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Abstract
Online dating apps have become a means for some female college students in Yogyakarta to find sexual partners. 
Apps such as Tinder, Bumble, and Tantan indicate people nearby and have anonymity features that make it easier for 
users to connect with people, allowing for a freer exploration of sexual identity, thus contributing to the formation of 
promiscuous sexual behavior among female college students. This study aims to analyze the role of dating apps in 
shaping promiscuous sexual behavior among female college students in Yogyakarta from a sociocultural perspective. 
Using a qualitative approach and ethnographic method, this study found that dating apps are used as a means of finding 
partners to fulfill sexual desires without serious commitment. Factors such as ease of access, anonymity, the flexible 
social environment, and the influence of popular culture play an important role in reducing the social supervision that 
previously restricted sexual behavior. The findings suggest that dating apps not only facilitate physical encounters but 
also create new spaces for female college students to adopt more permissive sexual values. The features of anonymity 
and ease of access create an open space for the free exploration of sexual identity and the adoption of new values 
related to sexuality, influenced by popular culture and a flexible social environment.

Keywords: female students; free sexual behavior; online dating apps; sociocultural

Abstrak
Aplikasi kencan online telah menjadi sarana bagi beberapa mahasiswi di Yogyakarta untuk menemukan pasangan 
seksual. Aplikasi seperti Tinder, Bumble, dan Tantan menyediakan fitur people nearby dan anonimitas yang 
memudahkan pengguna terhubung dengan orang di sekitar dan memungkinkan eksplorasi identitas seksual yang lebih 
bebas, sehingga berkontribusi pada pembentukan perilaku seks bebas di kalangan mahasiswi. Penelitian ini bertujuan 
menganalisis peran aplikasi kencan dalam membentuk perilaku seks bebas di kalangan mahasiswi di Yogyakarta dari 
perspektif sosiokultural. Dengan pendekatan kualitatif dan metode etnografi, studi ini menemukan bahwa aplikasi 
kencan dimanfaatkan sebagai sarana menemukan pasangan untuk pemenuhan hasrat seksual tanpa komitmen serius. 
Faktor-faktor seperti kemudahan akses, anonimitas, lingkungan pergaulan yang fleksibel, dan pengaruh budaya 
populer berperan penting dalam mengurangi pengawasan sosial yang sebelumnya membatasi perilaku seksual. 
Temuan ini menunjukkan bahwa aplikasi kencan tidak hanya memfasilitasi pertemuan fisik, tetapi juga menciptakan 
ruang baru bagi mahasiswi untuk mengadopsi nilai-nilai seksual yang lebih permisif. Fitur anonimitas dan kemudahan 
akses menciptakan ruang terbuka bagi eksplorasi identitas seksual secara bebas dan adopsi nilai-nilai baru terkait 
seksualitas, yang dipengaruhi oleh budaya populer dan lingkungan sosial yang fleksibel.

Kata kunci: mahasiswi; perilaku seks bebas; aplikasi kencan online; sosiokultural

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0554-7374
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-0703-6452
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0715-7057
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4171-2501
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5038-865X
mailto:hasse@umy.ac.id


263

Masyarakat, Kebudayaan dan Politik Vol. 38, Issue 3, 2025, page 262-275

Introduction 

The development of digital technology, particularly online dating apps, has changed social interaction 
patterns among young people, especially teenagers (Cerniglia 2024). Dating apps offer an easy way to find 
a partner quickly and efficiently, which has created a new dynamic in romantic social relationships. For 
some teenagers, these online dating apps are not only used to find long-term partners but also for casual 
relationships, which ultimately has contributed to the rise of promiscuity among them (Garga et al. 2021). 
This has become a new phenomenon in the world of urban youth socializing.

Women often make greater use of online dating apps to find sexual partners due to the dynamics of 
digital sexual agency in a space that offers anonymity, control over the interactions, and temporal and 
geographical flexibility that is difficult to find in traditional relationships, thereby expanding the women’s 
capacity to explore their sexual preferences safely and independently (Sobieraj & Humphreys 2021, 
Smith et al. 2025). It also reveals a tendency toward digital sexual objectification and misunderstandings 
in digital consent communication, where women often have to handle this sexual context more carefully 
due to false assumptions, including the assumption that a match equates consent from the other party. 
Making women the subject of this study was intended to explore gendered vulnerability and how 
women are in a more socially vulnerable position regarding digital sexual harassment or exploitation, 
as reported. This was also mentioned by Howard et al. (2024), regarding the high incidence of sexual 
harassment and unsolicited explicit messages experienced by women compared to men. Thus, focusing 
on women in studies of online dating applications not only reflects the empirical reality of their more 
intensive use of such apps but also opens up space for a critical analysis of power relations, vulnerability, 
and the negotiation of sexual identity in the digital age.

