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Dating is generally considered inconsistent with the values and regulations upheld in
Islamic boarding schools. Nevertheless, some students choose to engage in romantic
relationships despite being aware of these restrictions. This study aimed to explore the
dynamics of dating decision-making among Islamic boarding school students within the
context of negotiating religious values and relational needs. A phenomenological
approach was employed involving six adolescents aged 16-17 years who were currently
or had previously been involved in dating relationships. Data were collected through in-
depth interviews and observations and were analyzed wusing Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis. The findings revealed that dating decisions emerged through
a complex negotiation process involving religious beliefs, relational needs, personal
experiences, and social influences. The need for affection, emotional support, and
iterpersonal closeness encouraged students to pursue romantic relationships, while
religious values and boarding school regulations generated ongoing psychological
conflicts. Peer influence, family background, social media exposure, and previous
romantic experiences also shaped how students interpreted and maintained their
decisions. These findings suggest that dating among Islamic boarding school students was
not merely an act of norm violation but rather the result of a dynamic decision-making
process In response to competing value systems and developmental needs during
adolescence.
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Introduction

Adolescence 15 a developmental period characterized by biological, cognitive, social, and
emotional changes that encourage individuals to establish closer interpersonal relationships with
members of the opposite sex (Santrock, 2011; Sulhan, 2024). One of the most common forms of
relationships that emerge during this developmental stage 1s romantic dating. For many adolescents,
dating serves as a means of fulfilling their need for affection, obtaining emotional support, developing
personal 1dentity, and learning interpersonal relationship skills. Therefore, interest in romantic
relationships constitutes an mtegral part of adolescent developmental dynamics.

On the other hand, dating relationships are not always viewed positively across all social and
cultural contexts. Within Islamic boarding schools (pesantren), interactions between male and female
students (santri) are generally regulated strictly based on religious values and mstitutional rules (Dakir
& Anwar, 2020). Many pesantren prohibit dating as an effort to ensure that students’ behavior aligns
with religious norms, enhance their focus on learning and worship activities, and prevent behaviors
considered mnconsistent with Islamic teachings. This condition creates a unique situation in which santri,
as adolescents, experience developmental needs similar to those of their peers in general, yet reside in
an environment that restricts the expression of romantic relationships.

Nevertheless, dating among santr7 continues to occur in various forms (Yulika & Setiawan, 2017;
Tempo.co, September 22, 2015; Rahmatullah & Purnomo, 2020). In addition, the researcher
conducted a survey involving 18 current and former santrr from a pesantren in Bogor, which revealed
that 12 participants had been or were currently mvolved in a romantic relationship. One participant
explained that the motivation for dating stemmed from a need for a close companion who shared
similar hobbies and interests. The participant also perceived dating as a form of escape from an
unwillingness to attend a pesantren. The existence of this phenomenon suggests that decisions to engage
m romantic relationships are influenced not only by prevailing rules but also by various psychological,
social, and personal experiential factors. In this context, sanar face a complex situation m which the
need for emotional intimacy and romantic involvement interacts with the religious values they
understand and embrace. Such circumstances may generate distinctive considerations, conflicts, and
negotiation processes in decision-making.

Decision-making 1s a process that ivolves evaluating various alternatives, weighing potential
benefits and risks, and aligning choices with an individual’s values and goals (Syamsi, 2000; Lunenburg,
2010). In the context of romantic relationships within pesantren, this process becomes particularly
Interesting to examine because the decisions mnvolved are not merely related to personal preferences
but also encompass religious norms, institutional regulations, family influences, peer influences, and
previous relational experiences. Consequently, dating decisions among santri cannot be understood as
1solated behaviors but rather as outcomes of complex psychological processes.

Numerous studies have examined adolescent romantic relationships from various perspectives.
Some have focused on the effects of dating on adolescents’ psychological development and behavior
(Sar1, 20; Harahap, 2023), while others have explored the relationship between religiosity and dating
behavior (Saputri, 2022; Soliah, 2023). Although these studies have contributed to understanding
factors associated with adolescent romantic relationships, most have concentrated on the consequences
of dating behavior or individuals’ levels of religiosity. Research specifically exploring adolescents’
decision-making processes in initiating romantic relationships, particularly within environments
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characterized by strong religious values and stitutional regulations such as pesantren, remains
relatively limited.

