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ABSTRACT 
 
This community service program was conducted to enhance the competitiveness of halal MSMEs in Binjai Baru Village, Datuk Tanah Datar District, Batu Bara Regency, North Sumatera Province, Indonesia, through three key interventions: halal certification awareness, digital marketing training, and creative branding workshops. The primary issues faced by MSMEs in this area include a limited understanding of halal certification procedures, low utilization of digital platforms for promotion, and weak brand identity, which affects product attractiveness. The program’s implementation method consisted of preparation, execution, and evaluation stages involving field observation, awareness sessions, hands-on digital marketing practice, and branding assistance. The results indicate a significant improvement in the participants’ understanding of the benefits of halal certification, their ability to use social media for product promotion, and their initial skills in designing brand identities and product packaging. The participants demonstrated high enthusiasm and were able to gradually apply the materials provided. Overall, this program successfully strengthened the legal, digital marketing, and branding capacities of local MSMEs, forming a solid foundation for enhancing sustainable competitiveness in the halal industry. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION 
Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are a key pillar of the Indonesian economy because of their role in generating employment, reducing income inequality, and contributing to national economic growth. Amid rising public awareness of the importance of halal products, halal MSMEs have a strategic opportunity to expand their market share and enhance their competitiveness. However, various studies indicate that most halal MSMEs still face limitations in meeting halal certification standards, utilizing digital technology, and building a strong brand identity (Widigdo & Triyanto, 2024). These conditions weaken consumer trust, restrict market access, and lower the competitive position of halal MSMEs in an increasingly competitive industry (Utami et al., 2023). Simultaneously, the halal MSME sector has demonstrated significant resilience in the face of fluctuations in global economic conditions (Arista and Hermawan, 2025; Mahfud, 2025). 
Halal certification is an essential instrument for ensuring the quality, safety, and integrity of halal products. Although the government has introduced various facilitation programs, such as free certification schemes and technical assistance, MSME actors regarding the procedures and’ halal certification literacy remains relatively low. Many business owners perceive the certification process as complex and costly, making them reluctant to apply. Halal certification not only strengthens consumer trust but also provides a competitive advantage that can open access to the rapidly growing global halal market. MSMEs contribute significantly to job creation, economic growth, and improvement of overall community welfare (Mahfud, 2025; Hidayat & Witta, 2024). 
Digital transformation is a crucial factor in enhancing halal MSMEs’ competitiveness. The shift in consumer behavior toward digital consumption patterns requires MSMEs to adopt effective digital marketing strategies (Handy et al., 2024; Nurjamjam, 2024). By leveraging social media, marketplaces, websites, and digital content, MSMEs can broaden their promotional reach, increase brand visibility, and strengthen their interaction with customers. However, low levels of digital literacy and limited technical capabilities among MSME owners mean that the use of digital marketing remains suboptimal and has not yet had a significant impact on competitiveness. One such strategy is the implementation of digitalization as a way for businesses to adapt to the digital transformation era (Panduwinata et al., 2025; Arista & Hermawan 2025). 
In addition to certification and digital marketing, creative branding plays a strategic role in creating differentiation and shaping product image. In an increasingly competitive halal market, a strong brand identity can enhance perceptions of quality, foster consumer trust, and reinforce loyalty. Yet many halal MSMEs still lack the capacity to design branding strategies that are consistent, appealing, and aligned with product characteristics (Widigdo & Triyanto, 2024; Utami et al., 2023). Limited creativity, insufficient design knowledge, and a lack of understanding of the importance of storytelling in marketing are major obstacles that weaken the competitiveness of halal MSMEs. Branding strategies and digital innovation are viewed as key solutions to improving MSME competitiveness and supporting local economic growth (Amirudin et al., 2025; Silalahi, 2024). 
This context is highly relevant to the condition of MSMEs in Binjai Baru Village, Datuk Tanah Datar Subdistrict, Batu Bara Regency, North Sumatra, which is the site of this community service program. Most MSME actors in this area still operate at a small scale, with limited access to information, minimal guidance related to halal certification, and low utilization of digital technology in marketing (Hidayat & Witta, 2024). In addition, many MSMEs in Binjai Baru Village do not yet have a strong brand identity, making it difficult for them to compete with similar products from other regions. This situation underscores the importance of academic intervention and direct assistance to help local MSMEs improve their competitiveness through targeted and sustainable strategies. Halal certification can generate positive impacts for micro enterprises, particularly in increasing sales. Halal certification can generate positive impacts for micro enterprises, especially in boosting sales (Septiani & Ridlwan, 2020; Muhnidin & Br. Pinem, 2024). 
At the same time, the expansion of the global halal industry, which is valued in the trillions of dollars, presents major opportunities for Indonesian MSMEs, including those in Batu Bara Regency. Demand for halal products comes not only from Muslim-majority countries, but also from non-Muslim countries that are beginning to recognize the cleanliness, safety, and quality standards inherent in halal products. These opportunities can only be fully utilized if local MSMEs are able to improve product legality, strengthen digital strategies, and adopt more professional branding approaches. MSME entities in Indonesia compete not only with domestic businesses but also with multinational corporations (Arista & Hermawan, 2025). 
Nevertheless, the implementation of halal certification in rural areas such as Binjai Baru still faces various structural obstacles, including limited access to information, inadequate mentoring, and negative perceptions of the certification process. This reveals a gap between government policies and actual conditions on the ground, which indicates the need for empowerment models that are more practical, straightforward, and easy for MSME actors to understand. Targeted socialization of halal certification is a crucial step in building understanding and interest among business owners in formalizing the halal status of their products. Simplifying regulations and legal frameworks is also important to make it easier for MSMEs to obtain halal certification, given that the complexity of the current process remains a major barrier for many business actors (Fathoni et al., 2025). 
Beyond bureaucratic and technological challenges, ongoing digital development also requires local MSMEs to move quickly in adopting modern marketing strategies. The use of social media, digital content, and e-commerce platforms has become a basic capability that MSMEs must possess in order to compete in a highly competitive market. MSMEs in Binjai Baru Village that can utilize digital technology effectively will have greater opportunities to increase product visibility, strengthen customer relationships, and build sustainable competitive advantages. Many MSMEs have yet to make optimal use of digital technology and social media to promote their products (Panduwinata et al., 2025). 
In response to these challenges and opportunities, this community service program aims to develop a strategic model for enhancing the competitiveness of halal MSMEs through the integration of halal certification, digital marketing, and creative branding tailored to the conditions of MSMEs in Binjai Baru Village. Through education, mentoring, and training, the program is expected to make a tangible contribution to strengthening the capacity of local MSMEs and reinforcing the role of academics in community empowerment, particularly in the development of the halal industry in Batu Bara Regency and North Sumatra. Efforts undertaken by MSME actors to face global and national market competition include increasing halal certification for their products (Aulia et al., 2025; Laksono & Imanina, 2025). 
 