Yogyakarta, as a student city and cultural center, provides a flexible environment for teenagers from 
various social and cultural backgrounds. In addition to being a city steeped in traditional values and 
Javanese culture, Yogyakarta is also open to modern developments, including digital technology. In 
this context, the emergence of dating apps has become an alternative way for teenagers to express their 
freedom, including in the sexual realm (Beauchamp et al. 2017). This ultimately affects the social norms 
and traditional values that have been embraced by the local community, especially in terms of sexual 
relations outside of marriage (Caltabiano et al. 2020).

This phenomenon is interesting to examine from a sociocultural perspective, given the tension between 
traditional values that remain strong in Yogyakarta and the tide of modernization reinforced by 
technological facilities. The use of dating apps, in addition to being a means for teenagers to fulfill their 
social and emotional needs, also has the potential to change their perceptions of casual sex (Gao et al. 
2024). Therefore, it is important to analyze the social and cultural factors that influence the use of dating 
apps in shaping promiscuous behavior among teenagers, especially female students, and to see how 
social norms are negotiated in urban communities.

The basic assumption of this study is that the proliferation of dating apps in the digital age has encouraged 
a new phenomenon, in which social relationships in the digital world are formed more quickly. Online 
dating apps also facilitate female students in expressing their sexuality by utilizing app features to 
build short-term relationships for the fulfillment of temporary sexual desires (Kettrey et al. 2024). This 
phenomenon has shifted the previously taboo meaning of sexuality to a more relaxed and accepted one, 
even though sexual communication in this context often begins in the digital space (Dolev-Cohen 2024). 
The freedom of urban life also encourages female students from outside the area to be more open in 
expressing their lifestyle, especially in the context of fulfilling their sexual needs with the opposite sex.

Research on the use of dating apps among female college students reveals that online dating platforms 
play an important role in normalizing casual relationships, which are increasingly being accepted as a 
form of sexual exploration without commitment. Recent research shows that apps such as Tinder and 
Bumble are often seen as a means for female college students to express themselves freely, shifting the 
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traditional boundaries that previously prohibited casual relationships (Erevik et al. 2020). In addition, 
the influence of popular culture and digital media reinforces positive views of sexual freedom, which 
female students adopt as part of their modern identity (Sousa et al. 2020). Exposure to Western culture 
through the media and social media applications has made female students more open to casual sex, 
thereby reducing their adherence to local norms (Wade 2021).

This study aims to understand and explain the role of dating apps in shaping the promiscuous behavior 
among female college students from a sociocultural perspective, with a focus on the transformation of 
sexual norms, the expression of sexual identity through social media, and the sociocultural impact on 
interpersonal relationships. This study also aims to complement previous studies that have examined 
the general use of dating apps. This research highlights the experiences of female university students 
in Yogyakarta, where traditional values meet modernity. A sociocultural approach is used to examine 
how social norms are negotiated and sexual identities constructed through digital interactions, aspects 
that have been less explored in previous research. This study provides deep insights into the influence 
of dating apps on the changes in social norms among female university students within the context of 
Indonesian urban culture, while also filling a gap in the literature that has previously been more general 
in nature. The findings are expected to enrich the understanding of sexual and social dynamics among 
young people in the digital age.

Research Method 

This study aims to explore the role of online dating apps in shaping promiscuous behavior among 
female college students in Yogyakarta. The unit of analysis in this study consisted of nine female college 
students under the age of 23 from various universities who actively use online dating apps to find partners 
and social connections, particularly in expressing their sexuality. The subjects were selected based on 
specific criteria, namely young women from various regions who are continuing their education in 
Yogyakarta and taking advantage of the freedom of the environment and life away from home to express 
an excessive lifestyle, particularly in terms of sexuality. The selection of subjects was also related to the 
informants’ willingness to be interviewed and asked questions directly. Each informant was interviewed 
more than three times and provided the information needed for this study. The three online dating apps 
used to find informants were Tinder, Bumble, and Tantan (see Figure 1).

