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Phenomenon/Issue: Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) 

operating in the Wali Songo religious tourism area hold strategic 

potential in driving local economic growth and supporting the 

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

Purpose: This study aims to formulate strategies to enhance the 

competitiveness of MSMEs through the utilization of financial technology 

(fintech) innovations and the strengthening of business administration as 

key leverage instruments to support the achievement of the SDGs 

Novelty: The novelty of this research lies in its integrative approach, 

which emphasizes the synergy between fintech innovation and practical 

business administration within the unique local context of religious 

tourism. It directly links these efforts to SDG indicators, particularly 

financial inclusion, inclusive economic growth, and poverty reduction. 

Research Methods: The novelty of this research lies in its integrative 

approach, which emphasizes the synergy between fintech innovation and 

practical business administration within the unique local context of 

religious tourism. It directly links these efforts to SDG indicators, 

particularly financial inclusion, inclusive economic growth, and poverty 

reduction. 

Results: The implementation of QRIS and digital payment platforms has 

accelerated MSME transactions. Access to funding through fintech 

lending has expanded business capital. Strengthening administrative 

practices, such as basic financial recordkeeping and inventory 

management, has improved operational efficiency. 

Research Contributions: This study contributes to increasing MSME 

income, expanding market reach, and reinforcing their role in supporting 

the SDGs, particularly in the areas of local economic development and 

financial inclusion. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Tourism is a leading sector in encouraging inclusive and sustainable global economic growth. Micro, 

Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) play a vital role in the world's tourist destination ecosystem. 

According to the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2023), more than 80% of business units 

operating in tourism areas are MSMEs, which provide a variety of services such as culinary, handicrafts, 

accommodation, and transportation services. In various countries, such as Spain, Turkey, and Morocco, 

MSMEs are not only the main drivers of the local economy, but also the face of local culture and identity 

that attracts global tourists. 

In Indonesia, the contribution of MSMEs in supporting the tourism industry is also very significant. 

Based on data from the Ministry of Cooperatives and SMEs (2022), more than 60% of national MSMEs 

develop around tourist destination areas, both natural, cultural, and religious tourism. Indonesia is 

known as a country with a wealth of distinctive and authentic religious destinations, spread across 

various provinces. The existence of MSMEs is an integral part of the tourist experience through local 

products, special souvenirs, guide services, and other supporting facilities that reflect local values and 

cultural wisdom(Amelia Setyawati, Iradah Rahman, et al., 2023; Wardana et al., 2024; Wicaksono 

Ardiansyah et al., 2023). One of the religious tourism destinations that has a high consistency of visits 

and is the main attraction is the Wali Songo area. The tombs of the saints such as Sunan Ampel 

(Surabaya), Sunan Giri (Gresik), Sunan Bonang (Tuban), Sunan Drajat (Lamongan), Sunan Kalijaga 

(Demak), Sunan Kudus (Kudus), Sunan Muria (Kudus), Sunan Gunung Jati (Cirebon), and Sunan 

Gresik are always crowded with pilgrims from all over the archipelago every day. Around the tomb 

area, thousands of MSMEs grow that sell various products and services based on tradition and religion 

ranging from typical culinary, Muslim clothing, handicrafts, to local transportation services. This 

phenomenon shows that religious tourism areas in Indonesia are not only spiritual centers, but also 

centers for economic growth of MSME-based communities. 

Ideally, with the high flow of tourist visits every day in the Wali Songo religious tourism area, local 

MSME actors can optimize the wide market potential to increase the competitiveness of their 

businesses(Amelia Setyawati, Amelia Suggangga, et al., 2023; Rahma et al., 2022; Sulistyowati et al., 

2023). The presence of thousands of pilgrims from various regions of Indonesia, even abroad, opens up 

great opportunities for MSMEs to introduce distinctive local products, expand market share, and 

increase turnover in a sustainable manner. Competitiveness is one of the main foundations for the 

sustainability of MSMEs, especially in strategic areas such as religious tourism destinations that have 

a heterogeneous consumer base and continue to grow(Amelia Setyawati, Amelia Suggangga, et al., 

