October Forum Summary


Give reasons for participating, make events worthwhile, let members know how they have made an impact and vary events. Those are the themes from an educational forum sponsored by the Tulsa Area Alumnae Panhellenic. 
The “Sorority Strength: Improving the Health of Alumnae Chapters” forum held on Oct. 22 at the Tulsa Historical Society, 2445 S. Peoria Ave., attracted about 40 participants from 12 alumnae chapters. It was meant to bring leaders together for sharing information on ways to bolster participation and membership in our chapters. 

The TAAP leadership is starting to plan next year’s activities and would like some suggestions on the fall 2010 educational forum. Please contact treasurer@tulsapanhellenic.org with recommendations on topics that would be of interest to local alumnae chapters. 


Moderating the event was Debby Hampton, president and chief executive officer of the Oklahoma Center for Nonprofits. She provided statistics showing that Oklahoma ranks 24th in volunteering and 15th in retaining volunteers, meaning groups are doing a good job keeping volunteers happy. 
Surveys show that volunteers have shifted where they give their time to include more social-service programs. In 2008, a study found that volunteers give time to religious-affiliated causes most often followed by education-related then social services.

Hampton stressed that chapters need to provide meaning to the events and value their members. Find events that members see as relevant and can develop a passion.

“It’s harder to get people’s time than money,” Hampton said. “I treat volunteers like they are the largest funder.  Volunteers are funders.”


With fundraisers or volunteerism, follow up with results and how their work impacted the cause. Look locally for needs that women find as a common cause.
Each of the three panelists , who have experience with active chapters and alumnae, spoke about the challenges facing alumnae chapters and how groups are changing to meet the needs of women. The summaries come from their statements and discussions/points made by the moderator and audience members.

Elaine Hanner, Kappa Kappa Gamma regional director of alumnae, said alumnae groups “need to hook girls early” to interest them in post-graduation activism.  The earlier initiation times give less time for women to transition into the culture and knowledge about their sororities.  With the later initiations, women had more than six months to decide whether to make the commitment. 

Some women are viewing sorority life as a strictly college experience and do not have a sense of the life-long opportunities alumnae connections offer. There is a sense of “I’ve done my time” and are not eager to jump into sorority alumnae activities.
She said it’s a challenge catering to young alums. Some groups have tried happy hours and hip places that interest younger members. Interest groups seem to be popular in some areas, such as book clubs or bunco groups.

“Days of the alum groups meeting during the day only and have lunch is not enough to make working girls participate,” Hanner said. “They don’t have time.


Vary the activities to different days and times and broaden the appeal in programming. 


“People are busy,” Hanner said. “To engage young alumnae is key. But be happy for people who come to what events you have. Even if you can get them to one thing, then you’ve reached that person.”

Diana Busch Hartley, Alpha Phi regional chapter leadership consultant, alumnae groups located in the same city as an active chapter face unique challenges in alumnae recruitment. She finds that women will either want to jump into activism or want nothing to do with a sorority, citing a need for a break from sorority life.

“We try to make sure our alumnae group is not defined by the chapter,” Hartley said. “With our new alum chapter, we make sure to integrate programming that is not just about our chapter in Norman.”


Most growth in membership comes from women newly married or after they have kids. 


However, some groups are finding mothers with school-aged children are difficult to reach because of child-care issues or busy schedules with children’s extra-curricular activities.


Hartley said the alumnae in her group are not as eager to work directly with collegians and are more attracted to community work or socializing among themselves.


Popular events have been wine tasting nights and a unique bunco game, featuring the sorority founders’ names on the dice.  The group also utilizes regional directors for outreach. 


Annabel Jones, Gamma Phi Beta International Financial Advisory Board member, said her international office is examining possible changes in its structure for alumnae chapters. 

“We want to see how to make it more relevant,” Jones said. “We recognize our alums are involved with other volunteer opportunities, have significant job responsibilities and families.”

Some ideas being considered include relieving alumnae chapters from collecting international dues, eliminating the president title in favor of a “chairwoman” title, eliminating alumnae fees and simplifying forms.  These ideas are in the brainstorming phase. 


Alumnae chapters located in cities with active chapters have less membership and participation, Jones said.