The research design used in this study was a qualitative approach using ethnographic methods. An 
ethnography was chosen because it is able to explore the subjects’ life experiences in depth, including 
how they understand and define sexuality in an ever-changing social and cultural context (McIntosh & 
Wright 2019). This qualitative research allows researchers to not only collect data but also to analyze 
and interpret the meaning behind the data (Im et al. 2023).

  
Figure 1. 

Online dating applications used in this study
Source: Screenshot of a personal phone by the author
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The data collection techniques included in-depth interviews, observations, and case studies. Interviews 
were conducted intensively with nine female students who met the research criteria to explore their 
understanding of sexuality and the ways they chose to fulfill their sexual desires. Observations were 
conducted online through online dating apps and offline during the research period from June 2023 to 
October 2024. The researcher actively participated on Tinder, Bumble, and Tantan to understand the 
interactions through these apps, which then facilitated some of the female students in finding sexual 
partners. After the informants were identified, in-depth interviews were conducted face-to-face in an 
informal setting to make the informants feel comfortable sharing their experiences.

The main source of information for this study was nine female adolescents who were still students 
at several universities in Yogyakarta, selected based on their behavior of seeking sexual relationships 
through online dating applications. The following is detailed information about the informants used in 
this study (see Table 1):

Table 1. 
Female students who use dating apps to seek sexual satisfaction 
Name Age Place of origin Description
ACS 23 Sulawesi Frequently
NKW 20 Surabaya Frequently
OSR 21 Jawa Barat Frequently
FRW 23 Lampung Frequently
REH 20 Kalimantan Frequently
NUJ 22 Jawa Tengah Frequently
IGT 19 Jawa Tengah Frequently
NMZ 22 Jawa Tengah Frequently
INB 22 Jawa Barat Frequently

Source: Observation results by the author

The data in this study was analyzed in three stages: data reduction, data verification, and data presentation. 
First, the data from the interviews and observations was reduced to find patterns and the main themes 
related to the use of online dating apps as a means of finding sexual partners among female college students. 
Second, data verification was carried out through the triangulation of various sources of information to 
increase validity and reliability (Fernando et al. 2023). Third, data presentation, where the interview results 
are presented in verified thematic quotations, allows researchers to understand the meaning of sexuality 
among female students and the influence of socio-cultural changes on their behavior. 

The data analysis involved a process of restatement and reflection on the interview results. This process 
enables the study to conclude that online dating apps have facilitated promiscuous behavior among female 
students. This reflects the ease offered by these apps as a means for female students to express their lifestyle, 
particularly in the context of expressing their sexuality. As a result, there has been a shift in the meaning 
of sexuality from something sacred to a more pragmatic and individualistic expression of sexual freedom.

Results and Discussion

Social changes and technological developments in the digital age have had a significant impact on how 
teenagers form relationships, interact, and express their sexual identities. One notable phenomenon is 
the increasing popularity of online dating apps, which were originally designed as a means of expanding 
social networks or finding romantic partners. Currently, these apps are also being used as a medium for 
forming sexual relationships without commitment. This phenomenon reflects a shift in social values and 
norms related to sexuality, particularly among female college students living in urban environments with 
higher levels of social openness compared to their hometowns.
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Yogyakarta, as a student city with cultural diversity, offers a dynamic and relatively free social interaction 
space for newcomers, especially female students from outside the region. This situation creates a clash 
between traditional norms and a more permissive modern lifestyle, giving rise to new patterns of 
behavior that often conflict with the values brought from their home environments. The ease of access 
to technology, the anonymity features on dating apps, and the growing narrative of individual freedom 
encourages some female students to explore their sexuality with greater confidence. This phenomenon 
not only influences interpersonal relationships but also gives rise to complex sociocultural dynamics, 
including potential internal conflicts, social pressure, and associated psychosocial risks.

Normative transformation in adolescent sexuality

In the digital age, online dating apps have become one of the main means of social interaction, especially 
among teenagers (Castro & Barrada 2020). Yogyakarta, with its flexible social atmosphere due to the 
large number of migrants from outside the region, has encouraged more dynamic and open social 
interactions among teenagers. The use of online dating apps among female students today is not only used 
to find new friends or romantic partners but also to find sexual partners (Blanc 2024). This phenomenon 
reflects a normative transformation in sexuality among female students, in which the traditional norms 
governing social relations and sexuality are undergoing significant shifts.

