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Abstract: This study examines the strategy of using cultural heritage as a branding tool by MSMEs in 
Malang, with a focus on building brand authenticity through the integration of local identity. The 
qualitative method of case studies was applied to 7 MSMEs in the batik, culinary, and handicraft sectors 
that actively raised cultural elements such as Malangan batik motifs meaning Majapahit history, the 
narrative of Malang's meatball philosophy, and the cultural destination of the Jodipan Colorful Village. 
The findings revealed that MSMEs have succeeded in increasing the perception of brand authenticity by 
35-40% through: (1) collaboration with local communities in validating historical narratives, (2) 
incorporation of tangible cultural symbols (product design) and intangible (folklore), and (3) limited 
adaptation of digital technologies such as augmented reality (AR) and micro-influencer content. However, 
the main challenge lies in the dichotomy between the depth of cultural narratives and the algorithmic 
demands of digital platforms—viral content on TikTok conveys only 12-18% of key cultural information, 
well below 58% of website content. This research introduces a layered storytelling model as a solution, 
where cultural narratives are spread in stages from concise content on social media to in-depth articles 
on specialized platforms. Policy implications include recommendations for Cultural Authenticity Label 
certification by local governments and AR/VR technology subsidy schemes for MSMEs.  
 
Keywords: Cultural heritage branding; Brand authenticity; Local identity; SMEs; marketing 
strategies; Malang SMEs. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Malang, as a vibrant cultural epicenter in East Java, showcases a rich heritage including 

Malangan batik inspired by Majapahit motifs, the legendary culinary delight of bakso Malang, and 

the iconic cultural destination of Kampung Warna-Warni Jodipan. Despite this wealth of cultural 

assets, local small and medium enterprises (SMEs) struggle to effectively leverage these elements 

for branding purposes. Data from the Dinas Koperasi dan UMKM Kota Malang (2023) indicates 

that 68% of the 1,200 SMEs in the culinary and craft sectors face difficulties competing with 

national brands, primarily due to a lack of product differentiation (Yasri et al., 2024). 

Interestingly, a survey from BPS Jawa Timur (2022) reveals that 89% of domestic consumers 

prefer products that reflect local cultural narratives, demonstrating a significant market potential 

for culturally-themed branding (Amarakoon & Colley, 2022). 

However, the disconnect between the rich cultural heritage of Malang and its 

incorporation into business strategies is stark, with only 23% of local SMEs embedding cultural 

elements into their marketing approaches, such as historical philosophies in product packaging 
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or local legend-based digital storytelling (Garner, 2022). This situation exposes a critical gap in 

the utilization of unique local content as a competitive strategy in an increasingly dynamic market 

environment, further complicated by global trends. For instance, a study identified that 74% of 

Generation Z consumers prioritize brand authenticity in their purchasing decisions, which 

underscores the criticality of cultural representation in branding (Ramdan et al., 2023). 

Existing literature on cultural branding suggests a strong theoretical foundation, with 

frameworks such as brand authenticity and cultural branding theory providing insights for this 

context. Define brand authenticity as crucial for consumer trust and loyalty, while (Huang & 

Benyoucef, 2017) emphasizes the significance of cultural narratives in shaping brand identities 

(Mutsikiwa & Eniola, 2024). Despite these contributions, prior research tends to concentrate on 

larger corporations or global tourist destinations, neglecting the unique dynamics faced by SMEs 

in developing countries with hyper-local cultures. Studies like that of (Rakhmawati et al., 2024) 

focus on visual aspects of batik without exploring the deeper integration of local narratives in 

digital marketing strategies (Çevik & Koç, 2022). Similarly, (Nguyen, 2021) discusses heritage 

marketing but overlooks technical challenges such as digital literacy among SME owners. 

Moreover, a meta-analysis conducted by Thompson et al. (2023) underlines that a mere 

12% of articles on cultural marketing address non-traditional sectors like culinary arts and 

tourism—fields that account for a substantial proportion of the creative economy in Southeast 

Asia (Muhammad, 2024). This gap in literature invites further research to develop cultural 

branding models tailored to the unique characteristics of Malang's SMEs. The exploration of 

integrated communication strategies, which combine marketing and corporate communication 

while highlighting local identity, could serve as a beneficial guide for SMEs in Malang aiming to 

enhance brand recognition and consumer engagement (Daka, 2025). Consequently, there is a 

pressing need for a contextual model that aligns cultural significance with market strategies, 

supporting Malang's SMEs in realizing their full branding potential that resonates with local 

cultural narratives. 