Furthermore, previous studies have predominantly employed quantitative approaches and
therefore have provided hmited msight into adolescents’ subjective experiences in navigating conflicts
between relational needs and religious expectations. For santri, the decision to engage in dating mvolves
not only attraction to the opposite sex but also a complex process of balancing religious beliefs,
pesantren regulations, emotional needs, and social environmental influences. Therefore, this study
seeks to address this gap by employing an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach to
gain an in-depth understanding of the dynamics underlying dating decision-making among santrr based
on their lived experiences. The novelty of this study lies in its focus on the decision-making processes
mvolved in dating among santri and its use of an interpretative phenomenological approach to explore
how sanari negotiate their relational needs with the religious values they uphold.

Decision-making 1s a cognitive process that involves identifying a problem, considering various
alternative courses of action, evaluating potential consequences, and selecting the option that is
perceived as most consistent with an individual’s goals and values (Lunenburg, 2010). In the context of
romantic relationships, the decision to mitiate or maintain a relationship is influenced not only by
rational considerations but also by emotional, social, and personal values held by the mdividual. One
model that explains this process 1s the Rational Decision-Making Model, which conceptualizes decision-
making as a systematic process consisting of several stages: recognizing a need or problem, identifying
available alternatives, evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of each alternative, selecting the
option considered most beneficial, and assessing the outcomes of the decision that has been made
(Lunenburg, 2010). In the context of sanai, the decision to engage in dating can be understood as the
result of balancing the need for affection and emotional support against the risks associated with
religious prohibitions and pesantren regulations.

However, decision-making does not always occur in a purely rational manner. Scharding (2023)
and F. Xiao (2023), through the Conflict Theory of Decision Making, explain that individuals often
experience psychological conflict when choosing between alternatives that each carry both positive and
negative consequences. Such conflicts may generate doubt, anxiety, and various forms of psychological
adjustment before a decision is reached. Among sanai, this condition becomes evident when they
recognize that dating conflicts with the religious values they uphold, while at the same time perceiving
romantic relationships as capable of fulfilling important emotional and relational needs during
adolescence. This situation creates a dilemma that requires negotiation between religious values and
developmental needs.

In addition, the Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) perspective suggests that decisions in
everyday life are often not made through entirely rational analytical processes but are mstead based on
experience, mtuition, and individuals’ interpretations of the situations they encounter (N.Li, 2023).
Previous relationship experiences, peer influence, family support, and the pesantren environment may
serve as sources of information that sanaz draw upon when forming attitudes toward romantic
relationships. Therefore, dating decisions among san&r7 can be understood as the outcome of an
mteraction among rational considerations, psychological conflicts, and lived experiences that shape how
they interpret and respond to their circumstances.

Drawing upon these three perspectives, this study conceptualizes dating decision-making as a
process that encompasses: (1) the meaning attributed to romantic relationships, (2) the identification of
dating-related needs and motives, (3) consideration of social environmental influences and religious
values, (4) negotiation of conflicts among available alternatives, and (5) evaluation of both the decision
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made and the relationship itself. This framework serves as the foundation for developing the nterview
guide and interpreting participants’ experiences related to dating decisions within the pesantren context.
Based on the foregoing discussion, this study aims to explore the dynamics of dating decision-making
among santr1. Specifically, it seeks to understand how santri perceive romantic relationships, consider
the various factors influencing their decisions, and negotiate their relational needs with the religious
values that govern life within the pesantren environment.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative approach using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) as its research design. This approach was selected because 1t aims to gain an in-depth
understanding of individuals’ subjective experiences in making sense of a particular phenomenon and
how they mterpret those experiences within the context of their lives. Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis focuses on exploring personal lived experiences and provides an opportunity for researchers
to understand the meanings that participants construct regarding the phenomena they experience
(Hadi, 2021). Participants in this study were selected using a snowball sampling technique. According
to Parker and Scott et al. (2019), snowball sampling is a participant recruitment method that begins with
a small number of imdividuals who meet the research criteria. These mitial participants subsequently
recommend other individuals whom they consider suitable according to the criteria established by the
researcher. The inclusion criteria for this study were: (1) being an active sanr7 enrolled in an Islamic
boarding school (pesantren), (2) being between 16 and 17 years of age, and (3) currently engaging in or
having previously experienced a dating relationship during their time as a santri, as well as being willing
to participate in the study.