2.   METHODOLOGY 
 The community service activities in Binjai Baru Village, Datuk Tanah Datar Subdistrict, Batu Bara Regency were implemented through three main stages: preparation, implementation, and evaluation– mentoring, each designed to respond directly to the conditions and needs of local MSMEs. 
In the preparation stage, the team conducted field observations and informal interviews with MSME owners to map the types of businesses, existing marketing practices, and their level of awareness regarding halal certification. This was followed by a needs assessment to identify gaps in knowledge and skills related to halal certification procedures, the use of digital platforms for promotion, and the development of brand identity. Based on these findings, training materials were prepared that combined conceptual explanations with practical guidelines on halal certification, digital marketing, and creative branding, adapted to the socioeconomic context of Binjai Baru. 
The implementation stage consisted of three core activity streams. First, the socialization of halal certification focused on explaining the regulatory framework, benefits, and step-by-step procedures for applying through the Sihalal platform. Second, digital marketing training was delivered through hands-on practice using smartphones and laptops, where participants were guided to create business accounts, design basic content, and utilize promotional features on social media and marketplaces. Third, creative branding training emphasized the design of brand identity elements such as logos, color schemes, product packaging, and simple storytelling techniques to communicate product uniqueness and halal attributes (See Figure 1 for the documentation). 
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Figure 1. Panel of Keynote Speakers  
Finally, the program was concluded with an evaluation and follow-up mentoring stage. Evaluation was conducted through discussions, reflections, and simple assessments to measure participants’ understanding and initial changes in practice. Follow-up mentoring was provided to assist selected MSMEs in refining their halal certification preparation, improving digital content, and finalizing branding concepts. This final stage aimed to ensure that participants were not only exposed to new knowledge, but were also able to apply business development strategies independently and sustainably. 
 
