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Abstract

Traditional food packaging in Kelantan, Malaysia, commonly made from natural materials
like banana leaves, daun palas, and rubber leaves, faces challenges in today’s modern
market. This study explores how cultural significance and modernization intersect local
packaging practices through in-depth interviews and observations with Kelantanese food
producers. Thematic analysis reveals four key themes: production challenges, market
constraints, sustainability concerns, and cultural preservation. While producers value
tradition, they struggle with material availability, hygiene standards, and shifting
consumer expectations. The findings highlighted the need for adaptive packaging
strategies that respect tradition while meeting contemporary demands. These insights offer
guidance for researchers, designers, and policymakers in supporting sustainable and
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culturally rooted packaging practices.

1. Introduction

In the global market, regional cultural diversity is
seen as a rich source of design inspiration. Cultural
elements integrated into traditional products can enhance
uniqueness and ensure the local cultural identity is
preserved (Ba et al., 2024). Traditional food packaging is
not just a choice of materials; it should encompass
aspects of history, values, and customs, making it
notable in cultural heritage (Guerrero et al., 2016).
Although food packaging is often taken for granted, the
cultural significance, use of materials, design, and
symbols are valuable to study (Lewis, 2023).

Among traditional food packaging materials, banana
leaves are the most widely used in Malay culture. The
properties of banana leaves enhance their aroma and
importance in the history of food packaging (Saidi and
Yusoff, 2024). The use of leaves in food packaging is
seen from an artistic aspect, namely, practical folding
techniques. The unique aroma is distinct from each type
of leaf (Ibrahim and Jamaluddin, 2007). In addition,
traditional packaging techniques can be attractive and
provide visual aesthetics of local food. However, despite
its cultural importance, packaging methods using leaves
are decreasing. This is due to globalization, cost
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efficiency, and concerns about cleanliness. As an
alternative, the use of plastic materials not only
contributes to environmental pollution but also to the
fading of public knowledge of traditional food packaging
over time (Listyawan and Junianto, 2021).

Changes in food choices, rising incomes, and
modern lifestyles have driven an increasing demand for
easy-to-eat foods with a long shelf life (FAO, 2014). As
a result, modern packaging solutions are increasingly
favouring the use of containers that are easy to open and
close. With the advancement of increasingly
sophisticated packaging technology, the marketability of
food will rise. However, it should not affect the
authenticity and heritage of traditional foods. In this
case, to some extent, food products can affect the taste,
appearance, and cultural integrity. Therefore, it is rather
tough for small-scale food makers to compete in the
larger market, but they still need to maintain artisanal
methods.

Kelantan food is unique in terms of its taste and
traditional packaging techniques. However, with the
shortage of natural materials in the form of leaves, the
demand for alternative materials such as plastic has
continued to increase. At the same time, this issue poses
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a challenge to food manufacturers (Agustieyanto and
Santoso, 2023). Traditional food producers still maintain
traditional packaging methods for primary packaging,
but choose plastic packaging for secondary packaging.
The use of plastic poses concerns regarding hygiene,
branding, and production scalability. In general,
globalization is increasingly marginalizing small-scale
producers. Therefore, it is important to find solutions to
adapt traditional packaging in the contemporary era
without compromising cultural heritage (ReallyEats,
2023).

Despite growing attention to sustainable packaging
and food heritage globally, limited research has
specifically explored how traditional food packaging
practices in Kelantan adapt to modern market demands
while retaining cultural value. This study addresses this
gap by examining the intersection between tradition and
innovation in Kelantan’s food packaging practices,
focusing on the perspectives of local food producers.

The study of traditional food packaging in Kelantan's
culinary identity has unfolded the stories of the
challenges faced by food producers. Through a
qualitative study, this research looks at the acceptance of
cultural significance, prospects for traditional food, and
the demands of modern society without compromising
its heritage value.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Research design

This study uses qualitative methods to examine the
experience and cultural significance of traditional food
packaging in Kelantan. Observation and semi-structured
interview methods are used to gain an in-depth
understanding of the cultural, economic, and
environmental aspects of traditional packaging.
Therefore, the thematic analysis method is used to
organize and interpret the qualitative data collected
systematically.

