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INTRODUCTION

Islamic religious counselors (penyuluh agama Islam) have traditionally served as
front-line emissaries of the Ministry of Religious Affairs, charged with transmitting
religious teachings and shaping communal ethics. Over the past decade, however, they
have expanded beyond spiritual instruction to meet increasingly complex social and
economic needs, assuming functions associated with community development and
poverty alleviation. Recent scholarship charts this evolution across diverse Muslim
settings, noting counselors’ roles in moderation campaigns, family resilience, and social
problem-solving (Amalia & Ziaulhag, 2022; Mubarok, 2021; Sa'idy & Verawati, 2022).
Empirical studies further document counselors’ growing involvement in
entrepreneurship coaching, halal assurance, and Islamic financial literacy, suggesting
a convergence between da'wah, social ethics, and economic empowerment (Fahmy
et al., 2024; Fahrurrozi & Munir, 2021; Makmun & Faizal, 2025; Mukzizatin, 2020; Nurdin et
al, 2025; Zikrullah & Kurniawan, 2024).

This widening mandate aligns with Indonesia’s national development agenda that
treats welfare as a moral as well as material objective. In Islamic discourse, economic
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well-being is inseparable from religious obligation, embedding market participation,
fair exchange, and social protection within ethical practice (Ashofo & Raimi, 2025;
Kader, 2021; Sardar, 1996). Consequently, counselors are strategically positioned to
translate policy into local action and to legitimate sharia-compliant economic
behavior at the grassroots. Mosque-based initiatives—training, microenterprise
incubation, and halal facilitation—are increasingly cited as promising delivery
mechanisms that leverage trust and social capital (Basid, 2009; Siregar et al,, 2024).
The Pesawaran Regency of Lampung provides a salient empirical context where these
dynamics are visible, with counselors facilitating small-business development
anchored in Islamic values.

The present study addresses the central problem of how counselors’ roles are
transforming from primarily spiritual communicators into agents of economic
empowerment, and with what strategies, constraints, and effects. Persistent
implementation challenges—insufficient personnel, uneven competencies in business
and digital skills, scarce facilities, and fragmented interagency coordination—risk
diluting program efficacy and scalability (Andrian, 2021; Basit, 2014; Pamungkas &
Halwati, 2023; A. Rahman, 2021). These structural barriers echo regional and global
patterns: regulatory ambiguity, resource deficits, cultural constraints (especially
gendered participation), and gaps between religious discourse and everyday
economic practice (Goh et al., 2024; Kelley, 2020; Qodir et al., 2023). Addressing them
requires coherent policy support and platform-building for collaboration among state,
religious, and civil-society actors.

A general solution emerging from prior work involves integrating da’'wah with
participatory, evidence-informed empowerment strategies. Counselors can act as
boundary spanners who translate sharia norms into practical guidance on
microenterprise management, household finance, and ethical market conduct, while
mobilizing social networks around mosques to reduce transaction costs and expand
inclusion (Halimah & Fatmah, 2024; llham, 2018; N. Wahyuni & Khotimah, 2023). Digital
tools extend reach for mentoring, product marketing, and peer learning, though they
also expose competence gaps that training must address. Where supportive
regulations, local partnerships, and evaluation mechanisms are in place, the
counselor-mediated model shows potential to improve livelihoods and strengthen
religio-social cohesion simultaneously.

Specific solutions highlighted in the literature coalesce around mosque-centered
entrepreneurship services, Islamic financial literacy, and halal certification assistance.
Mosques have operated as hubs for training, cooperative production, and marketplace
intermediation, thereby converting religious trust into economic collaboration
(Setyorini & Violinda, 2021). Youth groups attached to mosques have incubated eco-
friendly ventures and social enterprises, linking ethical consciousness with innovation
and local value chains (Anjoni et al., 2023; Asmara et al., 2022). During crises, mosque
networks have provided social protection and business continuity support,
underscoring their role in socioeconomic resilience (Habibi & Lubis, 2022; Suaidah &
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Arjun, 2023). These modalities collectively position counselors as facilitators of
community-based, sharia-consistent economic upgrading.

Complementing institutional innovations are capacity-building pathways that
develop counselors’ competencies in business coaching, digital marketing, and
program evaluation. Studies report benefits where counselors connect micro-
entrepreneurs to Islamic microfinance, assist with halal assurance processes, and
mentor bookkeeping and pricing aligned with sharia ethics (Fahmy et al, 2024).
Programs oriented to older adults and women have used inclusive pedagogy to expand
Quranic learning alongside practical financial skills, strengthening both religious
literacy and household economic decision-making (Hendriani & Abdurrahman, 2023).
More broadly, initiatives in religious moderation cultivate social trust and intercultural
literacy that lower barriers to market participation and network formation (Masyhur et
al, 2024; Muhtar, 2023). Together, these strands operationalize a faith-driven
empowerment model adaptable to local contexts.

Taken as a whole, the literature suggests that mosque-based empowerment
leverages social capital to reduce information frictions, coordinate collective action,
and sustain ethical norms in markets, yet notable gaps remain. Many programs lack
rigorous performance indicators and longitudinal assessment, impeding evidence-
based policy learning and replication. Resource constraints and uneven coordination
continue to limit scale, while digitalization proceeds unevenly across locales.
Comparative analyses across districts are scarce, and few studies explore how
variations in counselor background, leadership style, or institutional alliances shape
outcomes. These gaps motivate a localized, qualitative examination that traces how
strategies are assembled and adapted on the ground.

Accordingly, this study analyzes the transformation of Islamic counselors in
Pesawaran as agents of economic empowerment, focusing on strategies enacted,
enabling and constraining conditions, and observed effects on community welfare. It
draws on and extends prior accounts by foregrounding mosque-centered delivery,
halal facilitation, and Islamic financial literacy, while systematically documenting
implementation challenges and coordination dynamics. The contribution is twofold:
empirically, it provides a granular account of counselor-led programs in a specific
Indonesian locality; theoretically, it advances integration across da’'wah, social capital,
and Islamic economics frameworks to explain how faith-anchored institutions can
mediate inclusive local development.