3.   RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

3.1.    Improving MSMe Owners’ Understanding of Halal Certification 
The socialization activities produced a clear improvement in MSME owners’ understanding of both the procedures and the strategic benefits of halal certification. Initial discussions revealed that most participants were unfamiliar with the stages of applying for halal certification through the Sihalal platform, including the required documents, the step-by-step submission process, and the implications of formal halal legality for consumer protection. Many also perceived the process as complex and burdensome. Through structured explanations and guided simulations of form-filling on Sihalal, participants gradually recognized that the requirements were manageable and could be completed with proper guidance. They came to understand that halal certification does not only provide assurance of product safety and quality, but also strengthens business credibility, supports market expansion, and differentiates their products from uncertified competitors in an increasingly selective halal market. This change in perception was reflected in the growing number of participants who explicitly stated their readiness to prepare documents and submit halal certification applications after the program. These findings are consistent with previous studies emphasizing that halal legality has a positive effect on consumer trust, purchase intention, and the overall competitiveness of MSMEs in the halal industry (Septiani & Ridlwan, 2020; Muhnidin & Br. Pinem, 2024). 
 
3.2.   Using Digital Marketing to Promote MSME Products 
The digital marketing training substantially enhanced participants’ skills in managing social media, producing simple promotional content, and understanding basic digital promotion techniques relevant to their business context (Sari & Lubis, 2024). Prior to the training, most MSMEs relied heavily on conventional methods such as word of mouth, printed materials, and informal local networks, with very limited use of online platforms. During the sessions, participants were introduced to practical steps for creating and optimizing business accounts on social media, using features such as stories, reels, paid promotions, and product catalogues, as well as designing simple visual content with clear messages. By the end of the program, they were not only able to create and manage business accounts, but also began to appreciate the importance of consistency in content publication, audience engagement, and basic performance monitoring. This outcome is in line with the findings of Panduwinata, Subroto, and Sakti (2025), who show that digital literacy is a key factor in the growth of halal MSMEs that utilize digital platforms. Likewise, Usmayanti and Pangestu (2022) emphasizes that digital marketing provides wider promotional reach, increases interaction with customers, and strengthens the competitive position of MSMEs in digital markets (Arista & Hermawan 2025; Husna et al., 2025; Usmayanti & Pangestu, 2022). 
 
3.3. Strengthening Brand Identity through Creative Branding 
The creative branding workshop (Figure 2) enabled MSME owners to gain a deeper understanding of brand identity, including the role of logos, colors, packaging, typography, and storytelling as key elements in shaping a coherent business image. At the beginning of the activity, observations indicated that most MSMEs did not have a clear or consistent brand identity; many products were sold with plain or non-informative packaging, lacked recognizable logos, and did not communicate any distinctive value proposition to consumers. Through step-by-step guidance, participants were introduced to basic principles of visual branding, such as simplicity, consistency, and relevance to target markets, as well as the use of narratives to highlight product uniqueness and halal attributes. 
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Figure 2. Participants of the workshop 
 
By the end of the workshop, participants were able to design simple but more professional branding concepts, including draft logos, color palettes, and improved packaging ideas that better reflected the character of their products. This outcome is consistent with the findings of Amirudin et al. (2025), who emphasizes that branding has a significant influence on consumer perceptions in choosing halal products. In addition, Muhnidin and Br. Pinem (2024) find that halal certification combined with strengthened branding can enhance the image and added value of village-based MSME products, thereby improving their competitiveness in both local and wider markets. 
 