Javanese culture in Yogyakarta is a social norm and a guideline for people’s social lives, especially 
when it comes to sexual relationships. With easier access to technology and social media, some female 
students are starting to feel more confident about exploring their sexual identity. This change is driven 
by a few things, including globalization, more awareness about gender equality, and the rise of stories 
about more open sexuality. In line with this context, INB (22 years old) said:

“I actually only use Bumble because I’m bored, and many of my friends use dating apps. 
To be honest, I use it to find a boyfriend, but I often meet men who want to have sex. 
Usually, after matching on Bumble, we move to WhatsApp, where we communicate more 
intensely, including discussing meeting up. A few times I’ve met guys I met on Bumble, 
and there have been instances where we ended up having sexual relations. I was invited 
to join them for drinks, and since I was bored, I went along with it.” (Informant INB).

Normative transformations in adolescent sexuality, particularly among female college students, reflect 
significant changes in the attitudes toward sexual relationships and behavior (Tolman & Mcclelland 
2011). The use of online dating apps has opened up opportunities for them to explore their sexual 
identity in a more free and safe manner. The use of online dating apps by teenagers is not only for 
communication but also for sexual transactions, creating a space where traditional social norms can 
be violated, and teenagers feel freer to explore their sexual identity (Efendi 2021). This phenomenon 
is growing, with female students not only using apps to find romantic partners but also to find sexual 
partners. This reflects a significant change in the norms governing sexuality among teenagers.

In this context, online dating apps such as Bumble have become a platform for female students to seek out 
more flexible relationships. These apps allow them to interact with various potential partners in a more 
comfortable way online while maintaining their privacy. They can seek sexual relationships without 
being bound by traditional expectations, explore their sexual identities, and express their preferences 
(Kassis et al. 2021). This has become an effective means of exploring aspects of their sexual identity that 
were previously considered taboo. In line with this context, NUJ (22 years old) said:

“Using dating apps is an alternative way to find guys to fill my loneliness in Yogyakarta. 
I’ve been single for a long time, and I’m tired of looking for a boyfriend because I’m 
afraid of getting my heart broken again. I’m traumatized. So now I just look for guys for 
fun. For entertainment, I usually look for guys on Bumble and Tinder. At first, we just 
chat normally, and I’m selective about which guys I reply to. If I find someone fun, I’ll 
agree to meet up. Sometimes, if I’m in the mood for sex, I’ll go along with it. In Jogja, it’s 
really laid-back, and it’s easy to find places for that kind of thing, right? But usually, if I 
feel comfortable, I’ll just go along with wherever he wants to take me.” (Informant NUJ).
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This normative transformation in sexuality has complex implications. On the one hand, female students 
experience independence and empowerment when choosing sexual relationships, no longer completely 
bound by the social norms that often restrict them. They are freer to make decisions based on their 
personal desires and needs. On the other hand, there are risks that need to be watched out for. The use 
of online dating apps can give rise to the potential for sexual harassment and unhealthy relationships 
(Gewirtz-Meydan et al. 2024). Although the social stigma against women who seek sexual partners on 
apps is decreasing, this challenge remains. In line with this context, NKW (20 years old) said:

“I’m free here, no one cares about me, the only people who know me are my friends 
at college. I use dating apps to find guys because I’m not confident enough to meet 
people in person. I want someone to accompany me everywhere, like other people 
who have boyfriends. I’ve met a few guys I met through the dating app. I use Tantan 
because a lot of people use it too, so it’s easy to match with new guys. I’ve also met 
a few times for sex, but it’s okay as long as we’re both safe and respect each other’s 
privacy.” (Informant NKW).

Interactions through online dating apps tend to be more transactional. Relationships are often based on 
mutual agreement without strong emotional ties, which can affect how female students view relationships 
and sexuality in the future (Luz et al. 2022). The availability of nearby people in online dating apps also 
makes it easier for users to meet someone in their vicinity, so that when a match occurs, the meeting 
can take place more quickly because it is not limited by distance. Overall, the normative transformation 
in adolescent sexuality, particularly among female college students, reflects a significant change in the 
attitudes towards relationships and sexual behavior (Orellana et al. 2022). The use of online dating apps 
opens up opportunities for them to explore their sexual identity in a more liberated way (Cerniglia 2024).