The study adopts a qualitative design, interviews, observation, and document
analysis, to capture processual dynamics less visible to surveys, while adhering to
ethical standards and triangulation for credibility. Its novelty lies in tracing the
operational mechanisms by which counselors convert religious legitimacy into
economic capability, identifying the institutional arrangements and skills that matter
most for results, and articulating practical implications for training and policy. By
delineating these mechanisms and constraints, the study clarifies the scope and limits
of counselor-led empowerment and offers a grounded basis for future program
evaluation, scale-up strategies, and cross-district comparative research.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Conceptual Foundations: Da’wah, Mosque-Based Programs, and Economic
Empowerment

Recent studies emphasize that da’'wah, traditionally understood as the invitation to
Islam, has evolved into a multidimensional form of community engagement linking
spiritual renewal with socio-economic progress. Rizki & Zulaikha (2022) argue that
contemporary da‘'wah incorporates both moral and material upliftment, aligning
religious education with strategies for community empowerment. This conceptual
expansion situates religious outreach not only as a theological duty but also as a
mechanism for socio-economic justice and resilience. Within this framework, mosque-
based initiatives are increasingly portrayed as community anchors providing
vocational training, financial literacy education, and entrepreneurial mentoring that
bridge moral instruction with practical livelihood outcomes.

Parallel developments in the literature reframe mosques as community
development hubs rather than merely places of worship. Rizki & Zulaikha (2022)
document how Indonesian mosques mobilized resources during the COVID-19
pandemic to support small enterprises, thus demonstrating their adaptive role in local
economic recovery. Similarly, Karimullah (2023) underscores that mosque networks
enhance social capital, trust, reciprocity, and cooperative norms, that underpin
collective economic action. This perspective converges with Islamic economics, which
advances welfare-oriented financial systems emphasizing justice, equity, and risk-
sharing (Cipta & Zakirman, 2024; Fahmi et al, 2023). Consequently, mosque-centered
empowerment integrates faith-based ethics with sustainable development objectives,
promoting both economic inclusion and moral integrity within Muslim societies.

These conceptual linkages are theoretically grounded in frameworks such as Social
Capital Theory, Islamic Economics, and Community Resilience Theory. Theories of social
capital highlight how dense interpersonal networks and moral trust enable cooperative
ventures, whereas Islamic economic thought foregrounds redistribution through zakat,
wagqf, and interest-free finance (Cipto & Zakirman, 2024). Resilience frameworks further
elucidate how mosques enhance adaptive capacities during crises by channeling both
material and spiritual resources (Rizki & Zulaikha, 2022). Collectively, these perspectives
demonstrate that the interdependence between religious engagement and
community empowerment is not incidental but structural, embedded in both
theological and socio-economic logics.

Empirical Evidence on Mosque- and Counselor-Led Economic Interventions

Empirical studies since 2018 have examined how mosque- and counselor-led
programs affect measurable economic outcomes such as income growth,
employment generation, and enterprise survival. Although heterogeneity in
methodology persists, the overall trend points toward positive but context-dependent
effects. A quasi-experimental study in rural Nigeria found that mosque-led financial
literacy initiatives improved household financial management, though quantitative



172 ﬁ’_ Asmaria et al.

income effects remained unreported (Suwaji & Agustedi, 2024). Ndala & Pelser (2019)
reported that small firms in Malawi receiving entrepreneurial counseling through
mosques exhibited higher survival rates, indicating that religious legitimacy may
enhance participants’ commitment to business norms.

Complementary evidence from Indonesia reinforces these findings. Rizki and
Zulaikha (2022) observed that mosque-facilitated community workshops during the
COVID-19 recovery period expanded self-employment opportunities, though precise
employment metrics were not disclosed. Similarly, previous studies (Fahmi, 20250; S. F.
A. Rahman, 2020; Saputraq, 2025b) documented sustained improvements in financial
literacy from long-term mosque programs combining education and inclusion
strategies. Despite variations in measurement, these studies collectively affirm that
mosque-led empowerment enhances economic agency, the ability to make informed,
faith-consistent economic decisions, thereby strengthening resilience among
marginalized groups.

However, the literature remains cautious about overestimating impacts. Many
studies rely on observational designs with limited control groups and short follow-up
periods, constraining causal inference. The need for longitudinal and multi-country
comparative analyses is evident. Yet, even with these limitations, mosque- and
counselor-led programs consistently correlate with higher financial literacy, business
sustainability, and community engagement, suggesting that faith-based
intermediaries can effectively operationalize economic empowerment at the
grassroots level (Chowdhury et al, 2019; Chowdhury & Islam, 2025; Olarinmoye, 2012;
Tomalin, 2020).

Mechanisms and Mediators of Faith-Driven Economic Empowerment

Four empirically supported mechanisms explain how faith-based initiatives generate
economic empowerment: Islamic financial literacy, halal certification assistance, social
capital formation, and access to Islamic microfinance. Islamic financial literacy is
consistently identified as the most direct mechanism. Educational interventions offered
in mosque settings improve individuals’ understanding of financial planning, saving,
and investment within sharia principles (Fathoni et al, 2025; Ismail et al, 2024;
Rohmaningtyas et al,, 2025; Septriawan et al,, 2025; Tehuayo & Holle, 2024; Trimulato et
al, 2022). These programs reduce information asymmetry and increase participation
in ethical financial markets.