2023; Setyawati, Feni Azadilah, et al., 2023; Setyawati, Nyuherno Aris Wibowo, et al., 2023; Setyawati, 

Sugangga, et al., 2023) 

The competitiveness of MSMEs basically reflects the ability of businesses to survive, develop, and 

compete effectively in an increasingly dynamic market. According to , competitive advantage comes 

not only from low prices, but also from product differentiation, service quality, and speed of response 

to market changes (Anwar & Li, 2021; Hasanah et al., 2022; Sriyono et al., 2021). In the context of 

tourism, superior MSME actors are those who are able to identify the needs of tourists, offer value-

added products, and build a strong and trusted business image. This requires the readiness of business 

actors to continue to innovate and adapt to increasingly complex consumer preferences(Dvouletý & 

Blažková, 2021; Lukovszki et al., 2020; Markus & Rideg, 2020). 

However, various studies show that the competitiveness of MSMEs in Indonesia's tourist areas, 

including religious destinations, still faces considerable challenges. Among them are limited business 

management, low productivity, lack of access to market information, and limited human resource 

capacity (BPS, 2022; Ministry of Cooperatives and SMEs, 2023). If not immediately improved, 

MSMEs risk missing out on great opportunities from the high mobility of existing tourists. Therefore, 

strengthening competitiveness must be a strategic agenda, so that MSMEs are not only complementary 

to tourism activities, but are actually able to become an inclusive and sustainable driving force of the 

local economy(Brancati et al., 2022; Khoryanton et al., 2020; Md Husin & Haron, 2020; Sriyono et al., 

2021; Vega Martinez et al., 2020). 

To answer the challenges of the competitiveness of MSMEs in religious tourism areas, a strategy 

oriented towards digital transformation and more modern business governance is needed. One of the 

relevant strategic approaches is to encourage innovation in the field of financial technology 
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(fintech)(Cheng & Qu, 2020; Lu et al., 2022; Nijjer et al., 2022). Fintech offers easy access to finance, 

speeds up transaction processes, and expands digital payment services that are very important in 

crowded and dynamic tourist areas. According to the World Bank (2020), the integration of digital 

financial services can reduce MSME operational costs by up to 30%, while increasing financial 

inclusion, which has been a major obstacle for small business actors. 

Fintech innovations also enable MSMEs to reach a wider market through digital ecosystems, including 

e-wallets, QRIS, peer-to-peer financing (P2P lending), and digital banking services. In tourist areas, the 

use of digital payment technology will facilitate transactions between sellers and tourists from various 

regional backgrounds and financial platforms. Studies from  (Artemenko & Zenchenko, 2021; 

Candraningrat et al., 2021; Palmié et al., 2020) shows that MSMEs that adopt digital technology in their 

operations have a 2-3 times chance of turnover growth compared to conventional ones. Therefore, 

fintech literacy and implementation must be made a priority in empowering MSMEs in the religious 

tourism environment. 

On the other hand, strengthening business administration is an important component that cannot be 

separated in the strategy to increase the competitiveness of MSMEs. Good business administration that 

includes financial management, transaction recording, inventory management, customer service, and 

human resource management is the foundation for MSMEs to be able to develop sustainably and be 

ready to face formal regulations(Hasan et al., 2020; Shaikh et al., 2023). According to a report from the 

OECD (2021), MSMEs that have a simple and digitized business administration system are more likely 

to gain access to financing, partnerships, and expansion opportunities to modern and international 

markets. 

The synergy between fintech innovation and strengthening business administration not only improves 

internal efficiency, but also builds a professional image and market trust in local MSMEs. Especially 

in the Wali Songo religious tourism area, where the diversity of consumers and high transaction 

volumes require an accurate and fast management system(Brandl & Hornuf, 2020; Demir et al., 2022). 

The implementation of this strategy is expected to be able to answer the structural challenges of 

MSMEs, as well as be a catalyst in supporting the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), especially in the pillars of inclusive economy, industrial innovation, and reducing economic 

disparities for local communities. 