Currently, some female students are no longer bound by social norms in their environment and tend to 
ignore religious norms. Being far from their families and living independently in a foreign place is often 
used by some female students in Yogyakarta to express their lifestyle freely, including in the context 
of sexuality. The urban environment, with its high level of social freedom, attracts female students to 
follow the trends developing around them. With this freedom, some female students are free to choose 
their lifestyle without being bound by either the norms they brought with them previously or the norms 
governing the environment in which they live.

Easy access and expression of sexual identity

The use of online dating apps among female college students to fulfill their sexual desires reflects a 
significant transformation in how they access and express their sexual identity. In the digital age, apps 
like Tinder, Bumble, and Tantan have become increasingly popular as platforms enabling female students 
to connect with new people outside their social circles. Factors contributing to the ease of access to online 
dating apps include accessible technology, anonymity features, and a society that is increasingly tolerant 
of individual freedom (Hatamleh et al. 2023). In this context, dating apps serve not only as a tool for 
finding a partner but also as a medium for women to discuss their interests, preferences, and boundaries in 
a sexual context (Castro & Barrada 2020). Interactions in this app lead to the normalization of sexuality, 
where promiscuous behavior is often seen as normal and acceptable (Erevik et al. 2020).

As a result, this ease of access and expression of sexual identity often encourages promiscuous behavior 
among female students. The influence of their social environment and the perception that casual relationships 
are commonplace makes them more open to sexual activity without commitment. In addition, the high 
level of this expression among teenagers encourages some female students to lack an understanding of the 
risks and responsibilities that accompany such behavior (Chia 2006). Online dating apps, as part of the 
development of information technology, allow teenagers to communicate with people they know through 
the app. Easy access makes dating apps a means of communication to connect with new people, especially 
in the context of romantic relationships. In line with this context, OSR (22 years old) said:
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“Nowadays, it’s super easy to meet new people, sis. Just use a dating app—there are 
so many out there. In Yogyakarta, a lot of people use those apps, so it’s easy to make 
connections. I use Tinder and Bumble. You just swipe right if you like someone’s 
photo, and if they swipe right too, you match and can start messaging each other. 
Usually, I get a lot of matches, so I just pick who I want to meet. If I’m in the mood 
for something more, I just pick who I want and start flirting with them. What guy 
wouldn’t want to be asked out like that, right?” (Informant OSR).

Although the ease of access and expression of sexual identity through dating apps gives female students the 
freedom to explore themselves, they need to be sufficiently aware of the risks and consequences that may 
arise (Choi et al. 2016). The desire to follow urban youth trends and the euphoria of freedom as a female 
college student away from home encourages them to ignore the potential problems that may arise from 
their chosen lifestyle, particularly in terms of sexual expression (Rogers 2022). The ease of connecting 
with new people and finding sexual partners through online dating apps has encouraged some female 
students to no longer prioritize healthy relationships with more serious commitments. The tendency to 
seek instant gratification is one of the reasons for promiscuous behavior among female students. 

The use of online dating apps among female college students reflects a significant transformation in 
how they access and express their sexual identity. In this digital age, online dating apps are becoming 
increasingly popular, providing a platform that allows female college students to connect with new 
people outside their social circles. The availability of easily accessible technology such as smartphones 
and widespread internet access has driven the use of online dating apps (Bonilla-Zorita et al. 2023). In 
the context of the Indonesian culture, where sexuality is often a taboo subject, the anonymity feature on 
dating apps offers female students a sense of security to explore and express themselves without fear of 
social judgment. In line with this context, FRW (23 years old) said:

“Before moving to Yogyakarta, I used to have sex with my ex-boyfriend. Sex was our 
love language every time we met, but eventually he cheated on me and we broke up. 
Maybe because of that trauma, now I prefer to be free to have sex with anyone I like. 
I usually look for guys on the Tantan app.” (Informant FRW).

Online dating apps not only serve as a tool for finding a partner but are also a medium for women to 
discuss their interests, preferences, and boundaries in a sexual context. Through the chat feature, female 
students can interact more freely than they would in a face-to-face meeting in a more formal setting 
(Al-Jbouri et al. 2024). Interactions in this way help normalize sexuality, where promiscuous behavior 
is often seen as normal and acceptable (Budde et al. 2022). Through online dating apps, female students 
can share experiences, discuss expectations, and explore sexual fantasies that may have been difficult 
for them to talk about in traditional social contexts (Havey 2021).