“We find that all the women spend time volunteering and working at the college chapter and don’t have time to then be an alum and go to the other activities,” Jones said. “It tends to weaken the alum group.”


Chapters are having success with interest groups with movie nights, book clubs, etc.


Helping friendships to bloom will be the strength of a alumnae chapter, Jones said.


“If you start becoming friends with each other, you will continue to come back,” Jones said. “Chapters that have a strong return have a strong sisterhood.”
Participants were broken into five groups to discuss ways to boost membership around the topics given. Groups wrote the ideas on large tablets and presented them to the larger audience for discussion. The following are the ideas presented. The only information not available is the presentation on retaining older/working member, but those ideas were incorporated into other topics as well.
Founder’s Day: These events tend to attract younger alumnae when they may not go to other events;  share stories about fun and positive memories of time as an active or as an alum. Recognize 25- and 50-year members; have an afternoon tea; join with other regional chapters; Sunday brunch attracts more people; a Saturday early afternoon event could combine with collegiate award; important to involve active chapter and invite regional active chapter if not one local (pay for guests); everyone brings pies and drinks to potluck event; use as a time to encourage paying dues; avoid fundraisers (scares people away); keep purely social and women-only; highlight for one group is a roll call to include chapters of those in attendance and identify new members; invite national representatives to speak
Support for active campus chapters: This can be difficult when there is no active chapter located in the same city, but the alums can invite the local women who may be on break or the closest regional chapters;  work directly with the alum advisor or coordinator to plan events; have a senior partner with alums; have a special ceremony for graduating senior or local girls; study baskets during finals (but check to make sure parent or other groups are not already doing that); invite girls to two or three events a year where they have a role (like reading to children or participating in Founder’s Day ceremony);  invite seniors or local actives to Founder’s Day to see how we interact; recent alum coordinates communication with local chapter; send out e-mails to alumnae group on active chapter about fundraising activities and needs for support
Fundraising: Have an auction at meetings or once a year; bake sale; bunco/silent auction; “no run” 5K where members donate as if they are running but really don’t; have a Mardi Gras; cooking class and ask for donations; dinner to benefit a nonprofit (Amigas de CASA dinner, which Kappa Alpha Theta puts on); have a Borders event to promote literacy; market where money goes such as 80 percent raised stays local and 20 percent national philanthropies; create a fundraiser that joins group with other community groups to extend the impact and make community connections; combine with other alumnae groups for events
Incorporating Children: Chi Omega example (Owl-ween) to invite children of members to Halloween event; could invite collegians to work with kids at an event; way to reach mothers with younger children who may be hard-pressed for childcare; plan events where children can attend; multiple groups may have more impact
Holiday Parties: Use as a fundraiser; raise food for Community Food Bank; have a cooking class and serve wine for a cost; Philbrook Festival of Tree (good for families, have some discounted days and have a Dutch treat meal); meet and tour Christmas lights or have a sister get-together at a restaurant or private residence; have a potluck and ask for unwrapped toys or books for donation
Attracting new members/recent graduates: Salad supper (invite TU grads and give a gift); once a month go to a popular or new bar or restaurant; meet at a downtown happy hour; send invitation to event in Evites or postcards; go to an outlet mall to shop followed by a meal together
Developing Leadership/Nominating Officers: Group focused on the different structures of the alumnae groups; one group had a three-year commitment for officer rotation and others had two-year commitments to incorporate a trip by officers to their national convention; attend regional training offered; have a nominating committee to approach alums and ask to take on the role (some alums will volunteer if asked and encouraged by other members); group agreed on the frustration of not having enough members interested in leadership; communicate through newsletters, phone calls and Web site

Philanthropy Support: Give alumnae a reason to come together; keep it simple; limit the time commitment; report back the results of the efforts and how they made an impact; support local collegiate chapter; work with local affiliate of the sorority’s national philanthropy; don’t forget that some local nonprofits are in need and members may be more enticed to support more local groups

Summer activities: Have tours (gardens, museums, etc).; family get-togethers  and consider using public parks with play areas (free); have sorority reunions; chapter work day; work with Rush Chair and see about needs during work week before recruitment week
