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ABSTRACT
This study aims to reveal how kinship systems function as a word-of-mouth marketing strategy in strengthening the reputation of Islamic boarding school–based universities through the social networks of alumni, students’ parents, active students, and local majelis taklim communities. This research employs a descriptive qualitative approach with a case study design at an Islamic higher education institution known for its extensive alumni network and strong emotional ties with the surrounding community. Data were collected through in-depth interviews, participatory observation, and documentation of social–religious activities, and analyzed using Miles and Huberman’s interactive model, which includes data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. The validity of the data was ensured through source and technique triangulation. The findings show that kinship relations and emotional bonds among alumni and students’ parents serve as effective social instruments in building a positive image of the pesantren-based university. Through informal communication, alumni testimonials and parental experiences generate a multiplication effect that expands the institution’s reputation into the broader community, especially through religious gatherings such as majelis taklim and alumni meetings. This study contributes to the development of social capital theory within Islamic education and offers an alternative model of educational institution promotion grounded in trust, spirituality, and sustainable social networking.
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A. Introduction

Pesantren, as the oldest Islamic educational institutions in Indonesia, function not only as centers for transmitting religious knowledge but also as custodians of the community’s moral and social values. Throughout history, pesantren have demonstrated an exceptional ability to adapt to the dynamics of changing times without losing their core identity. In the modern era—marked by rapid information flows and increasing competition among educational institutions—pesantren face new challenges in maintaining their reputation and institutional existence. Nevertheless, the strength of pesantren does not lie in conventional media-based promotional strategies, but rather in the living social fabric that connects santri, alumni, wali santri, and the surrounding community. Within this dynamic network, the kinship system serves as a form of social energy that sustains and enhances pesantren’s reputation through natural, trust-based communication mechanisms.
This phenomenon illustrates that the positive image of Islamic educational institutions is not solely constructed through publicity activities or institutional policies but grows organically from authentic social relationships imbued with spiritual values. In this context, word-of-mouth marketing emerges as an unintentional yet effective form of communication—born from personal experience, emotional closeness, and a shared sense of belonging to the institution. Alumni who are active in their communities bring narratives of pesantren excellence into broader social spaces, while wali santri act as informal agents of reputation through majelis taklim, religious study groups, and community gatherings. Thus, pesantren build their reputation not through advertisements, but through social trust deeply rooted in kinship systems and long-standing traditions of silaturahmi (communal bonding).
Previous studies such as Rahmawati (2020), Nurhayati (2021), and Harun (2022) have shown that the reputation of Islamic educational institutions can be strengthened through community-based and value-oriented approaches. However, research that specifically highlights the kinship system as an instrument of word-of-mouth marketing in the pesantren context remains scarce. This study offers a novelty by uncovering the organic social communication mechanisms that occur within the networks of alumni and wali santri as reputational forces of pesantren. This system functions as a form of social capital that operates on multiple layers—not only expanding networks of trust but also creating a social multiplier effect on the institution’s image within society.
Based on this background, the present study aims to analyze how the kinship system within the pesantren community functions as a medium of word-of-mouth marketing that strengthens the reputation of pesantren-based universities. Specifically, it explores the contribution of alumni and wali santri networks in shaping positive public perceptions and explains how religious values, emotional closeness, and social relations serve as strategic elements in pesantren’s reputation communication. The results of this study are expected to enrich the body of knowledge on value-based social marketing while providing inspiration for Islamic education managers to design communication strategies rooted in the culture of silaturahmi and the spiritual ethos unique to pesantren.
B. Research Methodology