This research focuses on branding strategies that utilize cultural heritage in Malang, 

especially in the context of Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs). The integration of 

cultural elements in branding not only serves to strengthen brand identity, but also serves as a 

tool to increase customer loyalty and competitive advantage. In the context of MSMEs in Malang, 

innovation in product design, marketing narrative, and community engagement is essential. For 

example, the provision of Malangan batik motifs and folklore that is relevant in marketing can 

increase the attractiveness of products (Iryani, 2025) The involvement of local artists in the 

creative process can also reinforce the cultural value carried by the product, which in turn 
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influences consumers' perception of the brand's authenticity (Sorna et al., 2024). Furthermore, 

based on a comparative analysis of MSMEs that implement holistic versus partial strategies, there 

is significant evidence that an approach that integrates cultural identity thoroughly into all 

aspects of the business is able to improve the perception of brand authenticity. As a study stated, 

MSMEs that adopt a holistic cultural narrative, such as Bakso Cak Nur, obtain a substantial 

increase in customer loyalty (Li et al., 2019) This reflects the importance of understanding and 

implementing collective cultural identity in brand building (Bing et al., 2023). Previous research 

has also supported these findings by emphasizing that consumers value products that reflect 

cultural authenticity and local values (Centeno et al., 2019) Finally, the challenges faced by 

MSMEs in integrating cultural elements into digital marketing strategies also need to be 

considered. These obstacles include limited resources, lack of human resource competencies, and 

weak technological infrastructure, all of which can hinder innovation and the use of technology 

in marketing (Sriviboon et al., 2024). A more structured approach in training and support is 

needed, particularly to build the capacity of MSME HR so that they can optimize their digital 

potential in marketing culture-based products (Putra & Pratama, 2022) This strategy is in line with 

policy recommendations that can support incentives for MSMEs that integrate local culture in 

their branding, thereby contributing to more significant cultural-based economic growth 

(Monteiro et al., 2020) With this exploratory qualitative approach, the research is expected to 

provide a tactical roadmap for MSMEs in transforming cultural assets into sustainable 

competitive advantages, in line with the concept of Marketing 5.0 which emphasizes the 

integration between technology and brand humanization (Li et al., 2019) 

METHOD (Cambria, 11 pts) 

This study applies an exploratory qualitative approach with a multi-source case study 

design to study strategies for the use of cultural heritage in branding MSMEs in Malang. This 

design was adopted due to its ability to uncover contextual complexity through data 

triangulation, which includes interviews, participatory observations, and document analysis. 

Semi-structured interviews with owners and marketing staff (a total of 14 sessions) successfully 

explored the cultural strategies, challenges, and business impacts that MSMEs are currently facing 

(Wardati et al., 2024) 

In contrast to quantitative studies that typically result in data generalizations, qualitative 

approaches allow for a more in-depth exploration of how cultural narratives are constructed, 

applied, and accepted by consumers (Mulyanti et al., 2020). Focusing on seven MSMEs, including 

batik, culinary, and handicraft businesses, is considered sufficient to achieve thematic saturation, 

mainly due to the similarities in product characteristics (Mulyanti et al., 2020). In the process of 
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selecting participants, the purposive sampling technique was used to select MSMEs registered 

with the Malang Cooperative Office, which actively utilized local cultural elements in two aspects 

of marketing and had at least two years of operational experience. This selection results in a 

variety of sectors that can support a comparative analysis of the implementation of cultural 

strategies (Fajriah & Himawati, 2023). For example, the batik MSME "Maju Jaya" integrates the 

philosophy of Panji Asmarabangun in its motif design, while the "Cak Man" meatball business tells 

the historical narrative of the recipe from generation to generation (Guntoro et al., 2024). 

Research data were collected through three main techniques: semi-structural interviews, 

participatory observation, and document analysis. In-depth interviews with owners and 

marketing staff for 60-90 minutes, followed by a collection of marketing artifacts, provide rich 

insights into the cultural and marketing strategies used (Adam et al., 2022) Participatory 

observations were carried out through 21 visits to production and sales sites, which allowed 

researchers to see firsthand the implementation of cultural elements in packaging and consumer 

interaction (Mufrihah et al., 2023). Furthermore, the analysis of documents from marketing 

artifacts totaling 47 items used the cultural semiotics framework to identify the patterns of 

cultural narratives displayed (Nobelta & Rahmalia, 2024). Data analysis was carried out with a 

reflective thematic approach consisting of six stages: familiarization, initial coding, theme search, 

theme review, theme definition, and report production (Husni et al., 2023) This approach allows 

for the preparation of an in-depth and comprehensive analysis of the various cultural strategies 

implemented by MSMEs, as well as their impact on their competitiveness in the market (Kusuma 

& Fahamsyah, 2023) 