Halal certification assistance serves as a second key mediator. Najmudin &
Syihabudin (2022) show that businesses obtaining halal certification gain both
consumer trust and broader market access, leading to greater profitability. Mosque-
based counselors often facilitate this process by connecting entrepreneurs with
certification bodies, thus institutionalizing ethical business practices. Third, social
capital, cultivated through shared worship and community service, encourages trust-
based cooperation that strengthens informal economies. Kotani et al. (2022) find that
mosque networks promote employment and entrepreneurship by leveraging
community trust as a non-financial asset. Finally, Islamic microfinance provides
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accessible, non-interest-based capital (R. Abdullah & Ismail, 2014; Kamal & Khattak,
2022; Muhammad et al,, 2022), enabling small-scale entrepreneurs to expand their
operations while adhering to religious norms.

These mechanisms are moderated by contextual factors such as gender, digital
readiness, and governance quality. Women's participation, for example, significantly
influences program outcomes: gender-sensitive mosque programs have proven
effective in enhancing women'’s entrepreneurial capacity while reinforcing their social
inclusion (Muhardi et al, 2023). Digital readiness, intensified by the pandemic, has
emerged as a determinant of program reach; digitally literate communities more
effectively exploit online marketing and financial tools. Governance quality within
mosque and local institutions also determines success, transparent management
enhances credibility, while mismanagement erodes trust (Abd Rahman et al., 2027;
Ahmad et al, 2020; Is’‘adi, Munir et al, 2022). Together, these studies clarify that
empowerment outcomes hinge not merely on program design but on the broader
ecosystem of trust, equity, and institutional integrity.

Institutional Arrangements Across Islamic Contexts
Comparative research across Muslim-majority countries reveals distinct yet
interrelated institutional models that shape the performance of faith-driven economic
empowerment. Ministries of Religious Affairs in Indonesia and Malaysia oversee zakat
administration, Islamic education, and public engagement. Their success depends on
participatory governance and transparent resource allocation (Dharma et al., 2024,
Tabarik & Alfarezel, 2025). In Egypt and Malaysia, zakat and wagf bodies act as pivotal
redistributive agents funding small enterprise and social welfare initiatives (Rambe et
al.,, 2025; Wulansari & Daryono, 2025). Integrating waqf with microfinance has proven
particularly effective in addressing poverty and promoting sustainable livelihoods.
Islamic microfinance institutions (MFIs) and cooperatives also play a critical role.
Studies in Bangladesh and Pakistan demonstrate that community-owned Islamic MFls
encourage inclusive growth by extending profit-sharing credit to marginalized
entrepreneurs (Hadiat et al, 2025; Samsudin et al., 2024). Their cooperative structure
enhances accountability and resilience, distinguishing them from conventional
financial systems. At the local level, mosque governance structures often determine the
scale and quality of empowerment outcomes. Well-managed mosques in Indonesia,
for instance, function as microfinance platforms distributing zakat funds and
incubating community enterprises (Darajatun & Makhrus, 2025; Mubarrok et al., 2023).
Several design features consistently correlate with positive outcomes:
transparency in fund management (Zahara et al,, 2023), community engagement and
participatory decision-making (Widyastuti et al, 2022), diversification of financial
products (Tabarik & Alfarezel, 2025), financial literacy education (Durak et al, 2020), and
cross-sector partnerships (Rozikin & Sholekhah, 2020). These elements collectively
strengthen institutional legitimacy, enhance economic inclusiveness, and ensure
program sustainability. The evidence underscores that economic empowerment in
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Islamic contexts depends as much on institutional ethics as on financial instruments
themselves.

Evaluation Frameworks, Measurement Tools, and Existing Research

Since 2020, researchers have advanced several evaluation tools for assessing mosque-
and counselor-led empowerment initiatives. The Family Empowerment Scale (FES) and
adapted community empowerment indices measure dimensions such as decision-
making autonomy, confidence, and participation (H. Abdullah et al., 2025; To et al,
2022). Mixed-method designs are increasingly preferred to capture both quantitative
progress and qualitative transformations in trust, cohesion, and faith-based motivation
(Guleg, 2025). Additionally, Islamic financial literacy assessments have emerged as
domain-specific instruments for gauging program effectiveness in enhancing sharia-
compliant economic behavior (Ibrahim & Kollin, 2024).

However, methodological weaknesses persist. Selection bias remains prevalent
because participants are often self-selected or pre-empowered, limiting
generalizability (Mweho, 2025; Venkatesan & Selvi C.,, 2024; Yar & Sarani, 2025). Short
follow-up periods obscure long-term sustainability, and few studies systematically
account for spillover effects, how empowerment programs influence non-participants
within the same community (Angelucci & De Giorgi, 2009). Moreover, many instruments
lack cultural calibration; applying Western empowerment metrics to Muslim contexts
without adaptation risks misrepresenting the spiritual and communal dimensions
integral to Islamic empowerment (Somier & ElKaleh, 2021; W. Wahyuni et al,, 2022).

Future research directions converge on three priorities. First, scholars call for
context-specific and comparative studies that map how cultural and institutional
environments condition outcomes (Bani Issa & Komariah, 2024; Merzada & Rajkumar s,
2024; Tajkia, 2023). Second, there is a strong need for longitudinal research to trace
empowerment trajectories and their durability over time (Abbas & Aravossis, 2024;
Alhammadi, 2024; Muthoifin et al, 2024). Third, emerging literature recommends
exploring the digital transformation of mosque-based programs, particularly how
digital platforms can expand inclusion and financial access in the post-pandemic era
(Nurrahman et al, 2025; Prihadi et al, 2025). Finally, comprehensive frameworks
integrating economic, psychological, and social dimensions will enhance analytical
coherence and policy relevance (Murphy, 2012; Nilsson et al., 2012; Shawoo et al,, 2023).