Various previous studies have highlighted the importance of innovation and digital transformation in 

the development of MSMEs, especially in the tourism sector. For example, research by (Lee et al., 2021; 

Suryono et al., 2020) emphasized that the use of fintech is able to increase access to capital and 

significantly accelerate the flow of MSME transactions. Meanwhile, a study from (Ali et al., 2020; Phan 

et al., 2020) emphasizing the role of efficient business management in improving the performance of 

small and medium-sized businesses. However, most of the research is still sectoral and has not yet 

linked the two main aspects of fintech and business administration integratively in the context of 

religious tourism as a unique economic ecosystem. 

In this research, there is still very little literature that specifically discusses how integrative strategies 

between digital financial innovation and strengthening business governance can be applied to increase 

competitiveness. Existing research generally only photographs consumer behavior, tourism dynamics, 

or traditional challenges of MSMEs, without exploring technology-based and managerial strategic 

synergies contextually. This is an  important research gap, because the competitiveness of MSMEs in 

areas like Wali Songo is not only influenced by external aspects (visitors), but also the internal readiness 

of business actors in adapting to the times. 

Based on the research gap, this study offers novelty in the form of developing a strategy model to 

increase the competitiveness of MSMEs based on the integration of fintech innovation and 

strengthening business administration in the context of religious tourism. The novelty lies in a holistic 

approach that not only prioritizes financial technology as a transaction tool, but also places business 

administration governance as an aspect that strengthens sustainability and market confidence. This 

model is expected to be an alternative solution that is applicable and contextual for areas that have 

strong socio-religious and informal economic characteristics. 

The urgency of this research is even higher considering the great economic potential contained in 

religious tourism activities in Indonesia. Every year, millions of pilgrims visit the tomb of Wali Songo, 

creating a significant flow of economic turnover around the site. Without a structured and innovation-
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based competitiveness improvement strategy, local MSMEs risk falling behind outside business actors 

who are more technologically and managerially prepared. Therefore, strengthening the role of local 

MSMEs is important to prevent economic inequality and ensure a fair distribution of economic benefits 

for the community around religious tourism destinations. 

The implications of this study are not only theoretical in enriching the literature review on MSMEs, 

fintech, and business administration, but also practical for policy makers, tourist area managers, and 

business actors themselves. The findings of this study can be used as a basis for formulating MSME 

empowerment programs that are more adaptive and contextual, as well as encouraging collaboration 

between the government, tomb management foundations, and the private sector in building a highly 

competitive business ecosystem that is in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agenda. 

Thus, the results of this research are expected to be able to make a real contribution to the transformation 

of the local economy based on spiritual and cultural excellence. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
Fintech innovation refers to the creative and efficient application of digital technology in financial 

services to facilitate access, increase transaction speed, and expand the reach of financial services, 

especially for MSME actors. According to Lee et al., (2021); Malladi et al., (2021); Suryono et al., 

(2020) Fintech innovations include digital payment technology, online lending, electronic wallet 

systems, and application-based automated financial management. In the context of MSMEs, fintech 

innovation indicators can be measured through: (1) the adoption of digital payment platforms, (2) the 

use of online loans or fintech lending, (3) the use of financial management applications or POS (point 

of sales), and (4) the integration of financial technology in the business operational process(Arner et 

al., 2020; Cheng & Qu, 2020; Nijjer et al., 2022). 

Business administration is the process of planning, organizing, controlling, and making decisions in 

business activities to achieve organizational goals efficiently and effectively. According to (Maula et 

al., 2019; Sulistyowati et al., 2024; Wardana et al., 2023), business administration includes the main 

managerial functions that are applied to the day-to-day activities of the business. In this study, the 

indicators of MSME business administration include: (1) business planning, (2) financial recording and 

management, (3) human resource management, and (4) organization of daily business operations. Good 

business administration performance will support MSMEs in making strategic decisions, improving 

operational efficiency, and strengthening professional governance(Caligiuri et al., 2020; Kraus et al., 

2021; Sedyastuti et al., 2021; Zenker & Kock, 2020). 

The competitiveness of MSMEs is the ability of micro, small, and medium enterprises to survive, grow, 

and develop in the midst of dynamic market competition, both at the local, national, and global levels. 

