism related activities
8 |almatytourism department 14200 450 Russian and events
9 |inalmatykz 13700 | 8736 | Russian | NEWs weather forecasts,
ads, events
10 |almatydc.kz Almaty city develop- 1401 720 Kazakh and | News, events, plans for
ment center Russian development

Note — compiled by the authors based on content analysis (November 1, 2023)

Results

Out of the ten reviewed Instagram accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty, four are supported by offi-
cial organizations — Almaty city administration (“akimat_almaty” account), public reception service of the
Almaty city administration (“openalmaty” account), Almaty city tourism department (“almatytourism” ac-
count), and Almaty city development center (“almatydc.kz” account). In terms of the number of followers,
the three leading accounts are “almaty.today” with over 836 thousand followers, followed by “almaty_city”
with over 411 thousand followers, and “akimat_almaty” followed by more than 333 thousand users. “al-
maty_city” is the most active account displaying over 22 600 posts in total. The majority of the accounts du-
plicate the presented information in Kazakh and Russian languages, with the only exception of
“visitalmatykz” account, where the posts are mainly written in English with occasional additions in Kazakh
and Russian. Most of the accounts are oriented towards delivering news. In addition, half of the accounts
have a more specific purpose: “visitalmatykz” and “almatytourism™ are targeting tourists, “al-
maty.memories” is largely devoted to displaying the retro-style photographs of the city, “openalmaty” occa-
sionally deals with complaints/concerns of the city dwellers, and “almatydc.kz” at times posts plans on de-
veloping the city. Out of all accounts, only “almaty_novosti uses the logo of the city of Almaty (Kapital) in
its posts, while “almatydc.kz”, “akimat_almaty”, “openalmaty”, and “almatytourism” use the official city
coat of arms. Next, analysis is presented of all ten Instagram accounts through the models of perceived brand
authenticity dimensions developed by Bruhn et al. and City Brand Hexagon model created by Anholt.

Bruhn et al. developed a psychometric scale for measuring consumers’ perceptions of brand authentici-
ty (Bruhn et al., 2012). According to their model, brand authenticity is composed of four distinct dimensions,
which were assessed through the content analysis of hundred posts from each of the ten selected Instagram
accounts dedicated to Almaty city.

The following table reflects the assessment of city brand authenticity within the posts from the selected
Instagram accounts using the measurement model proposed by Bruhn et al. (Table 2).
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Table 2. Assessment of 100 posts in Instagram accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty according to the dimensions

developed by Bruhn et al.

No. Account Dimension Continuity Originality Reliability Naturalness
1 almaty.today 7 15 97 31
2 almaty _city 12 12 44 8
3 akimat_almaty 15 12 47 40
4 almaty.memories 32 18 70 9
5 almaty novosti 2 3 72 19
6 visitalmatykz 16 24 57 13
7 openalmaty 7 9 74 50
8 almatytourism 14 21 30 20
9 inalmatykz 2 4 26 22
10 |almatydc.kz 6 8 85 24
Note — compiled by the authors based on content analysis (2012)

- Continuity — out of the ten considered Instagram accounts dedicated to Almaty city, the account with
the largest number of continuity cues was “almaty.memories”, the account which is largely oriented towards
reliving history of the city through retro-style photographs. Indeed, the content displayed in the account s
reflects the city heritage which in turn appears to attract followers, as the account has the fourth largest num-
ber of followers out of the ten reviewed pages. The accounts “visitalmatykz” and “almatytourism” boasting
notable number of posts with ‘continuity’ cues are more often oriented towards attracting tourists which can
be explained by the notion of tourists being drawn to the history and heritage of the destination. While the
accounts devoted to covering local news and events showed fewer posts with “continuity” cues (“al-
maty_novosti”, “inalmatykz”);

- Originality — both accounts oriented towards promoting tourism in the city are more often associated
with the “originality” cue (“visitalmatykz”, “almatytourism”). The posts reflect the connection to local cul-
ture intended to inspire tourists to visit Almaty. Once again, the Instagram pages dedicated to covering news
are less concerned with displaying “originality” cues (“almaty_novosti”, “inalmatykz”);

- Reliability — most of the reviewed Instagram accounts showed consistency in their posts: the style
was similar with the continuous usage of the same fonts, elements and designs. “almaty.today” and
“almatydc.kz” displayed the largest number of posts with the consistent use of design and style. Overall, the
communication style of posts within all ten accounts was also consistent: the majority of accounts used both
Kazakh and Russian languages for covering the information in their posts, and had done it on a consistent
basis;

- Naturalness — a number of posts reflected the care and the genuine motivation to support and help
the readers. Accounts “openalmaty” and “akimat_almaty” displayed the largest number of posts with “natu-
ralness” cues which can be explained by the orientation of these account towards responding to concerns of
Almaty citizens and providing overall support and care.