Synthesis and Emerging Theoretical Insights

Across the reviewed literature, a coherent picture emerges of Islamic religious
counselors and mosques as hybrid institutions blending da‘wah with socio-economic
facilitation. The evidence consolidates around the notion that religious legitimacy can
be an asset for economic inclusion, mobilizing trust, ethical behavior, and collective
participation. Yet, effectiveness varies according to contextual moderators, institutional
design, and evaluation rigor. Integrating theories of social capital, Islamic economics,
and community resilience provides a robust interdisciplinary lens to explain these
dynamics (Cipta & Zakirman, 2024; Karimullah, 2023; Rizki & Zulaikha, 2022).
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Empirical studies affirm that faith-based initiatives contribute meaningfully to
household welfare, entrepreneurship, and financial capability, though the magnitude of
their effects remains modest and localized. The literature also cautions against
instrumentalizing religion purely for economic ends; sustainability arises when spiritual,
ethical, and material goals are harmonized. Ultimately, mosque- and counselor-led
empowerment represents a distinctive model of faith-driven community development,
one that integrates belief, ethics, and enterprise to pursue holistic well-being. Ongoing
research must continue refining this model through rigorous measurement, contextual
sensitivity, and intersectoral collaboration to ensure its long-term relevance and global
applicability.

Research Gap and the Significance of the Study
Despite growing scholarly attention to mosque- and counselor-led economic
empowerment, substantial gaps remain in both conceptual clarity and empirical rigor.
Much of the existing research relies on short follow-up periods, non-probability
sampling, and observational designs that limit causal inference. Critical mechanisms,
such as how religious legitimacy translates into economic agency or how governance
quality moderates program outcomes, remain insufficiently theorized. Furthermore,
comparative and context-sensitive analyses are scarce, leaving unanswered how local
cultures, institutional arrangements, and digital readiness shape empowerment
trajectories across Muslim communities. These gaps underscore the need for deeper,
locally grounded investigations.

Within this scholarly landscape, the present study offers significant contributions.
By examining the operational strategies, enabling conditions, and constraints affecting
Islamic religious counselors in Pesawaran, it extends prior research that has tended to
generalize mosque-based empowerment without detailing implementation dynamics.
The study also advances theoretical integration by bridging perspectives from social
capital theory, Islamic economics, and community resilience. Empirically, it provides
granular qualitative evidence that complements existing quantitative tendencies,
helping to clarify how faith-anchored institutions mobilize trust, ethics, and collective
action to enhance local economic welfare. In doing so, the study strengthens the
foundation for policy design, program evaluation, and future longitudinal research.

METHOD

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative descriptive design to explore the transformation of
Islamic religious counselors into agents of community economic empowerment. A
qualitative approach was selected because it provides the flexibility needed to examine
complex social phenomena and capture variations in lived experiences, meanings, and
contextual dynamics that cannot be adequately represented through quantitative
measures (Creswell & Clark, 2017; Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Through this design, the
study sought to uncover the strategies counselors employ, the challenges they
encounter, and the perceived outcomes of their engagement in economic
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empowerment initiatives. The descriptive orientation allowed for a detailed portrayal of
field realities without imposing premature theoretical assumptions, thus ensuring that
interpretations remained grounded in participants’ narratives and observed practices.

Study Site and Rationale

The research was conducted in Pesawaran Regency, Lampung Province, a region
purposively selected due to its active implementation of Islamic-based community
development programs. Pesawaran presents a unique intersection of strong religious
identity and ongoing economic empowerment initiatives, making it an appropriate
setting for examining how counselors operationalize their evolving roles. The area also
offers diverse institutional arrangements, including mosque-based programs,
government-supported initiatives, and community-led enterprises, enabling a
comprehensive analysis of counselor engagement. Accessibility to key informants and
the availability of relevant documentation further supported the selection. The
sociocultural characteristics of Pesawaran provided a meaningful context for
understanding counselor-led empowerment in both rural and semi-urban
environments.

Participants and Sampling Procedures

Participants included Islamic religious counselors (both civil servant and non-civil
servant), heads of local religious affairs offices (KuA), small and microenterprise
(MSMES) actors mentored by counselors, and community leaders. A purposive
sampling strategy was used to ensure that participants possessed direct involvement
in or substantive knowledge of empowerment programs. Selection criteria included: (1)
active engagement in economic empowerment initiatives, (2) familiarity with the
operational roles of religious counselors, and (3) willingness to participate in the studly.
The targeted sample size was 15—-20 participants, subject to adjustment based on data
saturation. Variation in participant roles enabled triangulation across institutional
hierarchies, program types, and community backgrounds, thereby enhancing
interpretive richness.

Data Collection Method

Three complementary methods were employed: in-depth interviews, participant
observation, and document analysis. Semi-structured interviews facilitated open-
ended discussion on strategies, challenges, and perceived impacts of counselor
involvement in economic empowerment. This format allowed the researcher to probe
emergent themes while maintaining comparability across interviews. Participant
observations were conducted to capture real-time interactions between counselors
and beneficiaries, offering insight into the practical implementation of empowerment
initiatives. Document analysis involved reviewing policy guidelines, program reports,
and institutional archives to contextualize field findings and corroborate verbal
accounts. Together, these methods enabled a comprehensive, multi-perspective
understanding of the phenomenon under study.
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Research Instruments and Researcher Role

The primary research instrument was the researcher, supported by interview guides,
observation sheets, field notes, and documentation tools. As the central interpretive
agent, the researcher engaged reflexively with emerging insights, continuously
evaluating potential biases and modifying questions as necessary to deepen analytical
precision. The interview guides were developed in alignment with theories of policy
implementation and community empowerment, ensuring that data collection
addressed structural, relational, and behavioral dimensions relevant to the research
objectives. The researcher’'s immersion in the field allowed for sustained engagement
with participants, facilitating trust-building and more candid exchanges that enriched
the quality of the data.

Data Analysis Procedures

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, following the stages recommended by
Miles et al. (2013): data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. The reduction
phase involved transcribing interviews, coding preliminary concepts, and filtering
information for relevance. Patterns and relationships were subsequently organized into
thematic matrices, enabling systematic comparison across participants. Coding
proceeded through open, axial, and selective stages to develop coherent thematic
structures capturing the transformation of counselor roles and associated challenges.
Conclusion drawing occurred iteratively throughout data collection, ensuring that
interpretations evolved alongside the emerging empirical landscape. Analytical
memos were maintained to document reasoning pathways and enhance
methodological transparency.

