






FRATERNAL ORGANIZATIONS AND U-M 284 

 

Figure 24. Symbolic Gestures Buffer the Cultural Environment and Bridge to the Institutional 
Environment 

 

 The Committee on Membership in Student Organizations wasted little time before 

requiring that all fraternities and sororities submit their constitutions to be reviewed for 

discriminatory membership clauses and practices. First requested in the fall of 1960, it was not 

until early 1962 when the committee began to see success in gathering any useful information. 

Although most fraternities and sororities had submitted documentation, many were found to be 

in violation of the SGC regulation prohibiting discriminatory membership clauses and practices. 

The committee also discovered that some of the local fraternities and sororities were powerless 

to change their governing documents because of their relationships with their national 

organizations who controlled their right to exist as chapters of that national fraternity or sorority. 

The National Panhellenic Conference went so far as to vote not to allow its collegiate members 

to work with SGC or its committees because it was comprised of elected students, some from 

major student organizations and most from the general student body, and with no administrators.  

 By this point, in 1962, most local fraternity and sorority chapters wanted to work with 

SGC to eliminate discriminatory membership language and practices from their chapters’ 
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governing documents. Most chapter leaders and the leaders in their governing councils, the 

Interfraternity Council (IFC) and Panhellenic Association (U-M Panhel), realized that their goals 

and SGC’s were generally aligned and decided to work together. Other local fraternities and 

sororities, their national organizations, and alumni did not feel in alignment with SGC and chose 

to engage in conflict with the university and SGC. They fought against the notion that SGC 

should be allowed to have governing authority over fraternal organizations and their membership 

practices by claiming that they did not discriminate and that it was not up to a student group to 

determine the membership policy of a nationally affiliated, and governed, organization.  

In response, SGC requested assistance from the university, particularly the Board of 

Regents, to clarify their authority over fraternities and sororities. University administrators heard 

SGC’s plea and developed the Harris Proposal which was adopted in 1963. This proposal, 

approved by the Board of Regents, clarified previously created policies by specifically giving the 

SGC authority over all student organizations including fraternities and sororities (explicitly 

stated in the proposal). The Harris Proposal served to affirm student control over student 

organizations and to further privatize the conflict between fraternities and sororities and SGC. 

 Following the approval of the Harris Proposal, all IFC member fraternities submitted the 

documentation required by the Committee on Membership in Student Organizations, 

symbolically agreeing to remove bias clauses and discriminatory membership practices from 

their governing documents. The national organizations did not attempt to stop them from doing 

so. For U-M Panhel, it was a different situation. As the Committee on Membership in Student 

Organizations worked to create mechanisms for holding student organizations accountable to the 

SGC regulation on discriminatory membership practices, 10 sororities, represented by an 

attorney, again presented a challenge. They argued that the Board of Regents was not allowed to 
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cede authority to a student committee and that the rules created by the committee created a 

conflict of interest and were coercive. They ended by requesting that the Vice President for 

Student Affairs veto the new rules and reconsider the role of the Committee on Membership in 

Student Organizations. 

 The Vice President for Student Affairs convened the Committee on Referral to review the 

veto request. The committee reviewed the rules created by the Committee on Membership in 

Student Organizations and determined that they were acceptable but offered some slight changes 

to remove possible conflicts of interest. These were accepted by the Vice President and the veto 

was not granted. 

 The attorney representing the sororities then went to the Board of Regents to request that 

they reconsider the Harris Proposal. The board voted 5-3 to affirm the previous vote on the 

Harris Proposal instead. For a period of time, this settled the conflict over whether the SGC had 

authority over fraternity and sorority membership practices. University leaders, continuing to 

privatize the conflict, successfully navigated the attempts by the sororities to shift or win the 

conflict by continuously affirming the right of students to oversee student organizations and their 

membership selection processes (Figure 25). 
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Figure 25. Cycle of Conflict and Privatization 

 

 Conflict in the environment.  

