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Introduction 
 
 American college sororities and fraternities are one-of-a-kind 
organizations in many ways. At institutions of post-secondary education 
all over the nation, including Stanford University, they are the only 
student groups that have their own residential houses on campus, they are 
the only student groups that collectively hold a “rush” process, and they 
are the only type of student group that has its own dedicated university 
staff. (After all, when’s the last time you heard of a “Senior Program 
Associate for cultural dance clubs?”) 
 
 However, Greek-letter organizations are a lot like any other 
organization in many ways. Just like schools and businesses, for 
example, sororities and fraternities strive to uphold a particular image of 
themselves through various methods of brand management. One such 
method is the oversight and management of the personal interactions an 
organization’s members have with each other and the outside world. 
Through their actions, words, and overall conduct, group members have 
the opportunity—and as some would argue, the responsibility—to make 
their school, place of business, family, or in this case, Greek 
organization, “look good.”  
 
 As the early 21st century has quickly shifted into the 
communication age and social networking sites like Facebook, YouTube, 
and Instagram have skyrocketed in popularity and therefore cultural 
relevance, Greek organizations’ conduct regulations have expanded from 
purely the physical landscape into the digital landscape as well. In this 
new space, organization members have access to a much larger audience, 
and their actions, words and overall conduct can now project faster and 
farther than ever before. As far as the leaders of structured organizations 
are concerned, as this new social media megaphone grants members 
unprecedented access to an instant worldwide audience, it is a major risk 
to the public image of an organization. As an extension of the policies 
that have historically been implemented to uphold a certain reputation in 
physical actuality, Greek-letter organizations (GLOs) have in recent 
years placed regulations on their members’ personal social-networking 
sites to ensure that the content they share projects messages that are in 
accordance with the desired reputations of the GLO.  
 
 In the following study, after establishing context for the situation 
that GLO leaders currently face, I present my own independent study on 
the ways in which GLOs are regulating their members’ personal social 
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networking sites today and debate whether or not they are constitutional. 
This study concludes that certain regulations are permissible within the 
context of the fist amendment, specifically, those that restrict the sharing 
of photographs depicting illegal activities or any type of content that 
directly identifies GLO affiliation. It also concludes, however, that 
restrictions regarding the posting of content that depicts perfectly legal 
activities without Greek affiliation identification violate students’ right to 
free speech. Finally, this study proposes the creation of a neutral, third-
party mediating group to combat universities’ conflict of interest as a 
solution to the violations of free speech occurring within these 
organizations today.  
 
 
Context 
 
The Current State of GLO Public Relations 
 

Greek letter organizations are unique almost entirely to 
American colleges and universities. Currently there exist approximately 
750,000 members and 9 million living alumni of 14,000 chapters of 
national Greek-letter organizations [North-American Interfraternity 
Conference (NAIC) 2013; National Panhellenic Conference (NPC) 2013; 
National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) 2013]. Greek-letter 
organizations are social, gender-based, and initiatory organizations that 
operate on both a national and university-level scale.  

 
In recent years Greek organizations have faced an increased 

amount of scrutiny and criticism in the public arena, largely due to the 
publication of several headlining news stories tying them to issues of 
sexual assault, racism, and hazing. In “Policing the Greeks,” an article 
written for the Chronicle of Education, author Sandra Long Weaver 
claims, “Colleges and universities seem to be struggling with numerous 
problems that emanate from or that seem epidemic in the 
fraternity/sorority culture: uncontrolled drinking, hazing, deaths, sexual 
assaults, racist-themed parties, elitism, discrimination and court battles” 
(Long Weaver, 2015). A fraternity member’s death made headlines in 
2013 after he became thoroughly intoxicated at a Sigma Alpha Mu 
pledge party at Boston University. Anthony Barksdale II was allegedly 
handed a 1.5-liter bottle of vodka by a fraternity brother, and after 
“collapsing on the ground, no one sought emergency help even though he 
was then in their care and unable to care for himself” (Pattani & 
Ellement, 2015). One woman’s horrific tale of sexual assault in 2012 at 
the University of Virginia created a national stir after she published a 
9,000-word article in Rolling Stone magazine in November of 2014 
(Hartmann, 2015). Further controversy developed when in December, 
the magazine came out with a statement saying that they had discovered 
discrepancies in the author’s account, and that they had “come to the 
conclusion that our trust in her was misplaced” (Rolling Stone, 2014). 
Still, national public attention was drawn to an issue that soon revealed 
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several similar alleged cases of sexual assault by members of college 
fraternities. 

