Believe in What you Stand Up For!
Each year across the planet, tobacco kills over 2 million people. While some might argue the point of just how bad tobacco is for a person, few would defend its health benefits. Yet everyday 4,000 new smokers are added to the ranks of the addicted. Tobacco use reflects the lack of connection between attitudes and behavior, between knowing what is healthy and yet failing to translate this into personal behavior. The same problem is faced by a fraternal system that decries alcohol abuse and hazing while having to confront the on-going menace these behaviors represent in our chapters.

As a professor of social psychology I offer my students the clear evidence that attitudes do not predict behavior and that “raising awareness” of the dangers of hazing and alcohol abuse do little to alter inappropriate behavior. As the chairman of a fraternity advisors group at Texas Tech University I also share the research that demonstrates the need for action over words. A review of these studies gives guidance on how to confront these behaviors in our chapters and allow our fraternities to grow and prosper into the next century.

Leon Festinger-judged by some to have been social psychology’s primary contributor, noted that behavior serves “as the horse and attitudes as the cart” in terms of how change occurs. If attitudes were so strong in their effect then we would expect to see more people in church as opposed to merely supporting the concept of religion as being important. It is not uncommon to find that Chapters previously sanctioned for violations are brought up on repeated charges, even though members have signed behavior contracts and attended workshops pointing out the dangerousness of such behaviors. 

If solutions to these behaviors are not found, then the reins of control are taken from the fraternity and handed to the administrators and lawyers of the universities, where we can expect little consideration for “history” or “tradition”. Even the springhead of financial support offered by alumni who are Greeks will pale in the face of each new story of death or mindless criminal activity among fraternity men.  

In the contemporary challenge of fraternal life, must we chose to either be an elitist group devoted to academics and appropriate behavior or should we set no standard beyond the acquisition of basic life skills and vocational aptitude? What is the role of our fraternities in setting standards of conduct and imposing behavioral accountability of the members derived by a commitment to identified values? The time has come to reject the notion of relativity of values and passive acceptance of “whatever goes”. Rather than aiming to accommodate the lowest common denominator in acceptable behavior we need to identify those core characteristics that define character and success and demand that these be achieved. This is the challenge before us in restoring the purpose of the American fraternity.

Phi Kappa Psi is in the midst of answering this challenge and becoming an example to other fraternities in dealing with the problematic behaviors of our members. Jerry Nelson (Cal Epsilon, 48’) has started this revival in our Fraternity bringing it down to changing attitudes and behaviors “one man at a time”. Working with the House and Alumni Associations, National headquarters, and individual the group he has assembled has already begun to bring a renewed spirit to work with our fraternity brothers at all levels in establishing a value and behavior vision. This vision is to offer the spirit of brotherhood and friendship coupled with a demand for accountability and responsibility in one’s actions. These qualities go hand in hand, but for too long existed as separate parts of the fraternity experience. Talk without action equates to zero change. We are merging the spirit back with the responsibility.

As a psychologist I work a great deal with troubled young people. Often the problem is one of accepting personal responsibility and a discovery of the poor payoff often found in attempting to “work the system” and avoid consequences. It is important to not move into a relationship with a young person by oppressive tactics.  One works on establishing consistency in consequences and the development of clear standards of conduct through an open discussion and agreement about standards of conduct. This approach is identical to what is needed within the fraternity system. It is not a problem isolated to our undergraduate members, but ranges across all the entire college community, regardless of their age or background. Today, more than in previous generations, we must support the transition to responsible adulthood that may have been lacking in the adolescence of our members.  

“All that is needed is for good men to do nothing” is a quote that points to the problem of apathy among those who know the standard but are reluctant to stand for it against the vocal minority that oppose it. Problems with alcohol, hazing, and financial ruin are usually known for years before the situation reaches the crisis point. Although as alumni we have many demands on our time we must decide if we are committed to the tasks of working to reach this new standard so that our groups will continue. Half-hearted efforts only serve to perpetuate the chronic malaise of our Chapters and increase the likelihood of problems. Once we each make a commitment to the effort required we could test whether there is character among ourselves as well as those from whom we demand excellence.

By setting a standard of behavior the alumni move into a partnership with the chapter as to behavioral expectations regarding hazing and alcohol abuse. Knowing that the “collective memory” of the chapter is only 1-2 years there must be a genuine commitment to monitor any event during that time where such behavior may occur and then take swift action to manage it. After this initial adjustment period the chapter tends to operate with “we’ve always done it this way” attitude and the behavior becomes ingrained. Maintain a sharp focus on those members who exhibit the acceptable behavior in place of emphasizing punishment. 

The challenge is simple. Commit to the job of restoring the character and value foundation of your alumni, house, and Chapter organizations. If it is possible to rebuild our moral character then hard work will result in the reward of quality men that once identified the strength of the fraternity man. If hard work fails to achieve a measure of success then we need to admit that our standards are not being met and “clean house” on those campuses where we are not strong in these values and their behavioral expression. We must take a stand either way or the certainty of removal and demise of our Chapters are assured.