IFC and Trigon. Following the decision of the Board of Regents to affirm the Harris 

Proposal, the IFC created its own membership committee to review and oversee the membership 

practices of its member organizations. Understanding that the SGC maintained authority over 

fraternities, the IFC sought to take back some power by doing the work of the Committee on 

Membership in Student Organization for its own member organizations. The SGC allowed this to 

happen but maintained the right to intervene if it thought it was necessary to do so. 

 One situation the IFC membership committee had to manage was the case against Trigon 

Fraternity. The conflict between the IFC and Trigon lasted two years and, for the most part, did 
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not involve the university. The IFC alleged that Trigon’s membership clause was discriminatory, 

and Trigon attempted to dissuade that notion by arguing that any person could join as long as 

they would say the oath (which contained overt Christian language). In the end, this conflict had 

significant ramifications for Trigon Fraternity as it forced the organization to alter its 

membership selection process and fraternity ritual.  

 This conflict was of particular importance for university leaders like the President and 

Vice President for Student Affairs during the 1960’s because it demonstrated that the university 

did not have to be involved in fraternity affairs. Although university administrators observed the 

conflict unfold and communicated with the parties involved, it did not become directly involved 

in the conflict. When participants in the conflict, particularly from Trigon, attempted to pull the 

university into the conflict, university administrators (including the Vice President for Student 

Affairs, President, and members of the Board of Regents) privatized the conflict by affirming 

IFC’s right to govern its members, and Trigon had the right to leave the IFC and exist as an 

unaffiliated fraternity if it chose to do so. This case gave the university further confidence in its 

decision to give authority to students to govern student organizations.  

 U-M Panhel and NPC. The ability of the institution to privatize conflict was further 

tested by the conflict between U-M Panhel and the National Panhellenic Conference (NPC). The 

NPC, the umbrella organization for the national organizations within U-M Panhel, was 

determined to block attempts by the SGC to interfere with its member sororities membership 

processes and practices. To do this, the NPC and its member national organizations refused to 

allow its collegiate members to work with SGC on membership issues. 

 U-M Panhel fought back against NPC, beginning the process to create its own 

membership committee, similar to the IFC. As it became apparent U-M Panhel was going to try 
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to create its own committee, the NPC voted to affirm its unanimous agreements, one of which 

prohibited U-M Panhel to take any action that would impede or alter the rights of a member 

sorority to recruit members. U-M Panhel moved forward with a plan to create a membership 

committee anyway and officially created it in 1966. The NPC and its national organization 

members did not stop U-M Panhel from implementing this new committee, and the SGC allowed 

the U-M Panhel membership committee to exist and operate like the IFC membership 

committee. In 1967, the SGC created a formal working agreement with both the IFC and U-M 

Panhel membership committees giving the two committees official oversight over their 

membership processes and establishing a reporting line to the SGC for its membership 

committee to review each investigation done by IFC and U-M Panhel. This agreement also 

created a mechanism which would further privatize conflicts over membership selection.  

 Similar to IFC’s case with Trigon, university administrators maintained a watchful eye 

over the conflict between U-M Panhel and NPC but refused to participate directly. The Vice 

President for Student Affairs was responsible for updating the Board of Regents throughout this 

conflict, and even offered his encouragement to U-M Panhel during the conflict, but he did not 

engage with U-M Panhel in the process of creating the committee or with NPC in fighting it. 

This case again proved that students could be responsible for the management of conflict 

involving student organizations.  

 Conflict in the environment requires university intervention. After establishing its own 

membership committee, U-M Panhel passed a resolution in 1968 to remove binding and required 

recommendations from all of its member sororities. This resolution was seen as the symbolic last 

step in removing any formal ties to discriminatory language or practices in sororities. The 

advisor to U-M Panhel knew that national sorority organizations would not allow their local 
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chapters to remove these recommendations from their recruitment practices, so she requested 

assistance from the Vice President for Student Affairs. She insisted that the university reaffirm 

the regents delegation of authority to SGC and U-M Panhel to oversee the student organizations 

in their purview.  