According to Chatterjee et al., (2021); and Paul & Rialp, (2020) The competitiveness of a business is 

determined by cost advantage, product differentiation, and response to market dynamics. In this context, 

indicators of MSME competitiveness include: (1) operational efficiency, (2) product and service 

quality, (3) product innovation, (4) market penetration ability, and (5) long-term business sustainability. 

Strong competitiveness will enable MSMEs to increase productivity, retain consumers, and expand 

market share(Cong et al., 2021; Gavurova et al., 2020; Md Husin & Haron, 2020). 

Religious tourism is a form of tourist travel undertaken by individuals or groups for spiritual, religious, 

or pilgrimage purposes to sacred sites that have religious and historical value. In Indonesia, religious 

tourism is growing rapidly, especially at the location of the tombs of Wali Songo figures which are the 

center of pilgrimage for people from various regions. According to (Hermawati, 2020; Maliva & 

Wilbard, 2019; Tinsley & Lynch, 2008)Religious tourism not only has a spiritual impact, but also socio-

economic because it triggers local economic activities. Religious tourism indicators include: (1) the 

number of pilgrim visits, (2) the existence and management of religious sites, (3) the economic activities 

of MSMEs around the location, and (4) the involvement of the local community in supporting the 

destination (Elmo et al., 2020; Luz, 2020; Ratnasari et al., 2020). 
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METHOD 

This study employs a qualitative approach to explore strategies for enhancing the competitiveness of 

Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) through fintech innovation and the strengthening of 

business administration in support of achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within the 

Wali Songo religious tourism area. The research subjects consist of MSME actors actively operating 

around the religious tourism sites, whose business activities are directly integrated with pilgrimage 

practices and spiritually-based local economies. 

Data were collected through field observations, open-ended surveys, and in-depth interviews with 

MSME actors and religious tourism site managers. The researchers collaborated with foundation boards 

and forums managing the religious sites to obtain relevant and contextual primary and secondary data. 

Informants were selected purposively, consisting of nine key informants (main business owners and site 

administrators) and three supporting informants (complementary MSME actors) who possess in-depth 

knowledge of the business dynamics in the area. 

The research was conducted across nine strategic locations of the Wali Songo religious tourism 

network, including: 

1. Sunan Gresik / Maulana Malik Ibrahim (Gresik City), 

2. Sunan Ampel / Raden Rahmat (Surabaya City), 

3. Sunan Giri / Joko Samudro (Gresik Regency), 

4. Sunan Bonang / Raden Makdum Ibrahim (Tuban Regency), 

5. Sunan Drajat / Raden Syarifudin (Lamongan Regency), 

6. Sunan Muria / Raden Umar Said (Kudus Regency), 

7. Sunan Kalijaga / Raden Said (Demak Regency), 

8. Sunan Kudus / Ja'far Shadiq (Kudus City), and 

9. Gunung Jati / Syarif Hidayatullah (Cirebon City). 

Data analysis was carried out systematically through the stages of data reduction, data display, and 

conclusion drawing, employing triangulation techniques to ensure validity, consistency, and the 

richness of perspectives in the research findings. The results were interpreted inductively to uncover 

strategic patterns relevant to improving MSME competitiveness based on local contexts and digital 

technology 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

Results 

The implementation of this research received full support from the tomb foundation management 

institution and the religious tourism area management forum spread across nine Wali Songo locations. 

Cooperation with field partners is effective and participatory, allowing researchers to access primary 

information in depth.  Based on the results of observations and interviews, the adoption of financial 

technology (fintech) among MSMEs in religious areas is still relatively early and not evenly distributed. 

The four main indicators of fintech, namely the use of digital payments, access to online loans (fintech 

lending), the use of financial applications or POS, and digital integration in business processes show 

high variations in adoption between locations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The research team conducting an interview with the manager of a Wali Songo religious pilgrimage site 

Source: by Researchers, 2024 
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For example, in the Sunan Ampel area of Surabaya, the main informant, Mrs. Ria, a souvenir and hajj 

equipment trader, said that since 2022, the majority of purchase transactions have shifted to the QRIS 

method and digital wallets such as OVO, Dana, and GoPay, especially from buyers who come from big 

cities. However, when asked about financial management applications, he admitted that he still relies 

on manual records and does not have structured bookkeeping. Businesses only use the e-wallet feature 

to record transaction history, without any integration into the POS system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The research team conducted interviews with MSME actors in the Sunan Ampel tourist area 