The recruitment process continued until data saturation was achieved. In this study, the mitial
participants 1dentified by the researcher were MC, ANY, and KFA. KFA subsequently recommended
MAS, who then recommended AM and PAD. Participant recruitment was terminated when the data
reached saturation, which occurred with a total of six participants, consisting of three male and three
female santr.

Table 1. Demographic of Subjects

Inisial Gender Age Relationship Status
MC Female 17" Romantic relationship status
ANY Female 17" Previously involved in a dating relationship
KFA Female 17" Romantic relationship status
MAS Male 16" Romantic relationship status
AM Male 17" Romantic relationship status
PAD Male 17" Previously involved in a dating relationship

The study began by identifying the phenomenon and formulating the research focus based on
1ssues found in the field. The researcher then developed an interview guide aligned with the research
objectives and relevant theoretical concepts, before recruiting participants through a snowball sampling
technique based on predetermined inclusion criteria. Prior to data collection, participants were
mformed about the study’s objectives, procedures, potential benefits, and their right to withdraw at any
time, after which they provided voluntary consent. Data were collected through in-depth interviews and
observation i order to explore participants’ experiences comprehensively (Hadi, 2021). The mterview
recordings were transcribed verbatim and analysed using the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
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(IPA) approach proposed by Hadi (2021), which mnvolved repeated reading of the transcripts,
exploratory note-taking, development of emergent themes, identification of connections between
themes, analysis of each individual case, and 1dentification of cross-case thematic patterns. This process
was carried out iteratively to obtain an in-depth understanding of the meanings participants constructed
regarding their experiences of dating decision-making.

The trustworthiness of the data was ensured through source triangulation and member checking
(Hadi, 2021). Trnangulation was conducted by comparing data obtamned from participants with
mformation provided by key informants namely teachers, dormitory supervisors, and fellow santr at
Pesantren X Bogor as well as with observational findings gathered during and outside the interview
sessions. Data were considered credible when there was consistency between participants’ accounts,
mformants’ statements, and observational findings. In addition, member checking was conducted by
returning the prelimimary analysis, interpretations, and conclusions to participants for verification
(Moleong, 2016). In this study, five participants were interviewed on two separate occasions; after the
preliminary analysis had been completed, they were given the opportunity to provide feedback,
corrections, and clarification, which were then integrated into the subsequent stages of analysis. The
study also adhered to established ethical research principles by maintaming participants’ confidentiality
through the use of codes or mitials.

Results and Discussions

1. Result

The findings denved from the Interpretaive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) identified six
overarching themes that capture the dynamics of dating decision-making among santri. It Shows on
table 2.

Table 2. Emergent Themes of Dating Decision-Making Among Santri

No Main Theme Sub-theme Summary of Finding

1 Meaning of dating Emotional support, sharing  Participants generally
experiences, relationship conceptualize dating as a
exploration positive relationship that

provides emotional
support and a means of
interpersonal
development, rather than
merely a negative or
deviant behavior

2 Motives for dating Affection needs, sense of Dating deasions are
security, lack of parental driven by intermal needs
figures, social mfluence for affection and

emotional comfort, as
well as external
influences such as peers
and social media

3 Social environmental influence Peer support or rejection, The social environment
family responses, pesantren  plays a significant role in
norms strengthening or
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discouraging romantic
relationship decisions
4 Previous relational experience Positive and negative past Previous romantic
experiences experiences serve as a
cognitive reference that
shapes expectations,
evaluation, and decision-
making in current
relationships
Religious values vs relational Guult, rationalization, Participants experience
needs conflict cognitive dissonance psychological conflict
between religious values
and emotional needs,
often resolved through
cognitive justification
strategies
6 Relationship evaluation and Relationship satisfaction, Most participants
commitment long-term orientation evaluate their
relationships positively
and show commitment,
with some considering
long-term continuation
toward marriage