 
In addition to being heavily publicized in the national news 

media, many of the controversies GLOs have faced in recent years have 
diffused more rapidly through the expansive reach of social media. In 
March of 2015, a video featuring Sigma Alpha Epsilon members from 
the University of Oklahoma went viral after surfacing on the video-
sharing social networking site, YouTube. In the 9-second video, students 
are seen and heard singing vulgar, racist chants while dressed in formal 
wear on a bus ride to a fraternity date function (YouTube, 2015). As of 
this study’s date of publication, the video has accumulated over 3 million 
views online and the fraternity’s charter has been revoked from the 
university, demonstrating just how serious the national controversies 
fueled by social media can become. 

 
National GLO Social Media Regulations 
 

As the use of social networking sites (SNSs) like YouTube has 
continued to contribute to the widespread diffusion of Greek-related 
controversies in the news, fraternities and sororities have been 
incentivized to monitor and regulate the SNS activity of their active 
members online in an effort to uphold a certain image of the 
organization. The University of Oklahoma case is a clear example of 
how social media is able to almost instantly make a certain argument 
about a GLO that may not be in accordance with the desired reputation 
that the organization and any inter-sorority or inter-fraternity council to 
which it belongs may seek to put out. For example, the North American 
Interfraternity Conference has published on its official website the “9 
Basic Expectations of Fraternity Membership,” one of which states “I 
will respect the dignity of all persons; therefore I will not physically, 
mentally, psychologically or sexually abuse or haze any human being” 
(North American Interfraternity Conference, 2015). And yet, the 
controversies published in the news today project an entirely different 
image of precisely the college fraternities to which these expectations 
refer. 

 
In order to appropriately determine to what extent GLOs monitor 

their members’ social media presences, it is necessary to analyze what 
formal online conduct regulations they have in place. The larger national 
branch of a given fraternity or sorority has a certain amount of authority 
over the conduct and policies of each individual chapter. In an article for 
The Chronicle of Higher Education, Eric Kelderman argues, “[national 
GLO branches] set standards for the behavior of individual members, 
and they require local chapters to follow an extensive set of rules under 
risk-management policies that bar activity like the use of illegal drugs or 
the provision of alcohol to minors.” Very few of these risk-management 
policies, however, specifically extend to the realm of online media. A 
vague email from representatives of the National Panhellenic Council 
and the North-American Interfraternity Conference cited in Kelderman’s 
study stated, “While each chapter is self-governing, it has been educated 
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by its national organization and its local advisers on these topics and 
should understand its responsibilities, just as each individual member 
should understand what behavior is expected" (Kelderman, 2015). 
Without identifying any specific online behavioral expectations, the 
organization expect that their members simply know what is and is not 
“expected.” 

 
The lack of public information surrounding GLO social media 

regulations may be the result of one or both of two contributing factors. 
First, the absence of published regulations may be the result of the fact 
that such specific SNS policies do not exist. Ada Meloy, a general 
counsel for The American Council on Education, acknowledges on 
behalf of the council that most academic institutions do not have specific 
social media clauses in their conduct codes. Additionally, it is possible 
that the lack of public information regarding GLO social media policy 
may fall within the realm of the historically “secretive” nature of Greek 
letter organizations. The theme of secrecy has close ties to the 
controversial hazing culture that is widely considered to be highly 
characteristic of GLO pledge processes. Indeed, the oldest Greek-letter 
organization, Phi Beta Kappa, was founded in 1776 by students at the 
College of William and Mary as a “secret literary and philosophical 
society” (Phi Beta Kappa, 2015). By virtue of the absence of information 
available, it is difficult for scholars to discern which of these two 
contributing factors is the driver for said absence of information.  

 
As a result of the lack of academic studies regarding GLOs’ 

regulations of members’ social media presences, as well as the lack of 
general public information surrounding the topic, I took it upon myself 
to, in conjunction with the body of this report, gather data directly from 
members of Greek-letter organizations themselves. The following study 
was conducted in an effort to gain an insightful first look into the world 
of the secret, unpublicized regulations to which GLO members are 
commonly subject. Through analyzing the responses to an anonymous 
survey, I sought to answer the questions:  

 
1. To what degree are GLOs imposing strict, mandatory regulations 

upon their members’ personal SNS profiles?  
2. What types of content are the GLOs trying to restrict?  
3. How are GLOs using their members’ SNS profiles to further the 

goals of the organization? 
 
 
An Independent Study: Social Networking Site-Related 
Obligations in Greek Letter Organizations 
 
Methodology 
 

I conducted an anonymous, online survey that was advertised to 
members of Greek-letter organizations at a sampling of 15 colleges and 
universities across the U.S. I publicized the survey through my personal 
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Facebook account, which reached Stanford students, as well as graduates 
from my high school who have gone on to join Greek-letter 
organizations at their respective colleges. In addition to my own efforts 
to share the survey, I had upperclassmen peers at Stanford and 
underclassmen friends at other Big 10 schools advertise the survey 
through their own social networks.  

