
1870-18901870-1890: PERSON TO PERSON
With Theta’s founding in 1870, the founders reached out to fellow female students they knew who would make good additions to the new 
organization. Members of  Alpha/DePauw expanded the Fraternity’s reach by using personal connections at other institutions. This person-to-
person connection through family or friends allowed Kappa Alpha Theta to grow beyond DePauw University and into what we know today.

Per our Constitution in 1870, our requirements for membership at this time were simple: No one shall be admitted without the full and free 
consent of  all the members. No one can become a member of  this society unless she has been a student at the university or college at least six 
months and during that time sustained a good moral character, evinced a social disposition, and received a high standing in her studies. No one 
can become a member of  this society who has been a member of  a similar secret order.

By the 1890s, increasing numbers of  female college students and women’s fraternities and sororities on campuses created competition for 
members and groups developed structures to govern the recruitment process in both informal and formal ways. 
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In order for anything to stay current and relevant, things must change based on research and new 
information. The processes and procedures surrounding how we recruit and select new members is the 
perfect example of an ever-evolving program to ensure our sisterhood is steadfast and strong for years 
to come. Join us on this brief overview through the years as we recount just how much recruitment has 

transformed to t appa lpha Theta s and our members  needs accordingly. 

Recruitment

Mary Stephenson Buchtel was Alpha 
Chapter’s rst initiate after the founders in 
March 1870. Typically, the member would 
be asked and then initiated with a very short 
period of  time.
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Alpha Chapter minutes, November 5, 1870



1930s-1960s1930S-1960S: MID-CENTURY RECRUITMENT
The development of  active alumnae input into the rush process began in the 1920s and became standardized in the entirety of  the process. An 
alumna member was included on chapter rush committees.

Recommendations continued to become more formalized with the introduction of  the rush recommendation boards (RRBs), a group of  alumnae 
who served a particular geographic area and provided recommendations from the area to college chapters. 

In 1958, a proposal to require recommendations for membership in the Fraternity was passed by a vote of  the Grand Convention body, codifying the 
practice that had been in place since at least the 1920s.

During the post-World War II period, greater recognition of  inequity in all levels of  education led to questioning the student organizations and their 
membership selection policies. Student organizations were pressured to ensure discrimination was not written into their policies and procedures. As 
campus environments changed, the call for Theta to adapt grew louder.

1900-1920s1900-1920S: THE ESTABLISHMENT OF FORMAL RUSH
With the advent of  the new century and the formation of  the National Panhellenic Conference (NPC) in 1902, “rush,” or what we now call recruitment, 
becomes much more organized. “Rush” most likely derives from activities as early as the 1850s when upperclassmen would rush to get to know new 
students, often arriving at the local train station and claiming them for their campus social groups. As rush became more formalized, college chapters 
created a position called “rush captain” as early as 1903. As collegians moved from campus to campus starting in 1914, the Fraternity formally supported 
af liation stating that “ any Theta is entitled to active membership in any college chapter (active or alumnae), if  she quali es for active membership.”

During this time, processes and procedures around rush became more standard across chapters. Ballot boxes using black and white balls were mandated 
by Theta’s Constitution; each member voted on a potential new member (PNM) by submitting a white or black ball in secret. This method of  voting was 
widely used by secret organizations of  all types and the term “blackballing” derives from this process. 

By the 1920s, formal recommendations, or “rush blanks,” were regularly shared with alumnae through various means. The Fraternity published its rst 
“rushing manual” during this time, as well. The formalization of  rush called for limiting the size of  the pledge class and the beginning of  utilizing skits 
during rush for entertainment. Grade requirements started to appear from the National Panhellenic Conference (NPC), universities, and within chapter-
governing documents.