[

a. Meaning of Dating

Five of the six participants demonstrated varied understandings and perspectives regarding
dating relationships. Participants described dating as a close relationship with a member of the
opposite sex, characterised by mutual affection, emotional care, support, and the exchange of advice
and guidance. For them, dating involves not only romantic attraction but also emotional
connectedness and interpersonal support. The following excerpts illustrate participants’ views on the
meaning of dating: “It is a relationship in which two people may like each other” (W1.N5.6); “It can
mean taking care of each other’s feelings” (W1.N5.6—7); and “Because, in my view, people who date,
like in my case, are looking for mutual support” (W1.N1.635-637). Several participants also viewed
dating as a way of getting to know one another before entering a more serious relationship, such as
marriage. From this perspective, dating serves as a stage of mutual understanding and compatibility
assessment before making a long-term commitment. One participant stated, “Because I want to get
to know him first before marriage” (W2.N2.822—823). Another participant explained, “It feels like a
lack of affection, perhaps like being less guided” (W1.N1.637-639). These statements indicate that
romantic relationships are perceived as a source of emotional comfort and relational development,
rather than merely as deviant behaviour.
b. Motives for Dating

1) Internal Motives
The motivation to engage i dating relationships may originate from within the participants
themselves. Based on the accounts of all six participants, these internal motives mcluded adolescent
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ego-related desires, feelings of unhappiness, attraction towards a romantic partner, the need for
someone to confide i, the desire for appreciation and validation, long-established emotional closeness,
feelings of rejection or resentment, emotional vulnerability, the need for a support system, the desire
for a female companion, the absence of a father figure, and distant relationships with parents.

These findings suggest that participants” decisions to engage in romantic relationships were often
driven by emotional and psychological needs that they perceived as insufhiciently fulfilled through other
social relationships. The following excerpts illustrate several participants’ accounts of their motives for
dating: “From the perspective of my ego as an adolescent at this stage, if I were to have the right partner,
then...” (W1.N3.26-28); “Then, secondly, maybe it was just about looking for happiness, perhaps
because I lacked happiness, so I looked for that kind of happiness” (W1.N1.434-438); “That 1s why I
thought, ‘Oh, this person’s effort 1s really impressive’; I did not get that from others, and his personality
also made me feel calm. He was kind to his parents and younger siblings” (W1.N3.183-186); “Perhaps
I really just wanted to find someone to talk to, someone to chat with” (W1.N5.154-155); “And one
more thing, appreciation” (W1.N3.412); “For me, it was because we were already close, so 1t just
continued for a long ime” (W1.N2.92-94); “Coincidentally, the girl was not given a warning letter, so
I thought, “Well, in that case, I might as well continue it’; I was tired of it, so in the end I just carried
on” (W1.N4.98-100); “In the end, as a girl who easily catches feelings, I just went along with 1t”
(W1.N1.160-161); “Anything, really, such as when I am doing something and then being encouraged”
(WI1.N5.182-183); “Maybe because women tend to rely more on feelings, so when talking to a woman,
it feels more connected” (W2.N5.466-468); “I do not have a father figure in my life, so I look for one”
(W1.N3.54-55); and “In my opinion, because internally my family 1s lacking; we are rather distant, so
I feel that I do not receive enough affection” (W1.N1.627-629).

2) External Motives

The motivation to engage in dating relationships did not arise solely from internal factors, but was
also mfluenced by the surrounding environment and other external factors. All participants reported
that environmental influences played a role in their decision to date. These influences included parents
who did not prohibit dating, fear of missing out (FOMO) when observing other santri involved in
romantic relationships, encouragement from friends to date, the influence of social media and media
content, and the normalisation of dating within their social environment.