 
The study sample consisted of 114 members of GLOs, 38 of 

which were fraternity members and 75 of which were sorority members. 
The sample was representative of at least 22 different Greek letter 
organizations. (Because students were not required to provide the name 
of their GLO, it is possible that more than 22 may have been represented 
in the survey.) The sample consisted of students from 15 different 
American institutions of post-secondary education, ranging from large 
and public to small and private. 70.2% of students were from Stanford 
University, and the next largest sample was from the University of 
Missouri with 11.4% (List 1). 
 

# of 
Reponses 

School Undergraduate 
population 

Undergraduate 
men in 
fraternities 

Undergraduate 
women in 
sororities 

Private/
Public 

80 Stanford University 7,019 24% 28% Private 

13 University of Missouri 26,965 24% 31% Public 

3 University of Chicago 5,659 10% 10% Private 

3 Indiana University 36,862 21% 23% Public 

2 Purdue University 29,440 10% 8% Public 

2 Northwestern University 8,688 38% 42% Private 

2 University of Arizona 31,670 10% 11% Public 

1 University of Miami 11,380 14% 17% Private 

1 Cornell University 14,383 27% 25% Private 

1 Illinois Wesleyan University 2,009 31% 33% Private 

1 Butler University 4,126 29% 33% Private 

1 University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign 

32,695 21% 21% Public 

1 University of Denver 5,517 24% 28% Private 

1 Texas Christian University 8,640 42% 53% Private 

List 1 

Population and Greek involvement statistics gathered from U.S. News and World Report, 
2015. 

 
Results 
 

The following analysis of my study will refer to four of the 
posed survey questions inquiring about Greek Letter organizations’ 
regulations for members’ personal social media presences. The 
questions, along with the data collected, can be found below. 
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Question #1: Has YOUR SORORITY or FRATERNITY ever given you 
EXPLICIT, MANDATORY REGULATIONS for your PERSONAL social 
media presence? 
 

 Yes No 
Sorority 59% 41% 
Fraternity 29% 71% 
All 49% 51% 

Table 1 

Judging solely by the data from the total survey sample, we see 
that the percentage of members who had been given SNS regulations by 
their Greek organization compared to those who hadn’t is almost a 
perfect 1 to 1 ratio. (49% “Yes” to 51% “No.”) However, when we break 
the data down into sororities versus fraternities, we see that 59% of 
sororities sampled give SNS regulations to their members, as opposed to 
only 29% of fraternities.  

 
Those who had answered that their sorority or fraternity had 

given them SNS regulations were prompted to give information 
surrounding what exact rules they had to follow. Subjects were given a 
list of 8 suspected SNS restrictions and were asked to indicate all that 
applied to them. 
 
 
Question #2: If your answer to the previous question was "Yes," which of 
the following has YOUR SORORITY or FRATERNITY asked you to do? 
 

 All (56) Sororities 
(44) 

Fraternities 
(12) 

1. Post or share invites to sorority or 
fraternity non-social events such 
as fundraisers 

71.4% 79.5% 41.7% 

2. Post specific photos promoting 
sorority or fraternity events as 
your "profile picture" or "cover 
photo" (Facebook) 

67.9% 77.3% 33.3% 

3. Post or share invites to sorority or 
fraternity parties, mixers or 
socials 

35.7% 25.0% 75.0% 

4. Refrain from posting or sharing 
photos showing the official letters 
of your Greek organization if you 
do no appear "presentable" 

21.4% 20.5% 25.0% 

5. Post or share silly or embarrassing 
content for "hazing" purposes 

5.4% 2.3% 16.7% 

6. Refrain from posting or sharing 
photos showing the official letters 
of your Greek organization if you 
are not wearing makeup 

1.8% 2.3% 0.0% 



GOETZE  7 

 All (56) Sororities 
(44) 

Fraternities 
(12) 

7. Refrain from posting or sharing 
photos with members of specific 
FRATERNITIES 

1.8% 2.3% 0.0% 

8. Refrain from posting or sharing 
photos with members of specific 
SORORITIES 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

Table 2 

For sorority members, the most common guideline is to “Post or 
share invites to sorority or fraternity non-social events such as 
fundraisers.” (79.5%) This was also most common request when looking 
at sororities and fraternities as a whole. (71.4%) The sorority-fraternity 
difference is rather striking; only 41.7% of fraternities are asked to 
follow the same regulation. An even more dramatic difference becomes 
clear, however, when we analyze the most common request of fraternity 
members, which is to “Post or share invites to sorority or fraternity 
parties, mixers or socials.” (75.0%) Only 25.0% of sororities members, 
by contrast, reported being asked to fulfill this task. 
 