 The advisor was correct in thinking that that national organizations and NPC would 

respond negatively. Upon learning that U-M Panhel wanted to remove binding and required 

recommendations, many stakeholders from national sororities and their alumnae reached out to 

the university seeking assistance in protecting their organizations’ rights to regulate their 

membership processes. These stakeholders attempted to socialize the conflict by obtaining 

assistance from the institution to protect their interests.  

 U-M Panhel also reached out for assistance. The Panhellenic Association President wrote 

to the University President asking for support. She also sought advice and support from the State 

of Michigan Attorney General to ascertain their legal standing in the matter. 

Initially, the university tried, once again, to privatize the conflict by remaining only a 

spectator. The Board of Regents and President asked the Vice President for Student Affairs to 

gather information about the conflict and provide information on how similar conflicts were 

managed. It was determined that previous conflicts were left to students to manage and the 

university had supported their right to do so. The Board of Regents did nothing with this 

information but allowed the vice president to make a public statement affirming U-M Panhel’s 

right to remove the binding and required recommendations.  

National sororities and their alumnae took exception to the university supporting U-M 

Panhel and began to put pressure on the university to withdraw its support from U-M Panhel and 
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side with the national organizations instead. This pressure intensified when U-M Panhel passed a 

proposal for how to enforce the removal of binding and required recommendations. The new 

proposal created rules whereby if a sorority did not remove binding and required 

recommendations from their membership practices, that sorority would not be allowed to recruit 

new members. National sororities and NPC recognized this new proposal as a threat to 

recruitment, and by extension, their right to exist, and continued their campaign to gain 

university support to block U-M Panhel from imposing these rules. 

Still supporting U-M Panhel, the Vice President for Student Affairs submitted an action 

request to the Board of Regents, formally asking them to support U-M Panhel. The Board of 

Regents approved this action request making the university support for U-M Panhel official and 

indicating that binding and required recommendations would be in violation of the Regents By-

Law 2.14. This institutionalized and legitimized the U-M Panhel policy. The national sororities 

and NPC acquiesced to this new policy and allowed their local chapters to remove the 

recommendations.  

This case began in a similar fashion to both the Trigon case and the U-M Panhel 

membership committee case. It began to shift, however, as the conflict between U-M Panhel and 

their national sororities began to socialize and cause increased pressure on the university to act. 

For example, when the State of Michigan Attorney General became involved, the university may 

have foreseen the conflict growing into a legal struggle which may have threatened the 

university’s legitimacy as an elite institution. Or the conflict could have grown and shifted to 

include national fraternities, who may have fought for similar rights to those that the national 

sororities were fighting for. Instead, university administrators took matters into their own hands 

and sought to privatize the conflict by institutionalizing and legitimizing the U-M Panhel policy 
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which removed binding and required recommendations from membership selection processes 

(Figure 26). 

 

Figure 26. University Institutionalized U-M Panhel’s Policy 

 

 Result of the bias clause and membership selection case. After nearly 20 years of the 

university affirming student governance over student organizations, in 1968, the university 

determined that fraternities did not need an advisor. Fraternities would receive support similar to 

any other U-M student organization. In 1969, the university made a similar determination for 

sororities and the position of sorority advisor was eliminated. One factor in this decision was the 

success of the university in staying out of fraternity and sorority conflicts and allowing them to 

be resolved on their own or with minimal university interaction. Another significant factor was 

the shifting culture of the student body. Students were less interested in fraternities and 

sororities, and more interested in political activism and community service. As such, the 

university shifted resources to those areas.  
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Summary. In just under 20 years, fraternities and sororities witnessed their membership 

selection processes challenged and changed, were placed under a governance structure 

administered by students, and in the end, lost all formal ties with the university other than their 

status as voluntary student organizations. The perception and value of fraternities and sororities 

had changed so that the university no longer felt it necessary to provide specific support to those 

organizations. Those in the cultural environment viewed fraternities and sororities as elitist and 

exclusive, which threatened the legitimacy of the institution if it did not address those concerns 

and conform to the expectations of an elite institution. Additionally, prospective students in the 

task environment wanted the university to provide what they desired and needed from their 

collegiate experience to draw them to the university. The collective pressure from the 

environment was enough to shift how the university managed student organizations like 

fraternities and sororities. 