The following excerpts illustrate participants’ experiences regarding external motivations for
dating: “So my mother often says, ‘It is not the right time for you yet. When the time comes, I will even
encourage you to do it’” (W1.N1.83-85); “Back then, I experienced FOMO. I saw my friends getting
to know girls, and I thought, why do I not know any girls?” (W1.N4.153-155); “Perhaps it was because
I was also teased by my friends, like, ‘Come on, go for it again, why not?’” (W1.N4.102-103); “Perhaps
social media was also a factor; I saw Instagram accounts of people in dating relationships” (W2.N5.496 -
498); “For me, it first came from what I watched” (W2.N2.833); and “I do not know, perhaps because
I saw that this had become very common, like, “Well, other people are doing it too’” (W1.N4.68-70).
These findings indicate that participants’ dating decisions were shaped not only by personal needs and
motivations, but also by social influences and prevailing norms within their immediate surroundings.
c. Social Environmental Influence

After entering into dating relationships, participants received various responses from their
surrounding social environment. Some of these responses were supportive of their dating behaviour,
including encouragement from friends, parental approval of the relationship, and emotional closeness
and support from their partner’s family. These supportive responses contributed to participants’ sense
of acceptance and validation regarding their romantic relationships. The following excerpts illustrate
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participants’ experiences of receiving support from people around them: “It could be said that they
were supportive” (W1.N3.90); “My father once said, ‘I have never forbidden you from dating, have I?
The important thing is to stay motivated in your studies’” (W1.N6.54-56); and “My boyfriend’s mother
also knows; 1t means that our relationship has reached the family level” (W1.N3.99-101).

However, the responses participants received from their social environment were not limited to
positive reactions and support. Several participants also encountered reactions that reflected
disapproval of and opposition to their dating relationships. These responses included parents who
opposed the relationship, parents who gave advice and warnings about dating, highly religious family
members who discouraged romantic involvement, fellow santri who reminded them of religious values
and offered guidance, and explicit reinforcement of the prohibition against dating by pesantren
authorities.

These responses exposed participants to competing social expectations and values, requiring
them to navigate tensions between their personal desires and the religious and social norms upheld by
significant others in their environment. The following excerpts illustrate participants’ experiences of
encountering disapproval and opposition towards their dating relationships: “My parents actually did
not allow me to date, but because they already knew, it was more like, ‘Oh well’” (W1.N2.71-72); “It
was more that she gave me advice at the beginning” (W1.N2.73-74); “No, from my family, they are
really very Islamic” (W2.N5.507-508); “Some good or pious friends forbade that behaviour because it
brings more harm than benefit” (W1.N4.135-137); and “Not really; it was only strongly emphasised
during the recent EF event, because the event involved both groups” (W1.N2.417-418). The roles of
peers, family, and pesantren norms were found to significantly shape decision-making. These narratives
show that the social context functions both as a source of support and as a source of restriction in
romantic relationships.

d. Previous Relational Experiences

All six participants acknowledged having previous dating or romantic relationship experiences
prior to their current relationship. These past experiences played an important role in shaping their
perceptions, expectations, and decisions regarding subsequent romantic relationships. Participants drew
upon lessons learned from earlier relationships when evaluating potential partners, managing
relationship challenges, and deciding whether to mitiate or maintain a romantic relationship. One
participant stated, “Erm... which number 1s this? In terms of dating, this 1s only my third relationship”
(W1.N6.115). Another participant explained, “Yes, but that one was only chatting, not like... we never
said that we liked each other” (W1.N2.121-123).