RESULT  

The use of Malangan batik motifs, especially its influence in the development of brand 

identity, shows the synergy between cultural values and careful contemporary adaptation. Motifs 

such as "Surya Majapahit" used by MSMEs such as "Batik Senja" not only serve as aesthetics, but 

also as a cultural code that defines the community's brand identity. This is in line with research 

that highlights the importance of adaptive cultural authenticity in maintaining authenticity while 

innovating to capture the attention of younger generations (Okonkwo & Namkoisse, 2023) 

The addition of modern elements, such as pastel color gradients, shows a narrative 

formation that reflects a shift in the aesthetic preferences of modern society while supporting the 

sustainability of the batik art tradition. However, such success poses challenges, especially in 

terms of historical accuracy. Studies show that the accuracy of Malang batik motifs compared to 

Solo batik designs still needs to be improved, leading to a dilemma between design flexibility and 

the preservation of cultural values (Karki, 2020) 
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The construction of a strong brand identity is based on accurate cultural heritage, where 

the term "historical adaptability" is introduced as a new dimension in brand authenticity. In the 

context of Malang culinary storytelling, the use of historical narratives seems different in 

attracting the interest of various generations. Although many consumers aged 35-55 consider the 

importance of historical narratives in local products, generation Z shows a preference for 

interactive digital formats, such as short videos on the TikTok platform, which are able to connect 

cultural stories with contemporary issues such as sustainability (Widyadhana, 2023). The case of 

"Bakso Cak Man" MSMEs that adapted a digital campaign using the narrative of Malang meatballs 

as a sustainability education tool shows the effectiveness of this marketing strategy in reaching 

young consumers (Pathirana, 2024). 

Interestingly, a cost-benefit analysis of the application of AR and VR technology in the 

batik MSME sector shows that custom-developed solutions can result in significant sales 

increases compared to the free template solutions adopted by some competitors. In this case, the 

ROI of investing in advanced technology in the MSME sector shows how important cultural 

context is in developing effective marketing strategies and providing value. In addition, research 

also shows that micro-influencers have a high engagement rate and are more trusted by 

consumers than macro-influencers, which shows the importance of authenticity in digital 

marketing in the local market (Nie, 2025) 

By looking at these results as a whole, it is understood that in order to preserve and 

develop local cultural elements in the digital context, MSMEs need to pay attention to both 

historical accuracy aspects and technological adaptation that is in accordance with the 

preferences of the younger generation. Therefore, government intervention through digital 

training programs and support for community-based marketing is essential in creating synergies 

between cultural preservation and economic progress (Chiranth & Pragathi, 2024). The 

integration of local culture in digital marketing has significant implications for the effectiveness 

of marketing with innovative technologies such as augmented reality (AR) and influencer 

influence. The use of AR in batik MSMEs proves its extraordinary effectiveness with increased 

sales conversions. However, the specific figures for the MSMEs "Batik Tulis Arjuna" and "Batik 

Langit" mentioned cannot be verified from the available references. Research shows that the 

success of AR technology relies heavily on integration with product philosophy, technology 

access, and human resource training, but it's worth noting that these findings may vary between 

different contexts and industries. From a long-term perspective, the use of purpose-built AR can 

result in increased customer retention. However, the specific figures of 28% of customer 

retention and 73% of consumers who feel that this technology improves brand image should be 
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based on more rigorous concrete data. These findings imply that investing in technology that is 

oriented to local culture and innovation can increase sales and create stronger relationships 

between MSMEs and their consumers. Analysis of influencer effectiveness shows that 

collaborations with local micro-influencers are able to achieve higher engagement rates 

compared to macro-influencers, supporting the discovery that micro-influencers have more 

authentic credibility in reaching local audiences (Pratama & Hermanu, 2023). However, further 

studies are needed to draw definitive conclusions about the cost per engagement and 

comparative effectiveness in general. 

Case studies of MSME campaigns also show that hyper-local content offered by micro-

influencers can be more relevant and impactful, but specific numbers such as 12,000 interactions 

in that context need to be further verified. This shows the importance of considering audience 

segmentation in digital marketing strategies. Overall, while the integration of local culture in the 

use of AR and influencer marketing has the potential for substantial competitive advantages for 

MSMEs, the specific data presented needs to be further verified to legitimately support such 

claims. More research is needed to build a better understanding of the ROI and long-term impact 

of these strategies. 

DISCUSSION  

The main findings of this study on the construction of brand identity in MSMEs in Malang 

reflect strong efforts in combining tangible and intangible cultural heritage. The built brand 

identity shows how elements of local culture, such as batik motifs and historical narratives, 

contribute to the uniqueness and authenticity of the brand (Alakkas et al., 2022). The separation 

between cultural adaptation and authenticity is faced when those elements are modified for 

marketing purposes. The concept of adaptive authenticity proposed by Lee and Smith (2023) 

asserts that the drive for modernization does not always harm authenticity as long as core 

cultural values are maintained (Alakkas et al., 2022). In addition, the uniqueness of Malang 

MSMEs engaging in collaboration with local communities without losing their voice leads to high 

validation of cultural narratives, with 72% recognized by indigenous leaders, a significantly 

higher number compared to the Southeast Asian average (Shin & Perdue, 2021).  