It wasn’t until 1914 that Theta addressed the concept of  “relatives,” the term use at the time for legacies. While there was no stated limit on who could 
become a member, rush blanks did ask about religious af liation and the father’s name and occupation. While the selection of  new members was ltered 
through the recommendation system, membership selection was ultimately up to the chapter and a few members of  marginalized identities were recorded 
to become Thetas around this time.*

1959-1960 rush cards for 
Mary Edith Estes Arnold, 
Alpha Mu/Missouri.
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Virginia S. Edwards, Alpha Tau/Cincinnati, May 21, 1964
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Kappa Alpha Theta Magazine, March 1916

From 1909 until at least 1948, 
Thetas voted using a ballot box 
with black and white balls. Used 
for secrecy in voting, a white 
ball was used to vote yes and a 
black ball to vote no.
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1990s-2010s 2020s1990S-2010S: VALUES-BASED RECRUITMENT
During this time, the language we used about membership selection began to 
change. “Rush” became “recruitment,” a “rushee” was now a “potential new 
member” (PNM), and the term “values-based recruitment” was introduced 
to move the process away from the negative practices of  earlier decades.

For Theta, this meant the introduction of  the weighted ranking system and 
scaling back requirements for recommendations. In the weighted ranking 
system, each PNM receives a score that uses the formula of  the rst 
impression score plus the yardstick score. These scores are then organized 
in descending order. Per a vote of  the Grand Convention body in 2010, 
recommendations were no longer required for membership moving forward. 

The rise of  social media in uenced college chapters to compete with 
other campus groups, even while leaders pushed for more values-based 
recruitment efforts to limit frills like skits and exorbitant budgets.

TODAY
A decade that started with a global pandemic completely changed the way 
we interacted with each other and has de ned a beginning of  change to the 
recruitment process once again.

In the summer of  2020, the Abolish Greek Life (AGL) movement arose on 
campuses across the United States, calling for the abolition of  historically 
white fraternities and sororities. These movements involved dedicated 
Instagram accounts and led to several chapters experiencing resignations, 
but also led to a renewed focus on membership selection practices. 

Under this renewed focus and in looking to become a more inclusive 
space, Theta moved away from preferential treatment for legacies and 
revamped the optional recommendation process. The Potential New 
Member Introduction Form—still optional—is welcomed from any 
person, regardless of  Greek af liation, to inform chapters of  the individual 
interested in becoming a member of  Theta. 

The future of  recruitment will continue to evolve as organizations and their 
members learn, grow, and move forward. While much has changed, Theta 
will continue to recruit members who will uphold the high ideals of  this 
organization.
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Christine McDonald, Psi/Wisconsin, 
Recruitment Committee Chairman
“The Current State of Recruitment,”
Kappa Alpha Theta Magazine, 
Winter 2021

1970s-1980s1970S-1980S: THE CONTEXT OF RECRUITMENT CHANGES
Animal House was released in 1978 and instantly de ned fraternity life differently both for society and for fraternity and sorority members alike. 
Rush and sorority membership continued to grow throughout the 1970s and 1980s because of  and in spite of  popular culture. Theta published a detailed 
recruitment manual and other supporting materials to assist college chapters and skit guides based upon ideas from chapters.

Theta moved forward on its understanding of  diversity; Theta’s elected leaders pushed the Fraternity to understand our place in the larger global 
world. Chapters, re ecting their own campus environments, selected members that included women of  minoritized identities but did come up against 
preconceived notions of  who could be a Theta from others in the organization.*
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Sue Supple, Alpha/DePauw, Former Fraternity President
“Message from the President,” Kappa Alpha Theta Magazine, Spring 1987

Gamma Delta/Georgia, 1987

Delta Omega/Texas A&M
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Laura Ware Doerre, Delta Xi/North Carolina, 
Former Fraternity President
“State of the Fraternity 2015,” 
Kappa Alpha Theta Magazine, 
Spring/Summer 2016

A couple of  supporting rush 
materials from the early 1990s.

*Identifying members of  marginalized identities is a challenging process as Theta did not record members’ ethnicities nor religious af liations.
We rely on self-identi cation by our members. We continue to welcome information about these important parts of  our history.