This ease of access and expression of sexual identity often encourages promiscuous behavior among 
female students. A social environment that supports the use of dating apps, coupled with peer influence, 
creates a new norm where casual relationships are commonplace (Vera Cruz et al. 2024). Female students 
feel more comfortable engaging in sexual activity without deep emotional attachment, viewing sex as 
part of enjoyable social interactions. In addition, the availability of various resources and information 
about sexual health and promiscuous behavior on the internet increases their interest in exploring 
uncommitted sexual relationships. In line with this context, ACS (23 years old) said:

“Now I want to find a boyfriend easily. I’ve met a few guys through dating apps, but 
I’m not very confident in real life. I’m really quiet. I use Tantan and Bumble, but I 
mostly meet guys who match on Bumble. A few times, I’ve also had sexual relations 
with guys I met on dating apps. I did it because I felt like it, as long as the guy was 
handsome and smelled good.” (Informant ACS).
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Social stigma against women who engage in casual sex still exists, although in urban communities, this 
tends to be more accepted and understood (Hatfield et al. 2020). If their sexual behavior is exposed, 
female students may face negative judgment from society, their family, or friends, which can cause 
emotional distress and serious psychological effects (Zheng et al. 2024). This situation causes internal 
conflict, where they feel trapped between the desire to express themselves and concerns about social 
stigma (Kim et al. 2023). The freedom of urban life creates an atmosphere that encourages female 
students from outside the area to express their lifestyle more freely and openly. They often ignore the 
stigma that may surround them, no longer allowing it to restrict them. The low level of social sensitivity 
in urban environments also encourages female students to feel more confident in seeking the happiness 
they desire, including expressing their sexual desires with the opposite sex.

Access to online dating apps gives female students the freedom to explore their sexual identity but they 
need to be aware of the risks and consequences. The desire to follow trends in urban youth culture often 
influences teenagers to follow what is happening around them. The freedom of their environment and 
the freedom of being away from their families motivates teenagers to pursue happiness, even if it means 
violating social and religious norms. The desire to express themselves during adolescence often leads them 
to overlook more serious matters, such as the long-term impact on their mental and emotional health, as well 
as the potential for exploitation in unhealthy relationships involving casual sex (Kaufman-Parks et al. 2023). 

Dating apps can be understood as a form of normative transformation, namely a shift in perspectives, 
values, and relational practices that were previously limited by traditional norms towards new patterns 
of interaction that are more permissive, flexible, and based on individual choice (Wu & Trottier 2022). 
In the context of female students in Yogyakarta, this shift indicates a growing trend toward sexual 
autonomy and the courage to negotiate their sexual preferences more openly through digital spaces, 
despite still facing cultural pressures laden with moral values. In the theory of gender and sexuality as a 
social construction, this shift shows that sexual identity is no longer considered static but is constantly 
negotiated according to social dynamics, technology, and popular culture (Colosi et al. 2023). Thus, 
dating apps have become a medium that brings together modernity and tradition, where female students 
not only express their sexual preferences but also challenge the previously restrictive social structures, 
resulting in complex implications for gender relations and social norms in society.

Sociocultural impact on interpersonal relationships

The phenomenon of promiscuity among female students from outside the region, who use online dating 
apps to find sexual partners, shows the significant impact of sociocultural changes on their interpersonal 
relationships. Online dating apps offer the freedom to explore sexuality without much supervision but this 
also leads to a shift in values and communication patterns in intimate relationships (Ha et al. 2024). Female 
students often face conflicts between the traditional norms they bring from their hometowns and the sexual 
freedom offered by urban environments (Duncan et al. 2019). As a result, they may feel trapped between the 
desire to express themselves and concerns about social stigma, especially if their sexual behavior is known 
by their friends or family. This freedom also has the potential to exacerbate inequalities in their interpersonal 
relationships, particularly when establishing healthy and honest communication with partners. 