Validity and Reliability Measures

To strengthen credibility, the study employed source and method triangulation. Source
triangulation was achieved by comparing perspectives from counselors, MSMES actors,
KUA leaders, and community figures. Method triangulation involved cross-verification
among interviews, observations, and documentary evidence. Member checking was
conducted by presenting preliminary interpretations to selected informants for
confirmation or correction, ensuring that findings accurately reflected participant
perspectives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Detailed documentation of analytic procedures
further enhanced reliability, facilitating replicability and supporting rigorous scholarly
evaluation.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity was maintained through informed consent, confidentiality safeguards,
and voluntary participation procedures. Participants were briefed on the study’s
objectives, data-use protocols, and their right to withdraw at any time. Personal
identifiers were removed from transcripts and reports to protect anonymity, and all
data were used exclusively for academic purposes (Creswell & Clark, 2017). Ethical
sensitivity was particularly important given the religious authority of participants and
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their close integration with community structures, requiring the researcher to navigate
interactions respectfully and responsibly.

RESULTS

Transformation of Counselors’ Roles in Economic Empowerment

The findings demonstrate a marked shift in the roles of Islamic religious counselors in
Pesawaran from traditional transmitters of religious messages to dynamic facilitators
of community economic empowerment. While counselors historically focused on
spiritual instruction and doctrinal guidance, they now assume responsibilities that
involve mentoring micro- and small enterprises, strengthening Islamic financial
literacy, and supporting community-based economic initiatives. This transformation is
visible through programs jointly initiated with the Ministry of Religious Affairs, local
government, and zakat institutions, which position counselors as strategic actors
bridging religious values with socio-economic development. Their broadened
mandate reflects a dual commitment to spiritual welfare and material upliftment,
aligning with contemporary community needs and policy directions.

Field observations reveal that the shift in role is not merely rhetorical but
operationally embodied in new responsibilities and practices. Counselors increasingly
articulate their da'wah activities through economic lenses—promoting ethical
entrepreneurship, advising on sharia-compliant financial behavior, and supporting
livelihood diversification. This integration of religious and economic functions enhances
their social legitimacy while expanding their impact. Informants consistently reported
that the presence of counselors in economic programs increased trust, motivated
participation, and ensured that empowerment activities remained rooted in Islamic
ethical principles. Overall, the transformation represents a significant institutional and
cultural adaptation within the counseling profession.

Mosque-Based Strategies as the Core Platform for Empowerment
Mosque-centered programming emerged as the principal strategy through which
counselors organize and implement empowerment initiatives. The mosque functions
as an accessible, trusted, and socially cohesive environment in which counselors
establish business groups, disseminate knowledge on halal certification, and facilitate
linkages to Islamic microfinance. This approach leverages existing social networks
embedded in mosque communities, making engagement more participatory and
sustainable. Counselors routinely utilize mosques for training sessions, cooperative
production activities, and community discussions, thereby transforming these religious
spaces into multifunctional centers of learning and economic collaboration.

The effectiveness of mosque-based strategies stems from their embedded social
capital. Participants expressed that religious environments provided reassurance,
minimizing hesitation and increasing willingness to attend training or seek assistance.
The mosque’s symbolic authority also reinforces adherence to ethical business
conduct, strengthening accountability and collective responsibility. Counselors utilize
this communal cohesion to build trust-based relationships that support long-term
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mentorship. Accordingly, the mosque model not only increases participation but also
promotes a culturally resonant form of economic empowerment grounded in shared
religious values.

Digital Adaptation and Expanded Outreach

Alongside mosque-based approaches, counselors have increasingly integrated digital
media into their empowerment activities. Platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and
Instagram are used to disseminate training schedules, share educational content,
promote MSMES products, and maintain continuous engagement with beneficiaries.
This adaptation illustrates the counselors’ ability to navigate technological shifts and
respond to communication needs in an era where digital literacy is becoming central
to economic participation. Informants noted that online dissemination enabled
broader reach, particularly among youth and working adults who faced constraints in
attending in-person sessions.

Digital mentoring also facilitated real-time communication, allowing counselors to
provide rapid feedback on business challenges, marketing strategies, or financial
decisions. However, the effectiveness of digital adaptation varied considerably due to
disparities in technological competence among counselors. Those with stronger digital
skills exhibited greater innovation and outreach, while others faced difficulties in
maximizing digital tools. These findings suggest that digital transformation adds value
but also introduces new capacity requirements that must be addressed through
structured training and institutional support.

Supporting Factors: Policy, Community Participation, and Partnerships

Several structural and social factors contributed to the success of counselor-led
empowerment programs. Government support—particularly from the Ministry of
Religious Affairs—played a critical role in providing training opportunities, resources,
and recognition needed to operationalize programs. Policy initiatives promoting halal
certification, zakat utilization, and sharia-based finance strengthened institutional
environments for empowerment activities. Community participation was another
central enabler, as high levels of trust in counselors and religious institutions
encouraged active engagement in training, cooperative groups, and microenterprise
initiatives.

Cross-sector partnerships enhanced resource mobilization and expertise sharing.
Collaborations with zakat institutions, local cooperatives, microfinance providers, and
government agencies expanded beneficiaries’ access to capital, training modules, and
market networks. Counselors reported that these partnerships allowed them to offer
more comprehensive support that went beyond spiritual motivation to include
technical and financial assistance. The synergistic integration of religious legitimacy,
government support, and inter-organizational networks significantly amplified the
reach and impact of empowerment programs.
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Hindering Factors: Capacity Gaps and Institutional Constraints

Despite notable progress, the study identified persistent obstacles limiting program
optimization. The most frequently cited barrier was the insufficient number of
counselors relative to the geographical and demographic scope of their service areas.
This imbalance resulted in heavy workloads, reduced frequency of mentoring
interactions, and uneven program implementation. Limited facilities—including training
spaces, digital equipment, and transportation—further constrained the efficiency of
outreach activities. These shortages were particularly acute in rural areas where
infrastructure gaps are more pronounced.