Next, the same posts from Instagram accounts were reviewed using Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon mod-
el (Anholt, 2006; Benedek, 2017). The following table reflects the assessment of posts within the selected
Instagram accounts in terms of City Brand Hexagon model (Table 3). One hundred posts (as of November 1,
2023) were reviewed for each account.

Table 3. Assessment of 100 posts in Instagram accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty according to Anholt’s City
Brand Hexagon model (compiled by authors based on content analysis)

Element
No. Presence Place People Pre-requisites Pulse Potential
Account

1 |almaty.today 5 44 50 42 13 5
2 |almaty_city 2 48 33 12 10 3
3 |akimat_almaty 3 59 72 32 16 1
4 |almaty.memories - 84 19 14 2 -
5 |almaty_novosti - 35 59 22 2 -
6 |visitalmatykz 8 96 50 6 21 -
7 |openalmaty 7 67 50 20 8 1
8 |almatytourism 11 48 58 14 10 1
9 |inalmatykz 9 48 52 24 3 1
10 |almatydc.kz 12 78 41 24 3 7
Note — compiled by the authors based on content analysis
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- Presence — as it was mentioned earlier, the cues for the “presence” element cover the city’s relations
with other cities within the region and the city’s prominence in the international arena. A few cues related to
the city presence were identified within the posts of the Instagram accounts of Almaty city. “Almatydc.kz”
and “almatytourism” had more posts with “presence” cues as they promoted the status of Almaty city inter-
nationally.

- Place element involved cues with visual and textual information about the city, its architecture, infra-
structure, sights and locations. All the accounts displayed considerable number of “place” element cues re-
flected in posts depicting Almaty architecture and infrastructure with “visitalmatykz” leading with place cues
appearing in 96 posts out of the reviewed 100;

- People — again, all of the accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty displayed cues associated with
people with “akimat_almaty” showing the largest number of posts about Almaty citizens. Notably, “al-
maty.memories” had the smallest number of “people” element cues, as the account is mostly displaying retro
photos of Almaty architecture and landscape;

- Pre-requisites — most of the accounts expressed concern with the state of city services. In particular,
a notable number of posts associated with public transport issues and news was displayed in majority of ac-
counts; the largest number of “pre-requisites” element cues reflected in posts depicting, among others, issues
associated with Almaty traffic, state of public transport and city safety conditions was noticed in “al-
maty.today” and “akimat_almaty” accounts while “visitalmatykz” had the fewest number of posts with “pre-
requisites” element cues which can be explained by the account orientation to attract tourists rather than to
cover information on public city services.

- Pulse — all ten reviewed accounts had some posts reflecting the vibrant life of Almaty city. The ac-
count “visitalmatykz” showed the largest number of posts which could be associated with the “pulse” ele-
ment due to, assumably, the account mainly targeting tourists and, therefore, displaying the attractions of the
city life including but not limited to announcements about city festivals and celebrations, concerts and exhi-
bitions, and sports events. Other accounts showed less activity within this element as they more often fo-
cused on the routine city news;

- Potential — surprisingly, the potential element was the most neglected out of all six elements of the
model: only some Instagram accounts had posts reflecting the city potential, and even if present, those posts
were quite scarce. “almaty.today” and “almatydc.kz” had 5 and 7 of the posts covering the potential of the
city respectively: the focus of the posts often mentioned employment and education opportunities offered by
the city.

Discussions

Findings show that the reviewed Instagram accounts fared well in terms of brand authenticity as all four
dimensions of continuity, originality, reliability and naturalness proposed by Bruhn et al. were covered to
some extent by each of the accounts. However, the distribution of the presence of all four dimensions is une-
ven with some accounts presenting more cues of some dimensions while no single account embodied con-
sistent number of cues of all four dimensions. This inconsistency in coverage may lead to a fragmented im-
age of the city of Almaty for the citizens and visitors alike as they would need to follow several accounts of
the city to get a complete picture and understanding of the city brand. Still, based on the results of this study,
the reviewed Instagram accounts displayed posts containing cues reflecting all four dimensions of brand au-
thenticity (continuity, originality, reliability and naturalness). In particular, “continuity” and “originality”
were notably displayed in Instagram accounts dedicated to attracting tourists, while cues associated with “re-
liability” were present in most of the reviewed accounts and “naturalness” was largely presented within ac-
counts run by the city council. Therefore, it could be derived from the performed analysis that Almaty has
the potential of building an authentic brand.