If the first Fraternity War battle demonstrated how much impact pressure from 

environmental actors could have, this second battle showed the importance of privatizing conflict 

to minimize implications for the institution. For nearly 20 years, actors in the cultural 

environment challenged the institution to address discriminatory practices, creating conflict in 

the process. University leaders were successful in privatizing these conflicts, so they did not 

grow or shift. Throughout this period of time, the university maintained a period of quiescence 

by pushing conflict into the environment. Incremental changes were made to existing policies 

and practices to symbolically show that the university did not tolerate discrimination. 

The first critical incident of the Fraternity War arguably changed the trajectory of the 

university by fundamentally altering the governance of the university because of the inability of 

the faculty to privatize conflict. This second critical incident displayed how student affairs 
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professionals and other U-M leaders could privatize conflict by affirming certain rules and 

policies as a symbol of the university’s commitment to non-discrimination, creating institutional 

legitimacy. A significant difference between the two critical incidents was the ability of 

educational leaders to privatize conflict. In the first critical incident, the faculty lost control of 

the conflict and, thus, were unable to maintain the boundary they had created against fraternities. 

As a result, fraternities were institutionalized and legitimized, creating a need for the university 

to change the way it viewed and governed student organizations. During the second critical 

incident, educational leaders successfully privatized conflict and pushed fraternities and 

sororities to the margins of the institution and away from the technical core. 

Second Era of Politicization: Analysis of Ski Trip Incident 

 When conflict arose again in 2015, the university was no longer able to avoid being 

involved as it did during the bias clause and membership selection era. Additionally, unlike 

during the Fraternity War, student affairs administrators were able to take advantage of this 

second period of politicization to expand various areas of student affairs at the university. The 

third analysis displays how student affairs responded when a conflict which became socialized 

led to a period of politicization. 

Introduction to ski trip incident, 1995-present. For over 25 years following the 

dismissal of the fraternity advisor in 1968 and sorority advisor in 1969, the University of 

Michigan viewed fraternities and sororities only as voluntary student organizations without a 

designated staff member to advise them. For a time, membership declined, but in the late 1970’s 

and 1980’s, the fraternity and sorority community began to increase in both membership and 

popularity (Horowitz, 1987). In 1995, the university recognized the need to support this growing 

student population (task environment) and shifted its stance on fraternities and sororities. To 
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address the growing needs of fraternity and sorority students, the institution chose to bolster the 

managerial level of the organization by hiring two advisors to work with the Interfraternity 

Council (IFC) fraternities and Panhellenic Association (U-M Panhel) sororities. From 1995 to 

2015, the university expanded and redefined the relationship with fraternities and sororities by 

adding staff, creating new rules and regulations to support the fraternal community, and trying to 

minimize risk and institutional liability associated with fraternity and sorority activities. The 

increased support and hiring of new staff also served as a condensation symbol (Edelman, 

1985b) to the public that the institution was committed to creating and maintaining a safe and 

supportive environment for its students.  

Analysis of the ski trip incident. In spite of this increased support, the weekend of 

January 16-19, 2015, three fraternities and three sororities caused significant damage at two 

different ski resorts in northern Michigan. This event triggered a period of politicization at the 

university. Immediately following the weekend, each resort, as well as some of the impacted 

guests, contacted the university expressing their outrage over the student behavior at the resorts. 

In the days that followed, U-M students and alumni, including fraternity and sorority members 

and non-members, implored university administrators to act against the offending fraternal 

organizations. The media, both local and national, covered the story and questioned how the 

situation would be dealt with. Each of these actors provided pressure on the institution to act 

(Schattschneider, 1975). 