Weak interagency coordination posed another challenge. Inconsistent
communication among governmental bodies, zakat institutions, and local authorities
occasionally created program overlap, delays, or inefficiencies. Moreover, limited digital
literacy among some counselors hindered their ability to adopt modern tools essential
for promoting products, sharing knowledge, and coordinating groups. These capacity
gaps underscored the need for systematic training in digital communication, business
coaching, and program management to meet the evolving demands of community
empowerment.

Program Outcomes: Skills, Markets, and Increased Economic Confidence

The findings indicate that counselor involvement generates measurable improvements
in community skills, market access, and economic confidence. Beneficiaries reported
enhanced understanding of sharia-compliant business practices, improved financial
management, and increased knowledge of halal certification processes. Counselors’
mentorship enabled several MSMES actors to obtain halal certification, which expanded
their market reach and increased consumer trust. Interviews revealed cases of income
growth linked to improved product quality, better marketing strategies, and more
disciplined financial behavior.

Participants also described increased self-confidence in managing their
enterprises. Counselors’ dual role as spiritual motivators and business mentors
strengthened psychological readiness to engage in entrepreneurship. This integration
of spiritual reassurance with practical guidance created a supportive environment that
encouraged perseverance, innovation, and long-term commitment to business
ventures. These outcomes affirm the potential of counselor-led empowerment to
enhance both material welfare and psychosocial resilience.

Community-Level Transformations and Behavioral Shifts

Beyond individual outcomes, counselors influenced broader community-level attitudes
and norms. The study observed a noticeable shift toward valuing economic
independence grounded in Islamic principles. Communities became more open to
adopting entrepreneurial practices, experimenting with new products, and pursuing
market opportunities. Collective participation in mosque-based economic activities
deepened social bonds, fostering a sense of shared responsibility for communal
welfare.
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Financial discipline emerged as a recurring theme. Beneficiaries reported
increased consistency in recordkeeping, budgeting, and reinvestment behaviors,
reflecting internalization of both business skills and ethical imperatives emphasized by
counselors. Market confidence also improved as participants learned to navigate
digital promotions and engage customers more effectively. These behavioral
transformations indicate that counselor-led empowerment extends beyond technical
capacity-building to shape economic mindsets and strengthen collective agency.

Counselor Capacities and Leadership Variation

Program success was significantly shaped by the competencies and leadership styles
of individual counselors. Those with backgrounds in economics, entrepreneurship, or
digital communication demonstrated higher levels of innovation, more effective
mentoring, and stronger rapport with beneficiaries. Their multidimensional expertise
allowed them to translate religious teachings into actionable business strategies,
strengthening the relevance of empowerment programs.

Conversely, counselors lacking exposure to economic development concepts
faced difficulties in providing comprehensive business guidance. These disparities
highlight the need for institutionalized capacity development that includes technical,
managerial, and digital skills training. The findings suggest that structured professional
development could reduce variation in counselor performance and enhance overall
program quality, particularly in regions where economic empowerment programs are
expanding.

Gaps in Evaluation Systems and Sustainability Challenges

The analysis of documents and interviews revealed that many empowerment
programs lacked well-defined performance indicators and systematic evaluation
frameworks. Activities were often conducted on an ad hoc basis, with limited
documentation of outputs or outcomes. This absence of structured evaluation
procedures reduced institutional learning and hindered the ability to measure long-
term impact. Counselors expressed difficulty in tracking beneficiary progress,
monitoring enterprise growth, or identifying areas for program improvement.

These gaps pose risks to program sustainability. Without clear benchmarks,
resource allocation becomes inefficient, and successful practices cannot be easily
replicated. Participants and stakeholders noted the need for standardized reporting
tools, impact indicators, and coordinated monitoring systems. Strengthening
evaluation practices is therefore essential for scaling successful models and ensuring
accountability in empowerment initiatives.

Overall Significance of the Transformation

Overall, the transformation of Islamic religious counselors into agents of economic
empowerment reflects a positive alignment between community needs and
institutional evolution. The study shows that counselors’ expanded roles contribute
substantially to enhancing local welfare through skill-building, increased market
access, and strengthened economic confidence. However, sustaining and scaling
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these achievements requires targeted policy support, enhanced capacity-building,
and more rigorous program evaluation systems.

With appropriate institutional backing, counselors hold significant potential to serve
as long-term catalysts for community economic resilience. Their unique combination
of spiritual authority, social trust, and grassroots accessibility positions them as pivotal
actors capable of guiding communities toward greater economic independence while
upholding Islamic ethical principles.

DISCUSSION

Transformation of Counselors’ Roles in Socio-Economic Development

The findings of this study confirm a substantial shift in the role of Islamic religious
counselors in Pesawaran from a primarily devotional and didactic orientation toward
an expanded mandate as facilitators of community economic empowerment.
Counselors no longer confine their work to transmitting religious doctrine but
increasingly mentor micro- and small-scale enterprises, promote sharia-compliant
business practices, and link communities to Islamic financial services. This
transformation supports earlier arguments that counselors possess latent capacity as
social change agents capable of bridging spiritual and material needs (Ali, 2024;
Hasibuan, 2025; Vela, 2021). In practice, counselors in Pesawaran function as
intermediaries who embed economic initiatives within religious discourse, thereby
enhancing both legitimacy and community uptake.