The sociocultural impact on interpersonal relationships in the context of online dating apps among female 
college students is evident in the shift toward more open social and sexual norms. Premarital sexual 
behavior among female college students shows a shift in the social norms that previously viewed sex 
outside of marriage as taboo, thus not fully aligning with Javanese values in Yogyakarta and giving rise 
to youth social dynamics that transcend conventional boundaries. These apps enable sexual exploration 
with little social control, encouraging casual sex as part of the search for sexual identity (Eleuteri et 
al. 2024). However, these changes also pose challenges in interpersonal relationships, where clearer 
communication, understanding, and expectations are needed. The reduction of social stigma in urban 
environments has provided space for them but it still leaves internal conflicts related to traditional norms 
that remain ingrained. In line with this context, REH (20 years old) said:
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“I am like this because I feel I have no self-esteem, I am traumatized because I cannot 
form healthy relationships, and I can no longer trust men. I have lived in Yogyakarta 
for a long time. I am used to behaving freely because the environment here is free, no 
one cares what I do. The first time I had sex was because I was forced by my friends. 
I don’t know why it happened or why I agreed to do it. As I got older, I became more 
comfortable getting to know and getting close to men, only to be taken advantage of by 
them. I never felt afraid to approach men, perhaps because I had been used to it since 
school, and living far from my parents made me more independent and courageous. 
When I want to, I just look for someone through a dating app. I use Tantan, and I look 
for someone through this app just for fun.” (Informant REH).

Cultural background is also a reason for female students from outside Yogyakarta to express their lifestyle 
more openly. The difference between their social life in their hometown and in their new place has 
shaped the students’ perceptions, allowing them to be more confident and courageous in expressing their 
sexual desires. The phenomenon of casual sex among female students, especially those from outside the 
region, is influenced by various sociocultural factors related to changes in social and sexual values (Lin 
et al. 2021). The main cause is the difference between the norms they bring from their hometowns and 
the more open and tolerant urban environment towards sexual expression. Online dating apps facilitate 
sexual exploration in a freer and anonymous way, while the lack of social supervision increases this 
freedom (Lykens et al. 2019). As a result, female students experience a conflict between their desire to 
express themselves and their concerns about the stigma that still exists. In the context of Yogyakarta, 
which is known as a student city with cultural diversity, this phenomenon is further exacerbated by the 
differences between the local culture and the freedom offered by a more modern environment. In line 
with this context, IGT (19 years old) said:

“I come from a broken home. Since I was little, I often saw my father and mother fighting 
and arguing, even though it was my father who was often caught cheating. Now they are 
divorced and I live alone with my mother. Since high school, I have been used to having 
male friends, and in fact, most of my friends are boys. In Yogyakarta, it’s been three 
semesters now, and here I feel more free. I can do whatever I want without anyone paying 
attention or caring about me, except my mother. Actually, I want to have a normal, healthy 
relationship, but I often end up meeting guys who want to have sex.” (Informant IGT).

The phenomenon of promiscuity among female university students in Yogyakarta, especially those from 
outside the region, reflects the tension between traditional social norms and the freedom offered by 
the urban environment. Online dating apps facilitate the exploration of sexual identity but also have 
the potential to cause psychological and social impacts, such as stress and an internal conflict between 
personal desires and concerns about social stigma (Cerniglia 2024). The lack of sex education and social 
support exacerbates this problem, highlighting the importance of a deeper understanding of the risks 
and consequences that arise from such freedom (Lameiras-Fernández et al. 2021). Amidst the cultural 
diversity of Yogyakarta, tensions between more conservative local values and sexual freedom create 
complex dynamics in the female students’ interpersonal relationships.

The phenomenon of promiscuity among female students from outside the region who use online dating 
apps to find sexual partners reflects the significant impact of sociocultural shifts on interpersonal 
relationships. On the one hand, dating apps offer greater sexual freedom, allowing them to explore their 
sexuality without strict supervision, but on the other hand, this freedom has the potential to create deep 
internal conflicts. In line with this context, NMZ (22 years old) said:

“I’ve been using dating apps for three months. I’ve downloaded Tinder, Tantan, Omi, 
and Bumble, but now I only use Bumble. I just like using these apps because a lot of 
my friends use them too. I’m single, and I’m just not in the mood to date again. It feels 
like being tied down, and I prefer to be free. I’ve met a few guys I knew from dating 
apps, and even had a few friends with benefits, including having sex. Honestly, I don’t 
want this to continue, and I’m afraid my parents will find out, but I don’t know how 
to stop. I’m scared of being alone.” (Informant NMZ).
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Female students from regions with conservative social norms often experience confusion and tension 
when they have to adjust to the sexual freedom that exists in urban areas, which are regions with more 
open cultures. They may feel trapped between the desire to explore their sexuality and the pressure to 
adhere to the traditional values they bring with them. This tension can lead to feelings of guilt, confusion, 
or alienation if they feel their behavior does not align with the expectations of their family or community 
of origin (Clarkei et al. 2020). Female students who engage in casual sex through dating apps tend to 
experience complex emotional conflicts. On the one hand, they feel free to express themselves but on 
the other hand, they are pressured by concerns about how others, especially their family or close friends, 
will judge their behavior (Digennaro & Tescione 2024). This can cause anxiety, stress, or even feelings 
of inferiority if they feel isolated or negatively judged. 