 Unlike in the 1960’s, student affairs professionals were unable to privatize the conflict 

and allow the environmental pressure to be managed outside the organization. From the moment 

the institution learned of the ski trip incident, university administrators began engaging in 

attempts to privatize and control the conflict. Staff in the Office of Greek Life gathered 
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information for the Dean of Students and Vice President for Student Life. The vice president 

convened with the executive officers of the university, including the university president and 

provost, to determine how the university would respond to the ski trip incident. Publicly, the 

university initially responded by releasing statements from both public affairs and the Vice 

President for Student Life.  

Both statements acted as initial buffers (Figure 27) to those in the cultural environment 

who wanted immediate action by expressing regret over the behavior of the offending fraternal 

organizations, stating those fraternal organizations would be held accountable, and indicating 

that it was only a limited number of U-M students who did the damage and that they did not 

represent the entire fraternity and sorority community. Furthermore, these public statements 

acted as condensation symbols (Edelman, 1985b), providing reassurance that the institution had 

heard the concerns from those in the cultural environment and would utilize all its resources, 

rules, policies, and structures available to address those concerns. By reassuring those in the 

cultural environment that the university was going to act, thus declaring that they were on the 

side of those in the cultural environment, the university shifted the conflict. Whereas the initial 

conflict was between actors in the cultural environment and the university, it had shifted to be 

the university and those in the cultural environment against the responsible fraternities and 

sororities (Figure 28). 
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Figure 27. Public Statements Buffer Pressure from those in the Cultural Environment 

 

 

Figure 28. Conflict Shifts 

 

 Further attempts to buffer pressure from those in the cultural environment were made by 

the Central Student Government, Interfraternity Council, and Panhellenic Association with 

assistance from student affairs professionals. The student leaders of these organizations issued 

apologies on behalf of the fraternity and sorority community as well as the student body in 
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general. The student leaders committed to working with the impacted resorts, communities, and 

the university to hold those fraternities and sororities responsible for their actions and to repair 

the harm that was done through financial restitution and community service. This too provided 

symbolic reassurance that action would be taken. 

Despite the attempts to control the situation through various promises of action, the 

pressure from those in the cultural environment was intense. Many students involved in the ski 

trip incident were enrolled in the College of Literature, Sciences, and Arts; College of 

Engineering; or the Ross School of Business. Each school or college perceived the ski trip 

incident as damaging to their academic reputation and brand, threatening their status and 

legitimacy, and were eager to be involved with the university response. Student affairs 

professionals worked with faculty and staff within those schools and colleges to begin holding 

students accountable for their actions, including removing some from internship opportunities 

gained through their school or college. The ski trip incident had socialized so that professionals 

from academic schools and colleges were forced to get involved in the conflict with student 

affairs professionals to create buffers to insulate and protect the core of the institution. 

This intense pressure from the cultural environment also created conditions for 

continuing conflict. Although the university had shifted the conflict initially so that it was with 

those in the cultural environment against the responsible fraternities and sororities, the conflict 

quickly shifted again. The cultural environment became set against the university over how to 

respond to the incident. Even as some individual students were being held accountable by their 

schools and colleges, actors in the cultural environment also requested immediate punishment for 

the responsible fraternities and sororities. Student affairs professionals were unable to take action 

quick enough as they were still investigating the incident to determine who was responsible and 
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the best course of action to take. Attempts to privatize the conflict by describing it as an isolated 

incident perpetrated by only a few fraternities and sororities were initially unsuccessful, and it 

instead quickly became socialized as actors in the cultural environment shifted the conflict to be 

an indictment of the entire fraternity and sorority community at the University of Michigan.  

Thus, student affairs administrators in the managerial level of the university sought 

partners from the environment in response to the growing conflict. Early in the conflict, student 

affairs professionals such as the Vice President for Student Life, Dean of Students, and Office of 

Greek Life staff bridged with the various national organizations of the fraternities and sororities 

who were involved in the ski trip incident. The goal was to legitimize the response of the 

university by partnering with these national fraternal organizations to hold their local chapters 

and members accountable. While each national fraternal organization held their local chapters 

accountable according to their own policies, the same group of student affairs professionals at 

the university were able to focus on the U-M student organization accountability process. 