 
Question #3: Please list all other EXPLICIT, MANDATORY 
REGULATIONS YOUR SORORITY or FRATERNITY has in place 
regarding your personal social media presence. 
 

Of the respondents who had answered “Yes” to Question #1, 33 
volunteered extra regulations their Greek organizations have set in place 
that were not originally listed for the respondents to choose from. These 
33 subjects gave a total of 49 other specific regulations their sorority or 
fraternity has in place. These specific regulations, which the subjects 
submitted in their own words, were later grouped into 14 categories.  
 

Regulation category 
 

# of students who 
included a 
specific 
regulation within 
the category (of 
33) 

1. No photos depicting alcohol WITH Greek 
organization identification* 

14 

2. No photos depicting alcohol 13 
3. No photos depicting underage drinking 6 
4. No photos depicting drugs or other illegal 

activities 
3 

5. No “inappropriate” photos WITH Greek 
organization identification* 

2 

6. No “inappropriate” photos 2 
7. No photos depicting drugs or other illegal 

activities WITH Greek organization 
identification* 

2 
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8. No content that talks negatively about 
other Greek organizations 

1 

9. No photos in bars or other “unbecoming” 
places WITH Greek organization 
identification* 

1 

10. No use of the word “initiation” 1 
11. No use of the word “pledge” 1 
12. No content that refers to or alludes to the 

initiation or “hazing” process 
1 

13. No “incriminating” photos 1 
14. No sending friend requests to Potential 

New Members during rush 
1 

Table 3 

“WITH Greek organization identification,” as marked with a “*,” refers to the depiction 
of a member’s official Greek alphabet letters, performing the official hand sign of the 

Greek organization, tagging the Greek organization in a text post or photo caption, using 
the Greek organization hashtag, or otherwise directly identifying their Greek 

organization in some way. 
 
A clear takeaway from this data set is that 33 of the 49 specified 

regulations were related to posting pictures of alcohol or pictures that 
hint at the use of alcohol—e.g. red cups, appearing intoxicated, etc. 
(66%). Some specified that their GLOs had only imposed regulations 
that applied to underage drinking, while others were very clear that it 
applied to members of all ages, including those of a legal drinking age. 

 
In their responses, subjects signaled that somehow identifying 

one’s GLO affiliation in a photo with anything “inappropriate” makes a 
breaching of regulation much more severe. 42.4% of the respondents 
specified that they were not allowed to post pictures of alcohol while 
identifying their Greek organization, while another 39.4% of respondents 
said depicting alcohol in general was disallowed. Notice, too, that nearly 
all of the specific regulations regarded the posting of images online, as 
opposed to text-based content, such as status updates. From this we can 
deduce that the largest threat members pose to sororities’ and fraternities’ 
reputations comes from the sharing of photos that are not aligned with 
the Greek organization’s public image. 

 
Lastly, it is important to look at which specific social networking 

sites respondents were referring to when describing their GLO policies. 
 
Question #4: Upon which social networking site(s) has YOUR 
SORORITY or FRATERNITY specifically placed EXPLICIT, 
MANDATORY REGULATIONS? 
 

SNS % of total survey respondents 
Facebook 43.9% 
Instagram 29.8% 
Snapchat 18.4% 
Twitter 18.4% 
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Other 5.3% 
NONE 52.6% 

Table 4 

Note that the sum of the listed percentages will add up to a number greater than 100%. 
This is due to the fact that several respondents indicated more than one SNS for which 

they had received strict regulations. 
 

Facebook was the most common SNS upon which Greek 
organization placed regulations, with 43.9% of all survey respondents 
indicating that they had received explicit, mandatory regulations for their 
personal Facebook profile. It is important here to recognize the 
possibility that while 52.6% of total survey respondents indicated 
“NONE” for this question, it is quite possible that certain respondents 
may have interpreted the question in such a way that they felt they had 
never received any “explicit, mandatory regulations,” from their GLO. 
At the same time, it is plausible to conceive that the respondents may 
have received broader, less strict suggestions for social media use from 
their Greek organization. A future study may seek to clarify this 
qualification with its sample population. 