Following the analysis based on Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model, all ten Instagram accounts devot-
ed to Almaty city performed strongly within “place”, “people” and “pre-requisites” elements. Elements of
“presence” and “pulse” received less attention, while “potential” was neglected which conveys an incom-
plete picture of the overall brand perception of the city of Almaty, especially in the perception of potential
visitors and tourists as all six elements of the City Brand Hexagon model are essential to build a successful
brand. A similar issue can be observed with the brand authenticity dimensions’ model: the elements are cov-
ered inconsistently throughout different Instagram accounts with no single account displaying all elements
required for an effective account of a city brand. Thus, the citizens and visitors would need to follow several
accounts of the city to get a full picture of the city brand.
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To summarize, the analysis showed that the efforts to display all dimensions and all elements of the city
brand of Almaty are in place. The official organizations such as Almaty city administration, Almaty city
tourism department and Almaty city development center attempt to build on Almaty brand by regularly post-
ing and updating their social network accounts. However, it can be observed that there is no unified effort to
promote the brand of the city. The adopted logo of Almaty is being used only by only one Instagram account.
There are numerous occasions of the same news being displayed within several accounts. Moreover, as the
information is fragmented across the reviewed Instagram accounts, and the accounts seem to target different
aims, a visitor will have to follow several accounts of the city to get a complete picture of the Almaty brand.
Therefore, the main recommendation would be to unify the efforts to promote the brand of Almaty by offer-
ing a single main Instagram account for the city which would serve as an umbrella account for supplemen-
tary pages; with each page displaying information devoted to one type of activity, whether it is tourism in
general, wherein posts could reflect cues from continuity and originality dimensions of brand authenticity
measurement model developed by Bruhn et al. along with cues relating to presence, place and people ele-
ments which compose Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model; vibrant city life, for which posts could reflect
cues from originality dimension and pulse element; retro-style photos with posts depicting cues from conti-
nuity dimension along with presence and place elements); complaints/suggestions with posts containing cues
from reliability and naturalness dimensions and pre-requisites element); news, where posts may reflect cues
from originality and reliability dimensions and all six elements of Anholt’s City Brand Hexagon model), etc.
The main account could serve as the main source of general city news and events with the list of supplemen-
tary accounts displayed in the main information section of the account.

Conclusions

This paper presented an overview of the extant literature about the definition and models for measuring
brand authenticity. Several models for measuring brand authenticity were discussed, including the model of
perceived brand authenticity elements developed by Morhart et al. (2015) and the model of brand authentici-
ty dimensions proposed by Bruhn et al. (2012). It can be observed, that even though various approaches to
measuring brand authenticity had been developed (Hernandez-Fernandez & Lewis, 2019; Morghart et al.,
2015; Bruhn et al., 2012), the existing research on the topic does not offer a unified technique for measuring
brand authenticity, in particular, relating to the city brands. Two models were selected for measuring brand
authenticity of Almaty, Kazakhstan: perceived brand authenticity dimensions developed by Bruhn et al. and
City Brand Hexagon model created by Anholt. The model proposed by Bruhn et al. was chosen because it
defines four distinct dimensions of brand authenticity, each covered in detail. (Bruhn et al., 2012). Anholt’s
City Brand Hexagon model does not explore the brand authenticity, however, it was chosen to be applied in
the study for its relevance to evaluate city brand with the assumption that if the city brand shows strong per-
formance under the six elements of the City Brand Hexagon model, it has a distinct potential to build on its
authenticity as authenticity has a direct positive link to brand equity (Tran & Nguyen, 2022). Content analy-
sis of posts from ten Instagram social network pages dedicated to Almaty city was performed to assess brand
authenticity from data collected from the Instagram social network pages dedicated to Almaty city. The
analysis showed that for the city of Almaty, the efforts to display the brand authenticity dimensions proposed
by Bruhn et al. and City Brand Hexagon model elements created by Anholt are in place. However, the di-
mensions/elements are covered inconsistently throughout the reviewed Instagram accounts with no single
account displaying all dimensions/elements required for effective city brand presentation. Thus, the citizens
and visitors alike would need to follow several accounts of the city to get a full picture of the city brand. The
main recommendation would be to unify the efforts to promote the brand of Almaty by offering a single
main Instagram account for the city which would serve as an umbrella account for supplementary pages each
of which would display information within its orientation.

Theoretical implications

This paper presents an analysis of city brand authenticity based on social network analysis for an
emerging brand of the city of Almaty. The theoretical models used in this study were adapted to assess both
the authenticity of the city brand and the overall city brand strength and could be adopted to assess other city
brands in the country. Such analysis could serve as a basis for identifying which brand authenticity dimen-
sions an emerging destination should focus on to develop its brand.
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Managerial implications

The analysis of city brand authenticity based on social network analysis performed in this study dis-
plays an effective overview of the main existing social network accounts dedicated to the city of Almaty and
their authenticity dimensions displayed about the city of Almaty. This study could be useful for the Almaty
city destination management organizations and the city tourism department for adapting the strategy of
building a successful city brand in the south of Kazakhstan which would enable to attract more tourists into
the city. The study could also serve as a guidance for creating a better communication strategy from the Al-
maty city council, which would particularly address the ways of developing the image of the city and com-
municating that image for wider tourism development.
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