Further, working with these national fraternal organizations assisted these administrators in 

privatizing the conflict by highlighting the offending organizations and distancing the rest of the 

student body and fraternity and sorority community. 

Accountability process. To begin the process of holding the responsible fraternities and 

sororities accountable, organizational rules and policies were enacted. It was alleged that each of 

the involved fraternities and sororities had violated the Standards of Conduct for Recognized 

Student Organizations. Therefore, each was subject to the “Student Organization Advancement 

& Recognition Accountability Procedure.” This process involved a student hearing panel, staff 

members to advise the process, and the Dean of Students to review sanctions recommended by 

the student hearing panel to issue the final sanctions against each organization.   
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 The hearings were held in accordance with policy and five of the six fraternal 

organizations accepted responsibility. Four of the fraternities and sororities that had been at 

Boyne Highlands Resort were given educational and restorative sanctions by the student 

panelists, which were approved by the Dean of Students, and were allowed to maintain their 

relationship with the institution. Sigma Alpha Mu Fraternity accepted responsibility as an 

organization but refused to provide the names of the individual fraternity members responsible 

for the damage at Treetops Resort. The student panelists recommended a period of suspension 

for the fraternity as well as educational and restorative sanctions. The Dean of Students, 

however, deemed that the fraternity’s lack of cooperation holding individuals accountable was a 

significant offense that required separation from the university. As such, the fraternity lost 

recognition as a student organization for a period of at least four years.  

The de-recognition of Sigma Alpha Mu Fraternity may have been avoidable if the chapter 

had provided the names of individual fraternity members who had damaged Treetops Resort. 

However, the local chapter was impacted by its own institutional environmental pressures. While 

the university accountability process was occurring, the Michigan State Police were also 

investigating the fraternity. Although the national organization for Sigma Alpha Mu was strongly 

encouraging the local chapter to provide names in order to maintain the chapter’s affiliation at 

the university, the local chapter chose to protect individuals from legal ramifications by 

withholding their names. The legal pressure on the fraternity outweighed the pressure from 

student affairs professionals in the managerial level, the rules of the university in the institutional 

level of the university, and pressure from the national organization for the local chapter. The 

result was that the chapter lost university recognition and was closed by its national organization.  
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The sixth fraternal organization, Sigma Delta Tau sorority, denied any responsibility for 

the damage done at Treetops Resort and hired attorneys from Manley Burke to help them fight 

any allegations of wrongdoing. The sorority, with the backing of its national organization, 

alumnae, and attorneys, alleged that the university accountability process (institutional level) was 

conducted improperly and that the sorority had done nothing wrong. However, these challenges 

to the process did not prevent the sorority from being sanctioned. The student panelists 

recommended educational and restorative sanctions for Sigma Delta Tau Sorority. When, after 

the Dean of Students proceeded to review the recommended sanctions, she adjusted them to 

include a two-year disciplinary suspension, which meant the chapter could not recruit new 

members for two years, and scheduled meetings between chapter leaders, the Dean of Students, 

and their school or college deans or associate deans to discuss their role in the incident and how 

it impacted the institution. 

The policies and procedures utilized in this process, from the institutional level of the 

university, allowed student affairs professionals in the managerial level to address the initial 

conflict over how the university would respond to the ski trip incident. All six of the fraternities 

and sororities involved in the incident were held accountable, which minimized tension from the 

initial conflict. However, the university was not done dealing with the ski trip incident. 

New conflict emerges: Sigma Delta Tau. Along the way to holding the responsible 

chapters accountable, a new conflict was created. Sigma Delta Tau sorority did not accept the 

sanctions levied against the chapter. The sorority argued that a two-year suspension impacted 

their ability to recruit new members, thus threatening their ability to survive as an organization. 