 
Analysis  
 

Certain data gathered through this study point to the ways in 
which regulations of social networking sites are a reflection of the roles 
that sororities and fraternities each tend to play in Greek culture. Table 1 
shows that sororities are more likely than fraternities to regulate their 
members’ SNS presences. This suggests that sororities are more 
concerned with upholding their public image online than are fraternities. 
This may seem surprising, considering that the rising controversies in the 
media surrounding Greek organizations—such as the Boston University, 
University of Virginia, and University of Oklahoma cases mentioned 
previously—have largely surrounded fraternities. One of the main 
reasons for this is because, as C.L. Menning points out in an article in 
The Journal of Interpersonal Violence, fraternities have traditionally 
hosted the infamous parties that have been traced to cases of sexual 
assault, violent altercations and binge drinking (Menning, 2009). This is 
reflected in the data gathered from Question #2, in which 75.0% of 
surveyed fraternity members, the highest percentage recorded by far out 
of the answer choices, report having been required to promote social 
events on their personal SNS profiles. The data make it clear that when 
fraternities regulate their members’ SNS profiles, it is often to help 
promote these kinds of social events (Table 2).  

 
From the data, we also learn that the majority of restrictions in 

place surround alcohol-related content. 33 of the 49 specified regulations 
students volunteered were directly related to the restriction of alcohol-
related photos and text. (66%) This is one of the most insightful findings 
of this study, as it clearly indicates that the appearance of sobriety is 
absolutely critical to Greek-letter organizations’ public images.  
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Contrary to the more commonplace regulations regarding the 
depiction of alcohol, several more ethically questionable restrictions on 
students’ SNS profiles are brought to light through this study. One such 
restriction comes from Question #2, which shows that nearly a quarter of 
the students who face SNS GLO regulations may be disallowed from 
sharing photographs of themselves with a Greek organization 
identification on a basis of physical appearance. 20.5% of women and 
25.0% of men in Table 2 indicated that they have been asked by their 
Greek organization to “refrain from posting or sharing photos showing 
the official letters of your Greek organization if you do no appear 
‘presentable.’” This data point begins to bring into question the public 
reputation that certain Greek organizations may be attempting to uphold; 
Specifically, whether or not these reputations are at all based on physical 
beauty. (Here I would like to acknowledge the broad number of ways a 
respondent could have interpreted this question, and specifically the 
word, “presentable.” While I wrote this question with the intent of 
discovering how many sororities and fraternities are restricting their 
members’ social media presences based on physical beauty, I realize 
that, for example, a respondent may have interpreted the answer choice 
to mean “not appearing intoxicated,” therefore distorting the accuracy 
of the answer I sought.) 

 
One other SNS restriction that brings GLOs’ motivations into 

question is that which regulates the posting of photos featuring members 
of certain other GLOs. While the percentage is small in comparison to 
restrictions on photos with alcohol, it is interesting to consider that 2.3% 
of the women surveyed in this study reported falling subject to such a 
policy (Table 2). Fpr some reason, certain GLOs have strict, mandatory 
regulations prohibiting their members from posting photos on their 
personal SNS profiles with select persons at their university. At this 
point, the reader may begin to wonder what underlying conflict could 
motivate such a restriction, and whether or not a GLO has the right to 
declare it at all.  
 
 
GLO Social Media Restrictions: What’s Okay, and 
What’s Not? 
 

Given the potential to seriously conflict with the desired public 
image of a given GLO, the incentives for these organizations to regulate 
their members’ SNS content are clear. In light of this, members and 
onlookers alike ought to question to what extent GLOs ought to be 
allowed to regulate their members’ online presences without infringing 
upon their constitutional rights to freedom of speech. As a result of the 
lack of public information surrounding GLO social media policy, the 
conversation about the rights that sorority and fraternity organizations 
have to impose their policies is severely underdeveloped. Based on the 
results of this study, however, this paper will propose that some specific 
personal SNS profile regulations are fair, while others infringe upon the 
first amendment rights of the GLO members. 
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Each of the decisions this paper makes in regards to 

constitutionality rest upon two foundational understandings. The first is 
the first amendment to The United States Constitution, which states, 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the government for a redress of grievances” (National Archives, 
2015). The second condition which must be taken into careful 
consideration with these decisions is the fact that GLOs are private, 
voluntary student organizations. Therefore, students technically agree to 
every aspect of their GLO’s specific code of conduct upon initiation, and 
so GLOs are able to more freely exercise flexibility within the bounds of 
the first amendment. This study seeks to offer judgment on GLO 
restrictions in light of both this constitutional right and this mutual 
agreement between organization and member. 