These experiences included both formal dating relationships and emotional closeness without
a clear status, often referred to as HT'S (hubungan tanpa status), or an undefined relationship. One
participant described a negative past experience: “When I was in Year 9, I felt like I was being ghosted,
and I felt that I had made a lot of effort for him, but then I was ghosted. Eventually, I thought, “That 1s
it, I do not want to get close to boys here anymore’” (W1.N3.217-221). In contrast, another participant
described receiving a positive response from a parent: “At that point, my mother’s response was very
positive, and perhaps that was what made the relationship approved, because the first impression was
already good” (W1.N3.563-566). Past experiences were used as reference points in evaluating current
relationships, indicating that prior relational experiences function as cognitive schemas that shape
current relational expectations.
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e. Conflict Between Religious Values and Relational Needs

Participants experienced internal psychological tension between religious norms and emotional
desires. One participant expressed, “Yes, all this time it has been true, because whatever God has
decreed must have a reason behind it. One proof of this 1s that we can see some people who date even
end up being killed; this means that dating can lead to something bad” (W1.N3.802-807). Another
participant added, “I often feel, ‘Oh yes, sooner or later I have to end this relationship.” Sometimes 1
think about it, and lately I have been thinking about it more and more” (W1.N4.447 -450).

To cope with feelings of guilt arising from violating religious and institutional rules, participants
often rationalised their behaviour. One participant stated, “I think of it as, as long as we do not cross
the boundaries, and if, God willing, it eventually leads to marriage and becomes halal, then it is fine”
(W1.N5.359-362). Similar rationalisations were expressed by other participants, such as “Although in
the end I denied 1t by saying, ‘I can avoid becoming like this” (W1.N3.811-813); “He immediately
twisted the facts, so it felt like this was safe with him” (W1.N3.648-650); and “Well, I had no intention
of dating either. Then, I do not know, I just thought of it on my birthday, and then I said it”
(W1.N6.386-389).

In addition to rationalisation, some participants felt that their violations of the rules were unlikely
to be monitored or detected. As one participant explained, “But now it 1s like this: for example, 1f the
warning letter 1s received in Year 11, it can stll be refreshed the following year, unless it 1s received in
Year 127 (W1.N4.395-397). Another participant stated, “Now there 1s no one monitoring us anymore.
Who 1s going to monitor us? We are already in Year 12, the highest level, so it just feels safer. Before,
there were people who liked reporting others, but now they have left, so I thought, well, most likely it
will not be found out. I always think that way” (W1.N4.409-414). Another reason underlying
participants’ decisions was the desire to experience dating before entering an arranged marriage. One
participant stated, “T'o be honest, my parents want to arrange my marriage” (W1.N4.373-374).
Meanwhile, another participant preferred to let the relationship develop naturally as long as it did not
cross perceived boundaries, stating, “If things are like this and nothing serious has happened yet, then
I will just go along with it for now” (W1.N1.733-734). These statements reflect processes of cognitive
dissonance and moral negotiaion through which participants attempted to reconcile their romantic
mvolvement with the religious values and institutional norms they recognised and understood.

f. Relationship Evaluation & Commitment

After engaging in dating relationships, participants reflected on and evaluated the relationships
they were currently maintaining. Four of the six participants reported being satisfied with their current
relationships and expressed a desire to eventually marry their partners. Their evaluations reflected a
high level of relationship satisfaction, characterised by the absence of thoughts about ending the
relationship and the presence of long-term commitment, including aspirations for marriage. In contrast,
the remaining two participants expressed lingering doubts about their partners and demonstrated lower
levels of commitment to maintaining the relationship. Their evaluations suggested uncertainty regarding
the future of the relationship and a less definitive intention to continue the partnership in the long term.
The following excerpts illustrate participants’ evaluations of their current romantic relationships:
“Honestly, I cannot imagine it, because I have actually been asked this many times” (W1.N1.353-354);
“Yes, from my side I want it; from his side... haha” (W1.N3.311); “Actually, if there 1s something that
makes me unsure, there 1s” (W2.N5.561); and “I feel that I will just let it continue, and if along the way
she wants to end it, then that 1s fine; I would be okay with letting go” (W1.N4.367-370).
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2. Discussion

This study demonstrates that dating decision-making among san#r 1s not merely a behavioral
choice based on romantic attraction but rather a complex psychological negotiation process mvolving
adolescent developmental needs, social environmental influences, and the religious values upheld
within the pesantren environment. The findings indicate that sana neither passively accept nor reject
prevailing norms; instead, they actively interpret their lived experiences to construct decisions that they
percelive as most appropriate for their needs and circumstances. Consequently, the decision to engage
i dating can be understood as the outcome of a dynamic iteraction among emotional needs, social
validation, and moral-religious regulation.