2.2 Data collection methods
2.2.1 Observation studies

Field observations were conducted around traditional
food markets and production sites at Bachok Market,
Berek 12, and Siti Khatijah Market in Kelantan,
Malaysia. This study examines the materials, techniques,
and functionality of traditional packaging. Observational
studies were conducted to identify the types of natural
materials used, their durability, and how they affect the
sensory quality of the food. The aesthetic and symbolic
aspects of traditional wrapping techniques were
observed. In addition, attention was also paid to hygiene
aspects and the transition from natural to synthetic
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packaging materials.
2.2.2 Semi-structured interviews

This study included in-depth interviews with four
local food producers aged 40 to 60. The respondents
were active participants in traditional food packaging.
They granted their agreement to be interviewed and
photographed. The interviews were undertaken to learn
about their viewpoints on the value of local food
packaging in recent days, the problems of procuring
materials, and matching modern market demands. The
interview questions focused on their perspectives on
sustainability, hygiene, and the viability of integrating
current creative approaches into traditional practices.
While the sample size is small, it aligns with the
qualitative nature of the study, which prioritizes depth
over breadth. In qualitative inquiry, especially within
culturally specific contexts, rich, detailed accounts from
a small number of key informants can yield substantial
insights (Patton, 2015). The selected participants are
deeply embedded in the practice, making their narratives
particularly valuable for understanding tradition-based
packaging in Kelantan.

2.3 Data analysis

The thematic analysis method was utilized, where
the qualitative data were obtained from observations and
interviews. The approach was defined as the systematic
way of transcribing the interview, developing key
themes, and grouping them into more structured themes
to facilitate comparison in analysis. The emerging
themes in the data include cultural preservation, concerns
over sustainability, market constraints, and production
constraints.

This study is limited by its small sample size and the
narrow geographic focus on specific locations within
Kelantan. However, it is worth noting that traditional
food packaging practices tend to be uniform across the
state, as producers commonly use similar materials and
techniques passed down through generations. While the
findings are context-specific, they still offer relevant
insights into broader trends in Kelantan. Future studies
involving a larger and more diverse sample across
different regions in Malaysia would help validate and
enrich the findings.

3. Results and discussion
3.1 Current packaging practices

This study provides an in-depth investigation of
current packaging practices for traditional foods in
Kelantan. In interviews and observations carried out in
Bachok and Kota Bharu towns, it was noted that local
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producers mainly relied on traditional materials, most
particularly banana leaves, for primary packaging. These
materials have a lot of cultural significance, and their
sustainability gives them more worth, although they also
cause problems related to durability, hygiene, and
consumer demand.

In comparison, much of the packaging now uses a
variety of materials, primarily plastics. The advantages
of this kind of packaging are convenience and low cost,
while the drawbacks of this packaging relate to its
environmental concerns and consumer perception. Many
producers accept that the use of plastic is necessary to
preserve their products, especially in the transport and
storage phase, while, at the same time, they also
demonstrate increased concern about its long-term
effects on the ecological system. This reliance on plastics
highlights a conflicting interplay between traditional
practices and modern demands.

Cultural heritage was passed on through primary
packaging; modern materials became popular due to
practicality, especially for sale and distribution purposes.
Some traditional foods, such as Lompat Tikam, Tepung
Boko, Pulut Pagi, and Tapai Pulut, are undergoing a
transition to alternative packaging materials like grease-
proof paper, plastic poly bags, and plastic containers.
The unavailability of traditional leaves primarily led
these producers to resort to alternative packaging
materials. The information in Table 1 represents a
synopsis of the ten types of Kelantan’s traditional food,
including the materials used and the type of packing
techniques that apply to these products.

While traditional Kelantan food is renowned for its
rich flavours, its sticky texture often requires utensils for
consumption. Leaf-based packaging offers numerous
benefits, including authenticity, aroma enhancement,
natural protection, and eco-friendliness. However,
challenges arise in terms of handling and practicality.
Certain foods, such as Nasi Tumpang, Pulut Pagi, and
Tapai Pulut, are wrapped in fresh leaves and secured
with small sticks at the opening, while Kuih Pulut Dakap
Pisang is tied with raffia string, giving it a distinct
appearance.

In response to material shortages, some producers
now use brown wax-coated paper to protect food from
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grease and moisture, particularly for traditional leaf-
wrapped items. Other foods, such as Kuih Che Mek
Molek and Kuih Akok, are commonly packaged in
clamshell food containers or plastic poly bags for
convenience. Sagun Kelapa, traditionally wrapped in
white and colourful striped paper, has an unclear
historical origin but may have been designed to attract
children. Recently, this product has also been packed in
clear OPP plastic bags. Similarly, Lempuk Durian is now
wrapped in clear plastic and sealed with rubber bands at
the ends to maintain freshness.

Moreover, market demands play a significant role in
determining packaging choices. The producers reported
that, even though traditional packaging material adds
authenticity and visual appeal, they are faced with
difficulties complying with hygienic regulations and
branding rules for mass distribution. The tension arises
due to a conflict between a requirement for a more
sustainable and culturally acceptable innovation, which
must respect the tradition and the demands of modern
consumers.