 
GLOs’ Right to Place SNS Restrictions  

 
This study finds that restricting the posting of illegal content, 

which may include underage drinking and drug use, is an 
understandable and fair restriction put in place by GLOs in light of 
both the first amendment and the mutual agreements formed 
between member and organization. Posting images that depict 
underage drinking and drug use is not only harmful to the reputation of 
the organization, but to the individual themselves. A county sergeant 
who works at Coastal Carolina University was quoted in an article 
published by WMBF South Carolina stating, “deputies are constantly 
checking places like Twitter and Instagram to see when and where 
minors may be drinking.” The sergeant also cited one particular night 
when police officers had used social media tips to crackdown on a CCU 
party, where four people were arrested and nine minors were cited for 
possession of alcohol. By monitoring this type of online activity, GLOs 
protect the individual from legal repercussions (McCue, 2014), and this 
study shows that GLO leaders understand the risks that come with such 
investigations, since underage drinking-related content is one of the most 
highly censored categories over all.  

 
The second SNS regulation which this study finds permissible, is 

that which limits the range of content that may be shared when the 
Greek-letter organization is directly identified. Several respondents in the 
study indicated that their particular GLO found certain photos 
increasingly problematic if the student indicated a direct affiliation with 
the organization in the photo or photo caption. 19 of the 33 respondents 
who offered additional social media restrictions in place by their sorority 
or fraternity reported a regulation that had to do with either wearing 
clothing with their Greek organization’s official letters, making the 
Greek organization’s hand sign, or tagging an organization directly with 
a Facebook tag or hashtag (Table 3). By explicitly identifying a 
particular GLO, a student moves their position towards representing the 
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organization and away from their individual rights under the first 
amendment. This study finds that any GLO restrictions on social 
media content that includes sorority or fraternity identification is 
permissible. When a student directly identifies their Greek affiliation in 
a post, it becomes increasingly difficult to argue against his/her 
responsibility to comply with the organization’s regulations, whatever 
they may be. By publicizing content that is in conflict with the specified 
values of the organization, a member could incidentally perpetuate a 
public image of the GLO that the organization finds unfavorable. 
Because the individual SNS user hold such an incredible amount of 
power in this way, this study approves of GLO methods to restrict any 
type of social media content that includes sorority or fraternity 
identification in this way. 

 
GLOs’ Not-So-Right to Place SNS Restrictions  

 
In contrast to the methods of restriction of which this study 

approves, we find that, when once again taken into account under the 
consideration of both the first amendment and the mutual agreement 
formed by Greek organizations and its members, GLO policies that 
seek to regulate their members’ personal SNS presences when 
content a) Does not depict or directly imply any type of harmful or 
illegal activity, or b) Does not explicitly identify GLO affiliation, 
violates students’ first amendment rights to freedom of speech. For 
example, GLOs do not have the right to prohibit their members from 
posting content online that features members of certain other GLOs, 
photos taken in specific “unapproved” locations such as bars, photos in 
which the member does not appear “presentable,” or photos that depict 
the responsible use of alcohol when the member is over the legal 
drinking age of 21 IF AND ONLY IF the student’s Greek affiliation is not 
directly identified in the post. (According to my study, these are all 
examples of restrictions that GLO members across the country face 
today.) As previously mentioned, the explicit identification of affiliation 
limits the freedoms members have on SNS posts. Conversely, the 
absence of identification allows for increased freedom in the range of 
SNS content a user may share.  

 
One could predict that the GLOs that impose these strict non-

identification-related restrictions on members’ social media content 
today would argue that as an affiliated member, students would not have 
to directly indicate their Greek affiliation to affect the public perception 
of the organization. The student’s affiliation, one could argue, could still 
be made public by other non-threatening means (e.g. in another photo,) 
and could therefore be tied back to the incriminating photo later on. This 
paper seeks only to acknowledge this reasoning, since it is by far the 
most complex argument at hand, and addressing its consequences in full 
is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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University Responsibility: The Watchdog that Just 
Won’t Bark 
 

Now that we have established that there are unconstitutional 
GLO restrictions currently being implemented in universities across the 
United States, we must address to whom the responsibility of advocating 
for students’ individual speech rights belong. Because GLO chapters 
obtain official group recognition from the universities in which they 
operate, it seems reasonable to assume that the main advocate for 
students’ freedom of speech, and therefore the largest challenger to 
overbearing GLO social media policies, would be would be the 
university. For example, at Stanford University, chapters of national 
GLOs operate as VSOs, or Voluntary Student Organizations, and are 
overseen by the Student Activities and Leadership (SAL) division of 
Stanford Student Affairs (Stanford Undergraduate Admission, 2015), 
(Student Activities and Leadership, 2015). Since GLOs are considered 
student groups of the university in which it operates, the responsibility to 
ensure the freedoms of the members lies upon the university. In 
Stanford’s case, the responsibility would lie upon the administration of 
SAL, who might then redirect the matter to a larger department with 
more authority to handle such circumstances.  