Source : By researcher, 2024 

In other locations such as Sunan Giri and Sunan Drajat, an interview with Pak Hamid, a local 

cooperative manager, showed that MSMEs in the region tend to use fintech lending less due to fear of 

high interest rates and lack of understanding of procedures. On the other hand, some young actors are 

starting to try to integrate digital platforms such as Tokopedia or Shopee for online marketing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The research team conducted observations and interviews with MSME actors in the Sunan Giri and 

Sunan Drajat tourist areas 

Source : By Researcher, 2024 

The potential for the use of fintech is huge, especially in terms of payment efficiency, transaction 

recording, and access to capital without physical collateral. However, there is a significant gap between 

the readiness of technology and the digital literacy of MSME actors. 

A search of MSME business administration practices reveals that most businesses in religious tourism 

areas are still running informally. From the indicators of business planning, financial recording, human 

resource management, and daily operational organization, only a small percentage of MSMEs show a 

professional business structure. 

For example, in the Sunan Kalijaga Demak area, business actors like Pak Zainal manage coffee shops 

and souvenirs with a family system. There is no written business plan, nor does the marketing strategy 

depend on seasonal visits. In the aspect of financial management, most only record daily income without 

separation between personal and business finances. This makes it difficult to calculate net profit, 

determine the cost of goods sold, or apply for business loans. In the Sunan Gunung Jati Cirebon area, 

an initiative was found from a local foundation in collaboration with the Cooperative Office to provide 

simple accounting training based on digital cash books. However, limited human resources and lack of 

supervision cause the impact to be uneven. 
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Figure 2: The research team conducted interviews with MSME actors in the Sunan Gunung Jati area 

Source : By Researcher, 2024 

Analysis of the competitiveness of MSMEs shows that most of the actors have succeeded in building 

unique products and services based on local and spiritual values. Products such as traditional herbs, 

incense, handmade prayer mats, and pilgrimage specialties have strong cultural value. However, 

challenges arise in operational efficiency, continuous innovation, and especially digital market 

penetration. Some MSMEs, such as Ibu Siti's in Sunan Bonang, were able to develop product branding 

based on the history of the guardian, which managed to attract buyers from outside the city. However, 

the limitations of modern packaging, stock management, and online promotion are obstacles in 

expanding the market. Products are still sold face-to-face, even though online demand is quite potential, 

especially from religious lovers and the Indonesian Muslim diaspora abroad. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The research team conducts interviews with MSME actors in the Sunan Maulana area 

Source : By Researcher, 2024 

In general, all Wali Songo religious tourism areas experience a high level of visits, especially on certain 

days such as the Prophet's Birthday, the month of Muharram, or the haul of the wali. On average, each 

site is visited by thousands of pilgrims per week, with the peak on national holidays. This pilgrimage 

activity creates a very potential economic cycle around the site, especially in the trade and service 

sectors. However, the results of observations show that there is no economically, religiously, and 

technologically integrated regional management. Not all areas have a structured business zoning 

system, business training, or local government support. This causes the economic impact to be felt only 

on a limited basis and has not reached the maximum scale. 

 

Discussions 

Fintech Innovation can Increase the Competitiveness of MSMEs 

The results of the study show that although the adoption of fintech among MSMEs in the Wali Songo 

religious tourism area is still partial and uneven, there are strong indications that fintech innovation has 

great potential in increasing the competitiveness of micro businesses. Digital payment platforms such 

as QRIS, the use of digital wallets, and access to fintech lending have begun to be introduced in several 

locations, especially in areas with adequate digital infrastructure access such as Sunan Ampel and Sunan 

Gunung Jati. 