3.4. Participant Engagement and Responses 
The level of participant involvement throughout the program indicated a high degree of enthusiasm and commitment to learning (Figure 3). Participants were actively engaged in discussion sessions, where they shared their experiences, raised practical questions, and reflected on the challenges they face in managing their businesses. During the digital marketing practice, they took part in step-by-step exercises to create business accounts, develop simple content, and explore promotional features on social media platforms. In the brand identity design activities, participants collaboratively worked on logos, color choices, and basic packaging concepts, often discussing and revising their ideas based on feedback from facilitators and peers.  
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Figure 3. Participant Engagement and Responses 
 
These observations suggest that a practice-based training approach, or hands-on learning, is more effective than lecture-based methods alone, particularly for adult learners and MSME actors who benefit from seeing direct applications to their business context. The opportunity to immediately apply new knowledge, experiment with tools, and receive real-time guidance appears to accelerate understanding and skill acquisition. This is consistent with Putri and Hidayat (2023), who state that practical methods can significantly speed up the improvement of MSME skills in implementing marketing strategies and fulfilling business legality requirements, thereby making capacity-building programs more impactful and sustainable in the long term. 
 
3.5. Integration of Halal Certification, Digital Marketing, and Creative Branding 
The analysis shows that enhancing the competitiveness of MSMEs cannot be achieved in a fragmented or isolated manner. The three key dimensions of halal certification, digital marketing, and creative branding are interdependent and must be integrated into a coherent and holistic strategy. Halal certification provides formal legitimacy, assures compliance with religious and safety standards, and strengthens consumer trust, particularly in markets where halal attributes are a primary consideration. Digital marketing, in turn, expands promotional reach beyond local boundaries, enables more targeted communication, and facilitates two-way interaction with consumers through social media and online platforms. Complementing these, creative branding contributes to clearer product positioning, stronger differentiation from competitors, and higher perceived added value through consistent visual identity and persuasive narratives. 
When combined, these three elements form a reinforcing system in which legality enhances credibility, digital channels amplify visibility, and branding shapes perception and loyalty. This integrative approach is consistent with Panduwinata et al. (2025) and Amirudin et al. (2025), who argue that the synergy between legal compliance, digitalization, and strengthened brand identity constitutes an effective strategic model for improving the competitiveness of halal MSMEs, especially in an increasingly dynamic and competitive halal market environment. 
 
4.   CONCLUSION

This community service program successfully enhanced the knowledge, skills, and awareness of MSME owners in Binjai Baru Village regarding the importance of halal certification, the use of digital marketing, and the application of creative branding to improve business competitiveness. The halal certification outreach provided MSME actors with new understanding of the procedures, benefits, and urgency of halal legality as a guarantee of product quality and consumer trust. The digital marketing training proved effective in improving participants’ ability to use social media, marketplaces, and digital content as efficient promotional tools. At the same time, the creative branding workshop helped participants understand the importance of visual identity, product packaging, and storytelling in building a more professional brand image. 
The results indicate that a practice-based training approach had a significant impact on the readiness of MSMEs to implement business development strategies. Participants showed a high level of enthusiasm and were able to make tangible changes in the way they manage and promote their products. Overall, the integration of halal certification, digital marketing, and creative branding proved to be an effective strategy for strengthening the competitiveness of halal MSMEs, particularly in rural areas with limited access to information such as Binjai Baru Village. 
This program also underscores the importance of continuous mentoring to ensure that MSME actors can continue to develop and apply the knowledge they have acquired. In this way, the community service activities do not merely provide short-term education, but also lay the foundation for long-term capacity building among MSMEs. It is hoped that similar initiatives can be continued with a broader scope so that more MSMEs can benefit and be better prepared to compete in the rapidly growing halal industry. 
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