Comparable trends are documented in other Muslim-maijority settings, suggesting
a broader regional and global realignment of religious authority toward developmental
roles. In Bangladesh and Indonesia, for example, religious leaders have been central to
the transition from conventional to Islamic microfinance, building trust in new financial
instruments and expanding outreach to low-income groups (Mia, 2024; Tabarik &
Alfarezel, 2025). Studies in Malaysia and Egypt similarly highlight the use of zakat and
wagf as structured tools for poverty reduction, often facilitated by mosque-based
leadership (Hericmingrum et al, 2024; Malik, 2025). At the same time, more rigid waqgf
governance in some Gulf contexts demonstrates that religious finance alone does not
guarantee empowerment (Bessois et al, 2024; R. Hassan et al,, 2022; Kassim & Noordin,
2025); institutional flexibility and community responsiveness remain critical (Rofiq et al,
2025; Yusuf et al,, 2025).

These convergences and divergences carry important implications. Theoretically,
they reinforce conceptualizations of Homo Islamicus and Islamic economics that
situate economic action within an explicitly ethical and communal framework (Abd
Rahman et al, 2021; Furqgani & Echchabi, 2022). Practically, the Pesawaran case
suggests that counselor-led empowerment can be a viable strategy for local
development where religious authority and developmental mandates are deliberately
aligned. For policymakers, the findings underline the need for formal recognition of
counselors as development actors within national and local planning, accompanied by
capacity-building and clear operational mandates. Without such institutionalization,
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the current transformation risks remaining fragmented and overly dependent on
individual initiative.

Mosque-Based Empowerment, Social Capital, and Islamic Economics

This study also shows that mosque-based programming is the primary platform
through which counselors operationalize their expanded role. Mosques in Pesawaran
function as hubs where business groups are formed, halal certification is pursued, and
access to sharia-compliant finance is mediated. The approach capitalizes on existing
networks of trust and participation, fostering inclusive and participatory forms of
economic engagement. These findings extend earlier work that highlighted the
mosque’s potential as a base for community entrepreneurship when managed with
participatory and accountable principles (Cokrohadisumarto & Sari, 2024; Fahmi,
2025b; Tufani, 2024). Empirically, the Pesawaran experience demonstrates that
mosqgue-centered models can integrate spiritual guidance with practical economic
learning in a systematic, rather than incidental, manner.

International evidence supports the view that mosque- and counselor-led
initiatives are effective when anchored in social capital and Islamic economic
instruments. Studies in Indonesia and other contexts show that zakat and wagf, when
administered through community-oriented mosques and religious institutions, can
finance microenterprises and social services (Hadi, 2025; Saputra, 2025b, 2025a),
particularly during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Cipta & Zakirman, 2024,
Herianingrum et al., 2024). Research on social capital similarly indicates that dense
relational networks around mosques facilitate cooperation, creditworthiness, and
mutual support critical for sustaining small businesses (Baizuri, 2025; Dewi et al., 2025;
Syuhada et al, 2024). In Pesawaran, the formation of business groups and peer-
learning circles echoes this pattern, suggesting that counselors actively leverage social
trust as a development resource.

The implications are threefold. Theoretically, the findings reinforce social capital
theory and Islamic economics as complementary lenses for understanding faith-
based empowerment: religious gatherings generate bonding and bridging capital that,
when connected to instruments such as zakat, waqf, and Islamic microfinance, can
translate into tangible livelihood gains (Arif et al, 2023; Karimullah, 2023). Practically,
mosque-based models demonstrate how existing religious infrastructure can be
repurposed for economic resilience without undermining its spiritual core. For policy,
the results support strengthening mosque governance, transparency, and financial
literacy programs so that religious institutions can responsibly manage economic
functions while maintaining community trust (Widyastuti et al, 2022; Zahara et al,
2023).

Digital Adaptation and Counselor-Led Empowerment

Findings from Pesawaran further highlight the growing use of digital media by
counselors to extend the reach of both religious guidance and economic mentoring.
Counselors employ platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram to
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announce training, promote MSMES products, and provide real-time advice, especially
to younger and time-constrained participants. This digital turn indicates an adaptive
response to changing communication patterns and market dynamics, even though
uneven digital skills among counselors limit the full exploitation of these tools. The study
thus reveals digital adaptation as both an opportunity and a new capability gap within
counselor-led empowerment.

Recent research in other contexts confirms that digital tools significantly enhance
outreach, coordination, and inclusivity of faith-based programs. Social media has been
shown to connect religious institutions with younger generations who may be less
engaged in traditional settings, thereby expanding the audience for educational and
empowerment content (Anisa Rasyida & Rasyida, 2021; Randeree, 2020). Studies of
mosque-based initiatives in Indonesia and elsewhere report that online training in
financial literacy and entrepreneurship improves flexibility and participation, while
digital platforms enable new practices such as crowdfunding, digital zakat, and waqgf
applications (Fahmi et al, 2023; Triantoro et al, 2023). At the same time, the digital
divide and limited digital literacy restrict access for poorer and rural communities
(Hannan & Mursyidi, 2023; Suparta, 2024), mirroring constraints observed in Pesawaran.

Theoretically, digitalization complicates simple models of face-to-face social
capital by adding virtual networks that can either complement or partially substitute
physical mosque interactions. Practically, the Pesawaran findings suggest that digital
tools can amplify counselor impact but only if paired with systematic training and
strategies to mitigate exclusion of those lacking devices or skills. For policymakers and
program designers, this underscores the need to integrate digital literacy and
infrastructure support into counselor training schemes and community empowerment
policies, particularly where national agendas emphasize digital transformation as a
development pathway.

Structural Constraints, Governance Challenges, and Future Directions

Alongside positive outcomes, this study reveals persistent structural barriers that limit
the effectiveness and scalability of counselor-led empowerment. Key constraints
include an inadequate counselor-to-population ratio, limited facilities, and weak
coordination across governmental, religious, and philanthropic bodies. Many programs
also lack clear performance indicators and systematic evaluation mechanisms,
resulting in ad hoc implementation and uncertain long-term impact. These findings
resonate with earlier work emphasizing that policy support, resources, and institutional
coordination are decisive for the success of religiously anchored empowerment efforts
(Koehrsen & Burchardt, 2024; Marshall et al.,, 2021; Maton & Wells, 1995).