 
But an unsettling truth soon becomes clear when one considers 

an unfortunate conflict of interest: In reality, universities have little 
incentive to prevent GLOs from upholding unlawful regulations, since 
the public images that these regulations strive to uphold are often in 
direct accordance with the public images that the university itself would 
like to uphold as well. Colleges have a history of monitoring their 
students’ speech in an effort to promote their own positive public image. 
Any content, especially referring to the underage use of alcohol, can be a 
threat to the integrity of universities. The communication department of 
one particular mid-sized university surveyed in 2013 said they “struggled 
with a reputation as a ‘party school’, which damaged relations with 
alumni as well as with non-university residents of their town” (Yijun, 
2013). These potential damages are used as a justification for an 
institutional effort to monitor sites like Facebook, which, as Amanda 
Lenhart reveals in a study conducted with the Pew Research Center in 
early 2015, remains the most used social media site with 71% among 
teens today (Lenhart, 2015). The reader may recall that many of the SNS 
regulations that GLOs put in place surround the depiction of the use of 
alcohol, and recognize that these are very similar concerns to those of 
university administrations. Therefore, because university administrations 
and Greek-letter organizations have similar goals in the public 
reputations they attempt to project through their students’ uses of social 
media, a strong conflict of interest arises, as the university that is 
supposed to discipline GLOs when they are caught violating their 
members’ individual rights in fact benefits from the very regulations 
from which these violations stem. 
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On Stanford’s Residential Education website, under Fraternity 
and Sorority Life’s “Important Policies” page, “Stanford Name” is listed 
among policies that campus GLOs are expected to follow. Other items on 
the list include policies entitled “Alcohol and Other Controlled 
Substances” and “Hazing” (Student Affairs, 2015). Though the full 
“Stanford Name” policy is not listed online, it can be inferred that the 
policy must pertain to GLOs’ responsibility to uphold a proper image of 
the university—to appropriately use the “Stanford name.” This 
demonstrates the collaboration that takes place between university 
administration and GLO officials to perpetuate desired images of not just 
their own organizations, but each others’. 

 
Universities certainly don’t rely solely on Greek-letter 

organizations to control the betterment of their public image. These 
large, and often very wealthy, educational institutions have the 
bandwidth to take it upon themselves to monitor their students’ personal 
SNS presences. In the Fall of 2011, an Education student at Syracuse 
University received a letter from the university threatening expulsions 
after he had taken to his personal Facebook profile to engage in a public 
conversation about race and education (FIRE, 2013). In a similar 
situation, a student at St. Augustine’s College in North Carolina was 
denied the ability to walk across the stage at his graduation ceremony for 
posting a status update on Facebook which read: “St. Augs is holding 
classes tomorrow and students in Falcrest still don’t have power. Like, 
wtf. Really? #dumb” (Goldberg, 2011). The Vice President of Student 
Affairs stated that the post of the student, Roman Caple, “jeopardized the 
integrity of the college.” These two example cases are a couple of many 
that demonstrate just how seriously university administrations take issues 
of national public relations, and that many are willing to introduce 
serious consequences to limit these conflicting portrayals online. 

 
There have been considerable strides made on both sides of the 

censorship debate as these issues have entered into the mainstream 
dialogue of recent years. The issue of university censorship took to the 
legal stage when a Minnesota court of appeals decision came down in 
favor of the University of Minnesota’s disciplinary action against a 
student for inappropriate comments she had made about her supervisor 
on Facebook. The court upheld the disciplinary action of the university, 
holding in line with the U.S. Supreme Court’s decisions in Tinker and 
Morse, that “schools may limit or discipline student expression if school 
officials reasonably conclude that it will, materially and substantially, 
disrupt the work and discipline of the school” (Tinker v. Des Moines 
Independent Community School District, 1969), (Frederick v. Morse, 
2007), (Meloy, 2011). Ironically, in the landmark judicial case of Tinker 
v. Des Moines Independent Community School District, the Supreme 
Court held that students “do not shed their constitutional rights at the 
schoolhouse gate.” Nevertheless, despite the fact that both GLOs and 
universities exercise their immense power to regulate their students’ 
online activities, there are organizations that are dedicated to advocating 
for students’ constitutional rights. The Foundation for Individual Rights 
in Education has stated that “freedom of speech is under continuous 
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threat at many of America’s campuses, pushed aside in favor of politics, 
comfort, or simply a desire to avoid controversy.” They argue that “the 
university setting is where students are most subject to the assignment of 
group identity, to indoctrination of radical political orthodoxies, to legal 
inequality, to intrusion into private conscience, and to assaults upon the 
moral reality of individual rights and responsibilities.” Every year, FIRE 
conducts an annual report on the evolving “speech codes,” of over 400 
public and private universities. The organization defines a “speech code” 
as “any university regulation or policy that prohibits expression that 
would be protected by the First Amendment in society at large” (FIRE, 
2015). These reports present quantifiable evidence that furthers the 
conversation surrounding the issues that this paper attempts to address. 
Scholars consider the online censorship conversation to be largely 
ongoing and still in need of further insight from legislators, judicial 
bodies, and non-profit organizations on both sides of the debate before a 
popular consensus can be met. 