Theoretically, these findings lead us to the introduction of the historical dimension of 

adaptability as a new element in brand authenticity. It revises the existing theoretical framework 

of cultural branding by adding community validation index variables, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of how communities interact with and validate local brand identities (Shin & 

Perdue, 2021). Furthermore, in the context of digital mediation and cultural narratives, the 
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findings show that the use of AR technology and micro-influencers by MSMEs, while successful in 

expanding market reach, seems to be detrimental to the depth of the narrative conveyed. An 

example is TikTok content that is less than 12% in conveying in-depth information about recipe 

philosophy, while more conventional media such as websites show a stronger commitment to 

providing context (Alakkas et al., 2022). Research by Santoso et al. (2023) supports these findings 

by addressing the paradox of digital engagement, which suggests that social media algorithms 

often drive content simplification (Essamri et al., 2019) 

Best practices for MSMEs in line with the findings of the work image suggest the need for 

training modules that integrate digital literacy with the preservation of cultural narratives (Shin 

& Perdue, 2021). This is important in the development of in-depth content that is balanced with 

engaging content on social media platforms. Further affirmation is given by the much higher ROI 

efficiency of custom-built AR in the local industry compared to studies in the broader context 

(Alakkas et al., 2022). The limitations of this study, such as participant bias and narrow 

geographic focus, suggest the need for further research to guarantee that the findings can be 

applied more widely in regions with different cultural dynamics (Shin & Perdue, 2021). Qualitative 

methodologies with reliance on self-reported data can also be a barrier in the validity of results. 

CONCLUSION (Cambria, 11 pts) 

The strategic use of cultural heritage as a branding tool among small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) in Malang has demonstrated a significant impact on brand authenticity. It was 

found that the involvement of local narratives, such as the philosophy behind Majapahit batik, 

coupled with community engagement, enhanced brand authenticity perceptions by 

approximately 35-40% (Philycia & Berlianto, 2022). This outcome aligns well with the theory of 

adaptive authenticity proposed by Lee and Smith, which focuses on the alignment of brand 

narratives with cultural authenticity in modern contexts (Philycia & Berlianto, 2022) . Additionally, 

the study introduces a novel dimension called "historical adaptability," integrating historical 

context into brand development, which is crucial for brand identity and consumer trust in 

culturally-rich markets (Mandung, 2024). 

However, the integration of cultural narratives into digital platforms reveals a challenge. 

On social media platforms like TikTok, the depth of cultural storytelling is significantly truncated, 

conveying only 12-18% of key cultural information compared to 58% when presented on more 

extensive digital formats such as websites (Alwi et al., 2022) This discrepancy raises concerns 

regarding the balance between audience engagement and the richness of the cultural narrative, 

emphasizing the nuances of digital storytelling (Indriarti et al., 2023). 
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Comparative analyses with other Southeast Asian SMEs show that Malang’s enterprises 

excel at local collaboration, as 72% of their narratives are validated by community leaders (Belaïd 

et al., 2024). This contrasts with practices evident in other regions which may not emphasize such 

collaborative efforts. Nevertheless, while Malang SMEs are adept in narrative consistency, they 

lag in adopting innovative technologies like augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), 

which could further enhance consumer engagement and narrative depth (Naderbagi et al., 2024) 

In light of these findings, several recommendations are proposed for stakeholders. Firstly, SMEs 

in Malang should adopt a layered storytelling model, segmenting content into bite-sized pieces 

for social media and comprehensive narratives for websites (Alwi et al., 2022). This model would 

enable a more effective distribution of cultural stories tailored to different audience engagement 

contexts. Secondly, establishing a cultural consortium among SMEs could facilitate resource 

sharing and collaborative storytelling initiatives (Philycia & Berlianto, 2022). Finally, policymakers 

are encouraged to initiate a "Cultural Authenticity Label," which would establish criteria such as 

historical accuracy, community involvement, and narrative consistency across digital platforms 

(Wattenberg, 2024). Furthermore, providing significant subsidies for technological 

enhancements, particularly in AR/VR, could catalyze the modernization of cultural narratives in 

digital spaces (Naderbagi et al., 2024). 

In summary, leveraging cultural heritage and historical narratives offers a profound 

opportunity for brand development among Malang SMEs, but the shift to digital must be 

navigated carefully to preserve authenticity while enhancing audience engagement. 
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