This study employs a descriptive qualitative approach aimed at understanding social reality in a deep, contextual, and meaningful manner. This approach was chosen because the phenomenon of word-of-mouth marketing within the pesantren kinship system cannot be reduced to numerical data; instead, it must be explored through lived experiences, social interactions, and the cultural meanings embedded in interpersonal relationships within the pesantren community. From this perspective, the study seeks to interpret how religious values, emotional closeness, and the tradition of silaturahmi (social bonding) shape a distinctive mechanism of reputational communication within the pesantren environment.
The research was conducted at Pondok Pesantren Darussalam Blokagung Banyuwangi, an Islamic educational institution known as a pesantren-based campus with a wide network of alumni and wali santri (students’ guardians), including those in the Bintan Island area of the Riau Archipelago. This site was selected purposively because it represents the social characteristics of a traditional pesantren that has successfully transformed into a higher education institution with a steadily growing reputation through the social relations of its alumni. The emotional and spiritual attachment between alumni, wali santri, and the institution provides an ideal context to examine how the reputation of a pesantren-based campus is formed and disseminated through its kinship system.
The research informants consisted of pesantren alumni, active wali santri, and pesantren administrators who hold strategic roles within the network of social communication. Informants were selected using a purposive sampling technique to determine subjects relevant to the research focus, followed by snowball sampling to expand the range of information sources across broader social networks. Data were collected through three main techniques:1. In-depth interviews, to explore personal narratives and social experiences related to pesantren promotion; 2. Participant observation, to understand communication dynamics during alumni activities, majelis taklim (religious study gatherings), and wali santri meetings; 3.Documentation, which included photos of activities, field notes, meeting minutes, and relevant pesantren archives.
Data were analyzed using the interactive model of Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014), which includes the processes of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification carried out iteratively. Each piece of data was analyzed thematically to identify patterns of social relationships, the values underlying communication, and the word-of-mouth mechanisms that contribute to strengthening the pesantren’s reputation. The validity of the findings was enhanced through triangulation of sources, methods, and time, as well as member checking with key informants to ensure interpretive accuracy and minimize researcher bias.
Thus, this study does not merely describe social phenomena but also reveals the underlying structure of meaning behind kinship-based communication as a strategic instrument for maintaining and expanding the reputation of pesantren-based higher education institutions.
Table 1. Research Informants.
	No
	Informant Code
	Informant Category
	Number of Participants
	Focus of Information Explored

	1
	AL
	Pesantren Alumni
	3 People
	The role of alumni as agents of word-of-mouth marketing, disseminators of positive information, and enhancers of the pesantren campus reputation within their social environment.

	2
	WL
	Wali Santri (Students’ Guardians)
	2 People
	The perceptions of wali santri regarding the quality of pesantren education, sources of social trust, and their reasons for choosing the pesantren for their children.

	3
	SN
	Active Santri (Students)
	3 People
	The experiences of santri in the educational process, their involvement in pesantren social networks, and their role in building the institution’s image from within.

	4
	MT
	Majelis Taklim Members
	2 People
	The role of majelis taklim in disseminating positive narratives about the pesantren through religious forums and community social activities.


The informants in this study consisted of four main groups, namely pesantren alumni, wali santri (students’ guardians), active santri (students), and majelis taklim members, all of whom play essential roles in shaping the reputation of the pesantren-based campus through a kinship-based word-of-mouth marketing mechanism. The selection of informants was conducted using purposive and snowball sampling techniques to ensure the inclusion of individuals who possess both direct and indirect experiences related to the dissemination of the institution’s image. The alumni act as the main agents, as their testimonials about learning experiences and character development in the pesantren are regarded by the public as credible sources of information. The wali santri provide an external perspective through their experiences and trust in the quality of pesantren education, while the active santri reflect the religious life and moral values that form the institution’s key appeal. Meanwhile, the majelis taklim members contribute to expanding the reach of positive narratives about the pesantren through religious study gatherings and community-based religious events. These four categories of informants illustrate a synergy between trust, emotional closeness, and social values, which allows the reputation of the pesantren to grow naturally and sustainably within the community.