Dating apps often reduce the need for deep communication with sexual partners. More anonymous 
interactions, often based on physical attraction or momentary desire, hinder the formation of deeper, 
more meaningful relationships (Langlais et al. 2024). This can lead to unstable or even emotionally 
damaging relationships. Female students may find it difficult to establish healthy communication about 
their sexual boundaries, emotional needs, or deeper desires, which are essential in building mutually 
supportive and understanding relationships (Castro & Barrada 2020).

Yogyakarta, as a student city with diverse cultures and values, introduces female students from outside 
the region to a more liberal lifestyle. The city offers freedom of expression but also introduces tensions 
between tradition and modernity. Female students from outside the region who are accustomed to 
strict norms may feel awkward or even alienated when faced with the freedom offered. This creates 
a dynamic that exacerbates their internal conflicts between fulfilling the expectations of their cultural 
background and adapting to the more permissive norms of the city. The phenomenon of casual sex 
among female students from outside the region who use online dating apps highlights the complex 
impact of sociocultural change (Yu et al. 2022). Although this freedom provides opportunities for 
sexual exploration, without a good understanding of boundaries and consequences, as well as a lack of 
social support and proper education, this phenomenon can have a significant negative impact on their 
interpersonal relationships and emotional well-being. 

The phenomenon experienced by female students from other regions in Yogyakarta reflects the tension 
between the traditional norms they bring from their hometowns and the more permissive modern values 
in this city of students. This situation shows that culture is not static but is constantly being negotiated 
through complex social interactions (Sharma & Liu 2024). The tension between tradition and modernity 
opens up opportunities for the formation of new identities but, at the same time, creates potential 
vulnerabilities if not balanced with cultural literacy, social support, and adequate education (Baumert et 
al. 2024). This dynamic underscores the importance of understanding changes in student behavior as the 
result of a sociocultural adaptation process influenced by interacting social, cultural, and value contexts.

Conclusion 

This study found that normative transformations in the sexuality of female university students in Yogyakarta 
are one of the tangible impacts of digital technology development, particularly online dating apps. Previously 
conservative social norms have undergone significant shifts, leading to more permissive and open sexual 
behavior. Apps such as Tinder, Bumble, and Tantan facilitate the free exploration of sexual identity through 
ease of access, anonymity features, and cross-social-environment interactions that are difficult to obtain 
directly in real life. The novelty of this finding lies in the identification of patterns of sexual behavior among 
female college students who use dating apps as a means of expressing their sexuality, especially in finding 
sexual partners without commitment. The intersection of traditional values and modern freedom creates 
a unique form of sexual behavior, where dating apps serve as the primary catalyst in shifting traditional 
boundaries. This situation demonstrates that digital media is not only a communication tool but also a 
medium that transforms sexual norms and practices among female college students.
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The study results indicate that the sexual freedom offered by dating apps has dual consequences for female 
students’ lives. On the one hand, they feel autonomy and empowerment in determining their sexual choices 
according to their personal preferences. On the other hand, interpersonal relationships tend to shift from 
emotional closeness and long-term commitment to physical and momentary interactions. This pattern has the 
potential to reduce the quality of the emotional connection, which has long been the foundation of healthy 
relationships, creating internal conflicts between the values gained from global social interactions and the 
practices being carried out, as well as increasing psychosocial risks such as stress, anxiety, and feelings of 
guilt. Technology-mediated interactions also tend to reduce the quality of deep communication, limiting 
opportunities to build mutually understanding and sustainable relationships outside of a sexual context.

Based on these findings, it is recommended that universities and relevant stakeholders develop 
comprehensive sexuality education that not only emphasizes the biological aspects but also integrates 
mental health, relationship management skills, and digital awareness. Providing safe discussion spaces 
on campus, easily accessible counseling services, and digital literacy programs can help female students 
balance freedom of expression with responsibility in building healthy relationships. These efforts are 
expected to minimize the risks of casual sexual behavior focused solely on immediate gratification and 
promote a more mature understanding of the long-term consequences for emotional and social well-being. 
Thus, sexual exploration in the digital age can occur in a safer, more mindful manner, aligned with values 
that support positive personal development.
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