3.2 Producer perspectives

Through interviews (Figure 1), key challenges and
aspirations emerged, categorized into four major themes:
cultural preservation, sustainability concerns, market
limitations, and production constraints.

3.3 Cultural preservation

Conversations with local producers showed that they
were deeply connected to the methods of packaging they
use. Many of them were particularly worried about the
loss of those methods over time. One food producer
mentioned how wrapping food items using banana leaves
was a skill that was passed down by older generations.
Moving away from such methods feels like a cultural
loss to some. For many, using banana leaves to wrap
desserts celebrates their cultural identity during festive
occasions. Most food producers mentioned the need to
protect these methods to protect the intangible cultural
heritage.

Producers of small-scale entrepreneurs bring the
food to sell daily at the traditional market or as
consignment stock. Some food must be wrapped
instantly after being cooked, while others, like Lompat

Figure 1. Interview session with the food producers and sellers at the traditional market.
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Table 1. Analysis of Kelantan's traditional food packaging.
Items Descriptions

Nasi Tumpang

Ingredients: Rice, sambal, omelette, prawn,
serunding ikan

Price: RM 3 (USD 0.68) for small size, RM 8
(USD 1.81) for big size

Packaging: Banana leaves (cone-shaped wrap)
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Ingredients: Sweet potato, flour, sugar
Weight: 200g

Price: RM2 (USD 0.45) per pack (5 pieces)
Packaging: Poly plastic bag or clamshell food
container

Lompat Tikam
= Ingredients: Rice flour, glutinous rice flour,

coconut cream, palm sugar, pandan leaves

Price: RM1(USD 0.23) per pack

Packaging: Brown food wrapper, newspaper, or

poly plastic bag

Ingredients: Grated coconut, sugar, rice flour,
glutinous rice flour

Price: RM2 (USD 0.45) per pack (left image),
RM1(USD 0.23) (right image)

Weight: 100g (left image), 80g (right image)
Packaging: Paper with colorful stripes or OPP
plastic bag

Ingredients: Flour, sugar, eggs, pandan leaves,
and coconut milk

Price: RM2 (USD 0.45) per pack Weight: 5
pieces

Packaging: Poly plastic bag or clamshell food
container

Ingredients: Tapioca, palm sugar, coconut milk,
rice flour

Price: RM3 (USD 0.68) per pack

Packaging: Brown food wrapper, newspaper, or
plastic container

Notes: The current price conversion to USD was made in February 2025. Food prices vary in different marketplaces.
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Table 1 (Cont.). Analysis of Kelantan's traditional food packaging.

Items

Descriptions

Pulut Pagi

Ingredients: Glutinous rice, Grated coconut,
palm sugar

Price: RM3 (USD 0.68) per pack

Packaging: Banana leaves, brown food wrapper,
or clamshell food container

Ingredients: Rice flour, coconut milk, banana,
sugar

Price: RM2 (USD 0.45) per pack (2 pieces)
Packaging: Banana leaves, poly plastic bag, or
clamshell food container

Ingredients: Fermented glutinous rice, yeast,
sugar

Price: RM2 (USD 0.45) for 5 pieces, RM6 (USD
1.36) per container

Packaging: Rubber leaves, or a plastic food
container

Ingredients: Ripe and sweet durian, sugar
Weight: 150g

Price: RMS8 (USD 1.81) per piece
Packaging: Clear plastic wrapper

Notes: The current price conversion to USD was made in February 2025. Food prices vary in different marketplaces.

Tikam, are wrapped right before being purchased to
entice consumers. Engaging customers by wrapping food
items in real-time not only preserves their freshness but
also makes for a marketing tool, bringing in eager
customers in long queues waiting to see how the dishes
are prepared and wrapped. This vividly illustrates that
food and packaging presentation is a blend of cultural
practices, traditions, and marketing strategies.

The food producer also testified to having a strong
desire to keep the traditional look of their packages since
it contributes to making their products appear uniquely
Kelantanese. One of the interviewees explained that she
still employs the daun palas wrapping technique taught
by her grandmother and sees it as a means of respecting
her heritage. Most believe that how food is made and
having special natural leaves used are an integral part of
the product identity. Yet fears were expressed that the
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abrupt modifications in packaging foods would
depreciate consumer familiarity and deplete the cultural
identity of conventional food packaging.

3.4 Sustainability concerns

Local food producers' views provide a rich colour for
the issues and hopes surrounding traditional packaging.
From in-depth interviews, some of the main themes that
emerged were the challenge of keeping form while
adapting to the demands of the market. Producers
complained about accessing sustainable materials,
keeping up with contemporary standards of hygiene, and
making the product more appealing to reach wider
consumer markets.