This is in line with the findings Maula et al., (2019), (2025); Susantiningrum et al., (2023) which 

emphasizes that fintech provides easy access to financing and accelerates the business transaction 

process, which in turn can increase the efficiency and productivity of MSMEs. Moreover Sulistyowati 

et al., (2024); Wardana et al., (2023) It also states that the use of point of sales (POS) applications and 

digital-based financial recording helps micro business actors in managing cash flow and compiling 
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more transparent financial reports. With the increasing spread of digital literacy and financial 

technology penetration, MSMEs in religious areas can utilize fintech to expand the market, reduce 

operational costs, and accelerate the transaction cycle. This is an important step in creating an adaptive 

and competitive business system in the midst of the current digital economy dynamics. 

MSME Business Administration can Increase the Competitiveness of MSMEs 

Field findings also show that good business administration management, including aspects of business 

planning, financial recording, human resource management, and daily operational organization, plays 

an important role in increasing the competitiveness of MSMEs. Business actors who have a simple but 

regular administrative system tend to be better prepared to deal with consumer demand, maintain stock 

availability, and make strategic decisions in business development. 

According to Juwairia Juwairia et al., (2023); Rahma, (2023); Setiawan et al., (2022), professional 

business administration allows MSMEs to be more efficient in managing resources, improving cost 

structures, and improving service quality. This also makes it easier for business actors to establish 

partnerships with external parties such as cooperatives, banks, and e-commerce platforms that require 

administrative feasibility and financial records. 

On the other hand, MSMEs that do not have a well-managed administrative system face difficulties in 

accessing government assistance, business capital, and collaboration opportunities. Therefore, 

increasing the capacity of business administration is one of the important foundations in building long-

term competitiveness, especially in religious tourism areas that have high visit cycles and fluctuating 

market demand. 

The Competitiveness of MSMEs in the Wali Songo Religious Tourism Area Has an Active Role in the 

SDGs 

MSMEs in the Wali Songo religious tourism area have great potential in supporting the achievement of 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially in goal 8 (decent work and economic growth), 

goal 9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure), and goal 11 (sustainable cities and communities). The 

existence of MSMEs that grow around the tomb site of the guardians is not only a driver of the local 

economy, but also a cultural and social actor that maintains local values and the spirituality of the 

community. 

Along with increased competitiveness through fintech adoption and better business administration, 

MSMEs can increase financial inclusion, create decent jobs, and empower local communities. This is 

reinforced by research (Islamiah et al., 2022; Maula et al., 2023; Rahma et al., 2022) which states that 

MSMEs based on religious tourism have a strategic role in sustainable development because they touch 

on economic, social, and environmental aspects at the same time. The involvement of tomb 

management foundations and religious site management forums as MSME partners also shows the 

collaborative spirit between local actors, which is key to realizing a sustainable business ecosystem. 

Therefore, the strategy to increase the competitiveness of MSMEs in this region is not only an economic 

issue, but also part of the national agenda in integrating the informal sector into sustainable development 

based on local wisdom 

 

CONCLUSION 
This study confirms that fintech innovation and the strengthening of business administration are key 

strategies in enhancing the competitiveness of Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) in the 

Wali Songo religious tourism area. The adoption of financial technologies such as digital payments, 

online lending platforms, and business management applications can accelerate transactions, expand 

market reach, and improve operational efficiency. On the other hand, sound business administration 

practices ranging from business planning and financial recordkeeping to human resource management 

provide a solid foundation for MSMEs in making informed decisions and achieving sustainable 

business development. 

Improved MSME competitiveness significantly contributes to the achievement of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), particularly in the areas of local economic growth, job creation, and the 

empowerment of communities based on local wisdom. The religious tourism area, which consistently 

attracts a high number of visitors, holds strategic economic potential. When optimized, it can position 

MSMEs as the backbone of a people-centered economy. The involvement of grave site management 
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institutions and local community forums plays a vital role in fostering an inclusive, competitive, and 

sustainability-oriented MSME ecosystem. 

Based on these findings, it is recommended that the government and relevant stakeholders expand 

access to digital and financial literacy training for MSME actors, develop supportive digital 

infrastructure, and provide consistent business management assistance. The promotion of Sharia-based 

microfinance schemes is also necessary to accommodate the religious and cultural context of the area. 

Furthermore, integrating MSME development in religious tourism zones into regional SDG policies 

represents a strategic step to ensure broader, more targeted, and sustainable economic and social 

impacts. 
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