How do these standards translate into action? Consider the following challenges:

FOR CHAPTERS

*Set the standard for financial obligations for each member. Seek alumni involvement in collection for those brothers who fall behind without good cause or extended period. Counsel those members who fail to pay their bills and set clear consequence, carrying these out exactly as negotiated. Remember consequences without enforcement are of no consequence.

*Establish a group attitude by “watch one, do one, teach one” leadership. Set standards of conduct that applies to all members and do not tolerate inappropriate or illegal behavior. Invite open debate about problematic behavior and develop and communicate the consequences of such acts. Consider strengthen the review process of offenders to these rules both within the Chapter as well as a second review by alumni.

*Identify “critical incidents” which require clear and swift action. Discuss and identify those behaviors which will absolutely not be tolerated and help each brother to understand that it is everyone’s responsibility to confront and stop such actions. Acts of violence, sexual exploitation, and drug use require only a single event to destroy a Chapter and must be stopped completely at each occurrence. 

*Work with alumni groups to reward behavior of excellence. Focus on those brothers who are doing what it takes to be proud. Develop programs of achievement to recognize those outstanding members through special social events, academic scholarship, or assistance with living expenses in the Chapter house.

FOR ALUMNI

*Establish communication with other alumni and identify those values which are supported by your members and which you want to instill within the alumni association and undergraduate Chapters you are involved with. Set up scholarship programs for academic achievement using the targeted scholarship and other programs available from the Endowment Fund. “Catch them being good” by rewarding punctuality with special dining or other social functions open only to those on time. Offer off-setting cost programs to defray living expenses in the Chapter house for those members exhibiting the standards we support.

*Develop a relationship with the National Headquarters and Executive Council leadership. Become involved in the affairs of the national fraternity organization. Review what other alumni groups are doing to combat inappropriate behavior. Attend the Woodrow Wilson Leadership Conference, Grand Arch Council, or other event in order to participate in shaping the goals of the future.

*Establish or attend a university advisor board whose membership consists of  alumni involved with the various fraternities on your campus. Do not let the sessions degrade into “bitch sessions” about the situation but rather set up clear guidelines of action. Develop a “first response” team composed of advisors that can serve to assist a fraternity that is found to have violated the law or university guidelines. 

*Accept the need for accountability. Be prepared to assemble an advisory or supervisory alumni committee to provide guidance, and enforcement of fraternity standards. Such a committee acts under the authority of the Executive Council of the fraternity and is appointed by that body. Maintain communication with the national headquarters to better follow trends in your local Chapter. When a trend is noted that suggests a growing problem be prepared to set up a committee to help the Chapter define the situation and resolve the problems. Better for us to remove members for gross violations rather than have the university administration do so after an ugly incident. Accept that your efforts may not be greeted with joy by the undergraduates but that rules must be followed. Focus on the positive aspects of such change, with renewed interest in advancing men in academics, sports, and career.  

The essential act then is one of confronting those about whom we care (in this instance our brothers) with our own perceptions that a particular behavior of theirs has moral-ethical consequences that are unacceptable to the group. We remain free to make that kind of assertion as long as we accept the following assumptions:

1. The brother remains free to decide. Our judgment is just that, a judgment. We continue to value the autonomy of the brother, even when we disagree with his decision. We work to establish the consensus opinion of the group and we support the freedom of the individual to associate with us or leave. Specific behaviors are identified as acceptable and the brother can follow these guidelines or dissociate from the group. We do not lower our standard so that membership numbers are maintained. Instead we offer a sense of support and acceptance for those members who can live by the creed of our fraternity. 

2. We maintain a climate in which others can assert moral-ethical positions that differ from our own. We are well served by the honored academic tradition of argument and counter-argument. Differing values of our members need to be discussed and considered with the goal of a clear understanding of the majority view and subsequent rules and consequences. Values do not take place in isolation and debate requires us to examine and appreciate why we work toward certain goals. While these discussions are critical to the acceptance of “why” rules are necessary the key point is that the behavioral expectation is also clarified and enforced. 

3. Some values are better than others. A society in which all values are viewed as being equal can only be one in which law and police force prevent anarchy and violence. Philosophers acknowledge that commitment to some values while remaining open to others represents a higher developmental stage than asserting that all viewpoints are equally valid. 

Caring confrontation frees us to respond to problematic student behaviors before the behaviors reach the attention of those in power in our university and local communities. Clarity about which values govern our lives and a demand for excellence can set the stage for a return to the ideals of our founders. Humor and light-heartedness must remain a part of the fraternal experience but disrespect to one’s self, the larger brotherhood, the university, or community will not be tolerated. This is the standard that Phi Kappa Psi sets for each of us. We must “stand up for what we believe and believe in what we stand up for.”  
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