Due to low cost, plastic is the packaging of choice;
businesses are increasingly concerned about its cost over
sustainability. Additionally, the study found that there is
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a desire to move towards green alternatives, but the price
and unavailability are difficult to accept. Natural
materials like banana leaves can be biodegradable, but
their limited shelf life and uncertain supply are issues.
Therefore, there is a challenge for food producers to
balance performance, cost, and sustainability. So, it is
challenging for them to attempt to continue traditional
packaging practices and accommodate evolving
consumer demands.

3.5 Market limitations

Producers mentioned that they face challenges in
reconciling traditional packaging customs with the needs
of the market today. Traditional packaging is labour-
intensive and needs a specific set of skills that are
increasingly scarce by the day. Small-scale businesses
are also unable to imitate mass-produced standardized
packaging that allows for convenience, cleanliness, and
shelf life.

In addition, funds are a significant hindrance to
packaging improvement for expanded market reach.
Though some producers are aware of the possibility of
expanding their production, budget limitations,
structures, and people prevent them from undertaking
such an expansion. Most traditional food companies have
been serving loyal local customers who have
familiarized themselves with traditional packaging
practices. Transparent plastic poly bags and plastic
containers are utilized extensively since they display the
vibrant colour and unique shape of the food, making
customers interested. The increased interest in banana
leaves as a packaging material has also created shortages
in supply, with some producers being forced to grow
their banana trees, but this is not enough to cater to daily
demand. Plastic and paper packaging substitutes have
therefore become popular.

Local economic conditions and rural market
positions also make the price competitiveness of
traditional Kelantan food a concern for branding and
marketing. Most small-scale food producers run their
businesses on a local scale and not on global markets,
resulting in no branding, nutritional labelling, or standard
packaging. Without these elements, expansion to the
outside of local communities is still a problem.

3.6 Production constraints

Producers do admit to having several drawbacks to
standard packaging, mostly when trying to distribute in a
wider market. Indeed, the packaging process does not
match today's levels of sanitary standards, so finding
broader distribution becomes tough. Furthermore, the
absence of quality and hygienic packaging reduces its
potential, thus having poor implications for potential

https://doi.org/10.26656/fr.2017.10(3).084

Saharuddin / Food Research 10 (3) (2026) 341 - 347

sales.

Secondly, the manual process in conventional
packaging limits production capacity. The wrapping
processes involved, as much as they are steeped in
history, are effort- and time-consuming, and unable to
increase operations in the event of rising demands.
Unlike mechanized packaging machines that employ
faster and higher volumes in the food industry, producers
employ traditional methods or use manual production,
hence being left behind.

A major hindrance is food preservation. The
traditional stabling packaging, i.e., leaf wrapping, is not
robust enough to prevent food from deteriorating and
shortens the shelf life of certain foods. This discourages
distribution, especially to those producers who need to
sell more than in domestic markets. Most producers felt
that altering traditional packaging would compromise
their product's identity. But they also understand that
improved food preservation would allow them to
compete in the new food economy.

3.7 Critical reflection and implications

Among the four themes—cultural preservation,
sustainability, market limitations, and production
constraints—cultural preservation and sustainability
concerns emerged most strongly. This indicates that
while producers are aware of practical challenges, their
deeper concerns lie in maintaining cultural identity and
finding environmentally friendly alternatives. However,
economic and material limitations hinder this transition.

The strong emphasis on cultural heritage suggests
that traditional packaging could be reimagined as a
unique selling point for tourism or heritage branding.
Meanwhile, the gap between sustainability ideals and
implementation highlights the need for affordable, eco-
friendly packaging solutions supported by policy or
community initiatives.

Ultimately, traditional packaging serves not just as a
functional role but also acts as a cultural symbol.
Preserving it requires innovative approaches that balance
tradition with modern market demands through design,
education, and local support systems.

4. Conclusion

This study highlights the delicate balance between
preserving cultural heritage and meeting modern market
demands in Kelantan’s traditional food packaging. While
local producers value traditional methods, they face
challenges such as material scarcity, hygiene standards,
and limited production capacity, often turning to plastic
and paper alternatives despite environmental concerns.
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To move forward, policymakers should support
initiatives that fund research into sustainable packaging
tailored for traditional foods. Designers can collaborate
with producers to create innovative solutions that
combine traditional aesthetics with modern functionality.
Producers may benefit from training in improved
hygiene and packaging techniques that still respect
cultural practices.

Learning from countries like Japan, Korea, and
China, where tradition coexists with advanced
packaging, could offer practical models. Future research
should explore how their approaches can be adapted
locally to enhance shelf life, hygiene, and marketability
without compromising cultural identity.
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