C. Results And Discussion

Alumni Kinship Networks as Effective Promotion Channels
The findings of this study reveal that alumni kinship networks function as highly effective social instruments in strengthening the reputation of pesantren-based campuses (Faizin et al., 2024; Iqbal & Akram, 2020). A key point from this finding lies in the position of alumni as actors who hold moral and social authority within their communities, making any information they convey more readily accepted by society (Shen & Sha, 2020). The main reason behind this phenomenon is the existence of social trust that has long been established within local cultures (Ghaderi et al., 2022), particularly in rural areas where personal recommendations are valued more than formal advertisements.
Field evidence supports this, as one alumni reported frequently being asked by neighbors and relatives about the quality of the pesantren after they noticed positive behavioral changes in him. This authentic testimony subsequently encouraged other parents to entrust their children to the same pesantren. From this, it can be concluded that alumni act not merely as graduates but as “social ambassadors” who communicate authentic experiences, allowing the pesantren to gain promotion that is low-cost, sustainable, and trust-based.
This social fact demonstrates that the kinship system embedded in pesantren traditions serves as a form of social capital that strengthens the institution’s image and attractiveness in society (Makulbayeva & Sharipova, 2025). As stated by Liqo’ Mursidah (AL), an alumnus of Pondok Pesantren Darussalam Blokagung Banyuwangi and graduate of the Darussalam Islamic Institute Blokagung:
“Since I graduated from the pesantren and completed my studies at the pesantren-based campus, many of my relatives and neighbors often asked me about the learning environment there. Because I personally experienced a transformation in knowledge, experience, and mindset, I always tell them that this pesantren is truly educational. From there, several relatives and neighbors decided to send their children here as well.” (AL)
Meanwhile, Maisuroh (WL), one of the wali santri of Pondok Pesantren Darussalam Blokagung Banyuwangi, stated:
“I actually learned about this pesantren from a story told by an alumnus who is now an ustadz at a pesantren in my village. He shared how he was molded and educated there until he became who he is today. That story made me confident in sending my child to this pesantren.” (WL)
Interview results show that alumni play an essential role as promotional agents for the pesantren through their kinship networks. As expressed by Liqo’ Mursidah (AL), after completing her studies at the pesantren and its affiliated university, she was often asked about her learning experiences. She openly shared her positive transformations—intellectually, experientially, and attitudinally—leading some relatives and neighbors to send their children to the same pesantren. This finding is further supported by Maisuroh (WL), who stated that her decision to send her child to the pesantren originated from the testimony of an alumnus who had become a respected ustadz. For her, the alumnus’s personal journey and moral transformation served as convincing proof of the pesantren’s educational quality.These social realities confirm that the narratives built by alumni and positively received by wali santri operate as a credible word-of-mouth marketing mechanism, where personal experiences are deemed more trustworthy than formal promotional efforts.

Emotional Connectedness as the Foundation of Word-of-Mouth
The study also found that emotional connectedness among santri, alumni, and wali santri forms the foundation of word-of-mouth marketing within the pesantren (Fitri, 2025; Hamzah et al., 2023). The central point of this finding is that the sense of belonging and spiritual bonds developed through shared experiences—both in academic and religious activities—generate deep-rooted loyalty. The underlying reason for this phenomenon is that emotional bonds tend to last longer than formal relationships, motivating individuals to continue recommending the pesantren to others (Ismail et al., 2024; Mau, 2024; Nasruddin, 2025).
Field evidence reveals that alumni often describe the pesantren as their “second home”, a place that shaped their character and lifelong friendships, while wali santri perceive their connection with the pesantren community as part of a large, supportive family. These testimonies show that recommendations are not merely driven by academic satisfaction but also by profound feelings of comfort and emotional attachment. In conclusion, emotional connectedness serves as a highly effective form of social capital that fosters natural, trust-based promotion, as society is more easily persuaded by sincere and personal narratives than by transactional, formal promotion (Cao et al., 2025; Long et al., 2024). Thus, the reputation of pesantren continues to grow and strengthen through an emotionally rooted communication network that [image: ]thrives within the community.