One of the study’s primary findings 1s that participants perceived dating as a relationship that
provides emotional support, comfort, a space for sharing personal experiences, and a source of
attention and care. This interpretation suggests that romantic relationships are primarily understood in
terms of their perceived psychological functions rather than their normative status within religious
teachings or pesantren regulations. In this context, participants tended to construct dating as a means
of fulfilling relational needs that are considered important during adolescence. These findings indicate
that individuals do not always respond to social rules according to the meanings assigned by institutions;
rather, they construct subjective meanings derived from their own personal experiences. This finding 1s
consistent with social constructionist perspectives, which argue that social reality 1s formed through
processes of interpretation and meanmng negotiation undertaken by individuals in everyday life (Ananda,
2023; Shofiyatul, 2026; Fkasari & Rosidawati et al., 2019).

The study also demonstrates that dating decisions are influenced not only by individual needs but
also significantly by the social environment. Peers, social media, and observations of romantic
relationships among others contributed to shaping participants’ perceptions that dating 1s a normal part
of adolescent life. Interestingly, for some participants, peer influence appeared to be stronger than the
normative prohibitions imposed by the pesantren. This phenomenon can be understood in light of
adolescent developmental characteristics, which include an increasing need for social acceptance and a
sense of belonging within peer groups. During this developmental stage, peers often become a more
immediate and relevant source of validation than formal authorities. These findings extend social
learning perspectives, which suggest that behavior is shaped through processes of observation, imitation,
and social reinforcement occurring within an individual's environment (Mumtazul, 2026; Irama, 2024
Sundari, 2025; Santrock, 2019).

Another important finding concerns the role of affection needs and family relational experiences
m motivating dating decisions. Several participants described romantic relationships as sources of
attention, support, and emotional closeness that they had not adequately experienced within their
families. These findings suggest that romantic relationships function as compensatory mechanisms for
unmet relational needs. From an attachment theory perspective, the need to establish emotional
closeness during adolescence represents a continuation of relational patterns formed during childhood.
When such needs are not sufficiently fulfilled within the family environment, individuals tend to seek
alternative figures who can provide security and emotional support (Mardiyah, 2026; Ikrima, 2021;
Fajriani, 2025).

One of the major contributions of this study 1s its identification of the negotiation process between
religious values and relational needs experienced by santri. All participants understood that dating
conflicted with pesantren regulations and the religious values they had learned. However, this awareness
did not automatically prevent their involvement in romantic relationships. Instead, participants
demonstrated various forms of cognitive adjustment to maintain their relationships. Some believed that
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their relationships remained acceptable as long as they did not cross certain boundaries, whereas others
emphasized the emotional benefits they gained rather than the potential risks involved. These findings
suggest that the internalization of religious norms does not necessarily result in consistent behavioral
compliance, particularly when individuals face psychological needs that they perceive as urgent and
important.

This phenomenon can be explained through cognitive dissonance theory, which posits that
mdividuals experience psychological discomfort when their behavior conflicts with their beliefs (Aulia,
2022; Star1, 2025). To reduce this discomfort, individuals tend to engage in rationalization, reinterpret
social norms, or modify certain beliefs so that their behavior remains psychologically acceptable. In the
present study, participants did not reject religious teachings; rather, they adjusted the meanings they
attributed to their romantic relationships. Thus, the conflict observed was not a conflict between
religiosity and non-religiosity but rather a conflict between two needs that participants considered
equally mimportant: the need to remain religious individuals and the need to experience emotional
mtmacy.

Furthermore, the findings revealed forms of subtle resistance to pesantren regulations. This
resistance was not expressed through open rejection of religious values or institutional authority but
through strategies that enabled participants to maintain romantic relationships without abandoning their
religious 1dentities. These strategies included concealing relationships, limiting certain forms of
mteraction, and constructing moral justifications that framed their relationships as remaining within
acceptable boundaries. These findings demonstrate that san#rr are not merely passive subjects of a social
system that regulates their behavior; rather, they are active agents who creatively negotiate mstitutional
rules and personal needs in their everyday lives.