Global research on community and faith-based programs reports similar
impediments. Fragmented governance and poor inter-organizational communication
frequently lead to duplication, coverage gaps, and inefficiencies (Bielefeld & Cleveland,
2013; Frennesson et al, 2022; Husain et al, 2025; Masefield et al.,, 2020). Inequitable
resource distribution and bureaucratic hurdles can further restrict access for the most
vulnerable populations, undermining the inclusive intent of empowerment initiatives
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(Upadhyay, 2022). Weak accountability and poorly defined roles reduce program
credibility and hinder sustained engagement (Brett, 2003; Brinkerhoff & Wetterberg,
2016; Kilby, 2006). Moreover, the absence of robust evaluation frameworks, combining
qualitative and quantitative indicators, limits learning and adaptation, a problem
widely noted in social and health promotion programs (Bader et al, 2023; Boon et al,
2025; Rotteau et al., 2021).

These parallels highlight several theoretical, practical, and policy implications.
Theoretically, the Pesawaran case underscores that religious authority and social
capital are necessary but insufficient conditions for empowerment; they must be
embedded within supportive governance and monitoring systems to yield durable
outcomes (Abbas & Aravossis, 2024). Practically, the findings argue for targeted
capacity-building in program management, evaluation, and digital skills for
counselors, alongside participatory approaches that respect local culture and gender
dynamics (Aslund & Nilsson, 2013; Fithrianto et al., 2024). At the policy level, there is a
clear mandate to strengthen cross-sector coordination, develop standardized yet
context-sensitive evaluation tools, and anchor counselor-led empowerment within
broader frameworks of Islamic community development and national poverty
reduction strategies.

CONCLUSION

This study has shown that Islamic religious counselors in Pesawaran have undergone a
substantive transformation from primarily spiritual instructors into multi-functional
agents of community economic empowerment. Operating through mosque-based
platforms and, increasingly, digital media, counselors mentor micro-entrepreneurs,
facilitate halal certification, and strengthen Islamic financial literacy while preserving
their da’'wah mandate. These practices enhance economic capabilities, foster financial
discipline, and build confidence among MSMES actors, indicating that faith-anchored
institutions can simultaneously address spiritual and material dimensions of
community welfare. The findings thus affirm the latent developmental potential long
attributed to counselors and mosques in earlier work.

At the same time, the study reveals that the impact of counselor-led empowerment
is shaped by broader institutional and governance conditions. Supportive policies,
cross-sector partnerships, and community trust enable meaningful program
outcomes, whereas limited counselor capacity, weak coordination, and the absence of
clear performance indicators constrain scalability. The results suggest that religious
authority and social capital must be embedded within robust organizational
frameworks if empowerment is to move beyond isolated success stories. Integrating
principles from Islamic economics, social capital theory, and community development
provides a coherent lens for explaining how spiritual legitimacy, trust networks, and
ethical financial instruments jointly produce socio-economic benefits.

Overall, this research contributes to the growing body of scholarship on faith-based
development by offering a context-rich, empirically grounded account of counselor-
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led economic empowerment in an Indonesian regency. It shows how mosques and
counselors can be repositioned as development actors without diluting their religious
core, and it clarifies the operational mechanisms and institutional supports required for
sustainable impact. The study thus provides a conceptual and practical reference for
policymakers, practitioners, and scholars seeking to design or analyze programs that
align da'wah, Islamic economic instruments, and community empowerment in Muslim-
maijority settings.

Limitations of the Study

This study is subject to several limitations that should be acknowledged when
interpreting its findings. First, the research was conducted in a single regency,
Pesawaran, using a qualitative, purposive sampling strategy that prioritized depth over
breadth. While this design enabled nuanced understanding of local dynamics, it limits
the generalizability of the results to other regions with different socio-economic,
cultural, or institutional characteristics. The sample size, determined by data saturation,
and the reliance on self-reported experiences also introduce the possibility of selection
and social desirability biases, particularly given counselors’ respected status in the
community.

Second, the study did not incorporate systematic quantitative measures of
economic outcomes, such as income trajectories, employment rates, or firm
performance indicators, nor did it employ longitudinal tracking. As a result, claims
regarding impact rely primarily on perceived changes, documentary evidence, and
cross-informant triangulation rather than statistically validated effect sizes. The
research also only partially captures the complexity of digital transformation and
governance drrangements, as these dimensions were explored through narrative
accounts rather than formal institutional or network analysis. These limitations point to
the need for complementary designs that can test and quantify relationships
suggested by the qualitative findings.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future research should extend this work through comparative and mixed-method
designs. Multi-site studies across different Indonesian provinces and other Muslim-
majority countries would allow systematic comparison of how variations in culture,
mosque governance, policy frameworks, and financial ecosystems shape counselor-
led empowerment. Longitudinal research combining surveys, administrative data, and
repeated qualitative rounds could trace the durability of economic, social, and spiritual
outcomes over time, moving beyond short-term perceptions. Quasi-experimental or
experimental designs—where feasible—could help isolate the effects of specific
program components, such as financial literacy training, halal certification support, or
access to Islamic microfinance.

Further studies are also needed to deepen analysis of mechanisms and equity
dimensions. Research could examine in more detail how social capital, religious
authority, and institutional trust interact to influence participation and outcomes,
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including gendered pathways and barriers. Digital transformation warrants focused
investigation, particularly regarding inclusive models that bridge the digital divide while
respecting religious norms. Finally, scholars and practitioners should collaborate to
develop and test evaluation frameworks grounded in both conventional impact metrics
and Islamic normative principles (e.g., Maqasid al-Shariah), enabling programs to be
assessed for economic effectiveness, ethical integrity, and alignment with community
values.
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