 
An alternative perspective on these issues is that students who do 

not want to have their social media presence censored should simply not 
join a Greek-letter organization. The evidence demonstrating university 
actions to censor students’ personal social media presences proves that 
members of GLOs aren’t the only students that are subject to university 
censorship. Indeed, all students are subject to such unconstitutionalities, 
essentially rendering this argument invalid. Additionally, it is critical to 
recognize that asserting such a claim imposes discriminatory attitudes. 
Most schools today, including Stanford University, have 
nondiscrimination policies in place to ensure that all “qualified students 
of any race, color, national or ethnic origin, sex, age, disability, religion, 
sexual orientation, and gender identity to all the rights, privileges, 
programs, and activities generally accorded or made available to students 
at the University” (Nondiscrimination policy, 2015). These policies 
include university voluntary student organizations, such as GLOs. 
Therefore, all arguments asserting that students should not engage in 
GLOs if they do not desire to surrender their First Amendment rights are 
null, since students’ rights are at risk regardless of Greek affiliation and 
such arguments are found in direct conflict with university policy.  

 
Furthermore, students should be able to get involved in school 

activities without sacrificing their constitutional rights, and despite the 
conflict of interest, it is the university’s responsibility to ensure that 
students’ constitutional rights are never infringed upon by their own 
VSOs. National Greek organizations cannot be expected to regulate their 
chapters’ censorship, and inter-GLO councils like the IFC will permit 
individual fraternity chapters to censor their members’ SNS presences as 
harshly as they need to in order to uphold the chapters’ and IFC’s public 
images. If universities cannot put aside their own private interests to 
ensure the rights of their students, then perhaps a possible solution would 
be the creation of a non-partisan third party group, employed by the 
university and mandated by law, whose purpose would be to further the 
mission of organizations like FIRE, that seek to defend and sustain 
individual rights in America’s colleges and universities.  
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Conclusion 
 

Greek leaders use their members’ personal social networking 
sites as a tool to promote the Greek-letter organizations’ agendas. They 
also understand that this same tool is simultaneously a weapon of mass 
destruction, as they grant members the power to taint the public image of 
the organization—even with the potential to bring controversies to the 
national stage. To reduce these risks as much as possible, Greek leaders 
have rules and regulations in place in an effort to help, and not harm, the 
image of the organization. 

 
In the absence of formal written policy that serves to regulate 

their members’ social media presences, leaders of university GLOs are 
able to exercise varying levels of strictness in their regulations of their 
members’ social media presences. My independent study offers new 
insight into some of the different types of regulations and restrictions that 
are used in sororities and fraternities today. The study finds that 
restrictions such as the prohibition of sharing photographs depicting 
illegal activities, or any restriction on content that directly identifies 
GLO affiliation, are a type of “brand management” for GLOs, and are 
permissible within the context of the first amendment and agreement of 
mutual benefit between GLOs and their members. However, we also find 
that restrictions regarding the posting of content that depicts legal 
activities without Greek affiliation identification violate students’ right to 
free speech. We conclude that students should not have to give up such 
fundamental rights in order to participate in a voluntary student 
organization of their university.  

 
Moving forward, this study recommends the creation of a non-

partisan third party group, who would act as a monitor of GLO officials 
to ensure that student members’ individual rights are consistently being 
upheld within the organization. Such a group would be critical, this study 
finds, since the reputations that university administrations and GLOs 
wish to uphold are so similar, thereby presenting a conflict of interest for 
university intervention. The decisions to which such a group would come 
would create the foundation of formal social networking site policy that 
GLOs so desperately lack today. Through the collaborative formation of 
formal SNS regulation policy, voluntary student organizations and 
university administrations have the opportunity to play a major role in 
the way the courts will interpret the first amendment in the online 
landscape. In the coming years, these organizations will have the 
opportunity—and responsibility—to set the precedent for Americans’ 
Freedom of Speech in the digital age.  
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