Figure 1: Halal Bihalal Gathering with Alumni and Guardians of Santri of Darussalam Blokagung in Bintan Island.
The documentation above captures a warm and intimate atmosphere during the Halal bi Halal gathering and grand Islamic lecture that brought together alumni and guardians of santri as far as the border regions of Bintan Island, Riau Archipelago Province. A simple stage with a religious ambiance became the focal point of the event, where kyai and alumni delivered spiritual talks, reflections, and moral messages that deeply inspired the audience. The guardians of santri were seen sitting attentively, following each session with great enthusiasm, while the alumni proudly shared their spiritual and intellectual journeys during their time at the pesantren. The event was not merely a social gathering but a meaningful medium that strengthened emotional connections between the pesantren, its alumni, and the guardians. The presence of hundreds of participants from diverse backgrounds demonstrated the strong appeal of the pesantren, as well as how its social network extended deeply into local communities. More than a routine gathering, this event functioned as an authentic form of word-of-mouth marketing, where stories, experiences, and testimonials from alumni and guardians spread organically among the wider society. This illustrates that the pesantren’s reputation is built not only through its academic programs but also through the living social networks and enduring traditions of silaturahmi (communal bonding) across the communities of Bintan Island, Riau Archipelago Province.
Strengthening Institutional Reputation through the Multiplication Effect
The research findings reveal that the pesantren’s institutional reputation is strengthened through a multiplication effect—the dissemination of positive information from the core circle of kinship to broader community networks (Chuanchen & Zaini, 2023). The key point of this finding is that the promotion of the pesantren does not stop with alumni and guardians but expands to neighbors, mosque congregations, and local community organizations. The reason behind this phenomenon lies in the strong collective culture within society, where a single positive experience becomes a shared topic of discussion and influences collective decision-making. Field evidence shows how a guardian of a santri shared their child’s experiences in a religious gathering, sparking interest among other attendees to learn more or even enroll their children or grandchildren. Alumni also often serve as references within their communities, where one story of success can inspire multiple families to choose the same pesantren. In conclusion, the pesantren’s institutional reputation is not only formed through academic and religious programs but also reinforced by the multiplication effect of its social networks (Chuanchen & Zaini, 2023; Alam & Iqbal, 2024; Jatmiko et al., n.d.). This effect demonstrates that kinship- and community-based word-of-mouth marketing can sustainably expand the pesantren’s appeal without significant financial cost, while also affirming it as a trusted and credible educational institution.
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Figure 2: Alumni Religious Gathering with Women’s Islamic Study Group (Majelis Taklim)
This documentation captures a meaningful moment from a women’s majelis taklim (religious study group) meeting held in a modest yet spiritually rich prayer hall. Seated in a circle on patterned carpets, the women listened attentively to discussions about the values of pesantren education, which not only foster intellectual intelligence but also nurture spiritual depth and moral character. More than a religious forum, this majelis served as a social space where the personal experiences of guardians and the success stories of alumni flowed naturally. These narratives nurtured renewed trust within the community, allowing positive stories about the pesantren to spread effortlessly through kinship ties, social gatherings, and daily neighborhood interactions. This represents the multiplication effect—where a single testimony echoes into collective influence, strengthening the pesantren’s reputation far beyond formal promotional media (Masuwd et al., 2025; Sanafiri, 2024). The documentation highlights that majelis taklim networks play a strategic role as agents of word-of-mouth marketing, relying on trust, emotional closeness, and shared identity to reinforce the pesantren’s standing in the hearts of the community.

D. Conclusion

This research demonstrates that the kinship system and emotional connectedness embedded in the pesantren tradition function as strategic forms of social capital in building the reputation of the pesantren-based campus through the mechanism of word-of-mouth marketing.First, alumni serve as social ambassadors who convey authentic testimonials, making their recommendations more trusted than formal promotional efforts. Second, the emotional bond between alumni, santri, and guardians of santri strengthens the sense of belonging, fosters loyalty, and encourages the spread of positive narratives about the pesantren. Third, the institutional reputation of the pesantren is shown to strengthen through a multiplication effect, where positive information extends beyond the circles of alumni and guardians to reach broader social networks—such as neighbors, mosque congregations, and majelis taklim communities.Thus, it can be concluded that the promotion of the pesantren does not rely on formal marketing strategies but is grounded in social capital based on kinship, trust, and the enduring tradition of silaturahmi deeply rooted in community culture. This mechanism is not only cost-effective and sustainable but also more powerful in building the pesantren’s credibility in the public eye. Therefore, pesantren institutions must continue to nurture their relationships with alumni, guardians of santri, and local communities to further strengthen institutional reputation and competitiveness.
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