In addition, previous relationship experiences were found to influence how participants made
decisions regarding their current relationships. Positive experiences increased participants’ confidence
In pursuing new romantic relationships, whereas negative experiences served as learning opportunities
that shaped their expectations, boundaries, and strategies for maintaining relationships. These findings
suggest that dating decisions are not made i 1solation but are influenced by experiences accumulated
throughout individuals’ lives. This finding 1s consistent with perspectives that view past experiences as
mterpretive frameworks through which individuals understand present situations and anticipate future
consequences (Laoli, 2025; Sahun, 2020).

The findings also indicate that evaluations of relationship quality play an important role mn
sustaining dating decisions. When relationships were perceived as providing greater emotional benefits
than the risks mvolved, participants tended to maintain those relationships despite recognizing conflicts
with religious norms and pesantren regulations. This finding 1s consistent with Investment Theory,
which proposes that commitment 1s influenced by relationship satisfaction, the magnitude of
mvestments made, and perceptions of available alternatives (Knapp, 2020).

Conceptually, the findings suggest that dating decision-making among santrr occurs through three
primary stages. The first stage imnvolves the emergence of relational needs, mcluding needs for affection,
attention, and emotional support. The second stage consists of a negotiation process between these
needs and the religious values, pesantren regulations, and social considerations held by the mdividual.
The third stage involves the construction of moral justifications that enable individuals to maintain
romantic relationships without relinquishing their religious 1dentities. This model suggests that dating
decisions among santri cannot be adequately explained solely by levels of religiosity or social
environmental influences. Instead, such decisions emerge from the dynamic interaction among
psychological needs, social contexts, and the value systems held by individuals.
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Conclusion

This study reveals that dating decision-making among Islamic boarding school students (sanai) is
not merely a manifestation of romantic attraction or a simple violation of religious norms, but rather a
complex psychological process mnvolving the negotiation of relational needs, social influences, and
religious values. Participants generally perceived dating as a meaningful source of emotional support,
affection, companionship, and personal growth during adolescence. Their decisions to engage in
romantic relationships were driven by both iternal factors, such as the need for emotional closeness,
validation, and security, and external factors, including peer influence, family responses, social media
exposure, and prevailing social norms. The findings further demonstrate that santri experienced
ongoing psychological conflicts between their emotional needs and the religious values and mstitutional
regulations upheld within the pesantren environment. T'o manage these tensions, participants employed
various forms of cognitive and moral negotiation, including rationalization and reinterpretation of
relationship boundaries. Previous relational experiences and evaluations of relationship quality also
played important roles i shaping commitment and sustaining dating decisions. Overall, the findings
suggest that dating among santri emerges through a dynamic interaction between developmental needs,
social contexts, and religious commitments, highlighting the active role of adolescents in negotiating
competing value systems while maintaining both relational involvement and religious 1dentity.

The findings of this study also provide practical implications for the development of educational
and adolescent support programs within Islamic boarding schools (pesantren). Approaches that focus
solely on prohibiting dating behaviors may overlook the relational needs that naturally emerge during
adolescence. Therefore, support programs should not only emphasize adherence to religious norms
but also assist santri in developing emotional regulation skills, adaptive coping strategies, healthy
mterpersonal relationship literacy, and an understanding of how affectional needs can be fulfilled in
ways that are consistent with Islamic values. Through such an approach, pesantren can function not
only as mstitutions of moral supervision but also as environments that support adolescents’
psychological development in a more comprehensive manner. Future research 1s recommended to
further explore differences in dating-related experiences between male and female santr, the influence
of digital media on the formation of romantic relationships, and variations in cultural contexts and the
strictness of regulations across different Islamic boarding schools. Longitudinal studies are also needed
to better understand how the negotiation process between relational needs and religious values evolves
throughout adolescence and mto adulthood.
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