They alleged that the university was impinging upon their right as an organization to exist and 

that there was no evidence of wrongdoing.  
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Two particularly strong actors for Sigma Delta Tau were its national organization and 

parents of chapter members. The national organization released public statements expressing 

their disagreement with the sanctions and sought legal options against the university. Parents of 

chapter members pressured the university to reconsider the sanctions by contacting university 

leaders, including the President, Vice President for Student Life, and Dean of Students, and 

threatening to withhold tuition or donations to the university, potentially impacting the task 

environment, or ability of the university to exist.  

The conflict between the university and Sigma Delta Tau sorority threatened many 

aspects of the institution. Not only was the institutional level challenged as the sorority 

questioned the ability of the university to create rules and policies prohibiting recruitment, the 

task environment was also threatened as parents suggested they would withhold tuition dollars 

potentially impacting the ability of the university to exist. In spite of the challenges, student 

affairs administrators did not immediately allow Sigma Delta Tau to begin recruiting again. 

In year two of the sanctions, however, repeated pressure from Sigma Delta Tau caused 

the university to reconsider the sanctions. Not only did the parents and national organization for 

Sigma Delta Tau sorority continue to challenge the authority of the university to limit 

recruitment for the sorority, the local chapter completed nearly all of the assigned sanctions, 

giving further credence to their plea for reinstating their recruitment privileges. The university 

eventually did succumb to the pressure and allowed Sigma Delta Tau sorority to recruit once 

again. The sorority remained under disciplinary probation, but no further action was taken 

against the organization.  

Aftermath of ski trip incident: Boundary setting and spanning. The tension from 

conflicts directly related to the ski trip incident had been minimized, but the work to move 
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forward after the incident was still ahead. After student affairs professionals were finished 

working with the fraternities and sororities involved in the incident, they turned their attention to 

the fraternity and sorority community as a whole. The pressure to address the incident itself had 

abated, but there remained pressure from university leadership to address the perceived issues of 

the fraternity and sorority community which allowed the ski trip incident to happen.  

The Board of Regents and executive officers of the university (e.g., Provost, VP for 

Student Life, General Counsel, Chief Financial Officer) determined to protect the institution 

from another incident like the ski trip incident, charged the Division of Student Life with 

creating new policies, procedures, and structures. To start, the Vice President for Student Life, 

Dean of Students, and Office of Greek Life reached out to fraternity and sorority alumni and 

advisors to request their assistance addressing the behavior of their chapters. A similar request 

was directed at national organizations for all the fraternities and sororities represented at the 

University of Michigan. These efforts to establish partnerships between the institution and 

stakeholders were undertaken to make it easier to create and enforce rules and policies, and to 

assist and protect fraternities and sororities, and the students impacted by them. These 

partnerships also represented both a mechanism for privatizing conflict and a symbolic gesture 

that the university cared about its students as well as fraternities and sororities. 

Next, university administrators, including the President, Vice President for Student Life, 

Dean of Students, and various academic deans, attempted to reach every member of the fraternity 

and sorority community at the university. A “community meeting” was convened to address the 

ski trip incident, state of the fraternity and sorority community, and what would happen moving 

forward. This community meeting attempted to convey to the students the seriousness of the 

state of the community and to symbolically show that the university was going to be involved in 
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efforts to change it. Some students responded negatively to the effort, while other students 

recognized the need for change within their community and the value in partnering with the 

administration.  

Greek life task force: Strengthening the managerial level. Continuing to address the 

charge to manage conflicts within the fraternity and sorority community from the Board of 

Regents and executive officers, the Dean of Students then convened a Greek life task force. The 

task force utilized some of the newly created partnerships to bring outside stakeholders from the 

cultural environment, including national organization staff members and alumni, to the table. 

The task force was charged with reviewing the community and then proposing new rules, 

policies, and processes to bolster the institutional and managerial levels of the university based 

on historical data, benchmark data, and proposals made by student leaders, staff, and other 

stakeholders. After a semester of meetings, 10 recommendations were offered. Each presented a 

new rule or policy, or strengthened an already existing rule or policy, including: recommending 

adding funding and staff for the Office of Greek Life, and creating new policies about the timing 

of recruitment. In essence, these recommendations were condensation symbols (Edelman, 

1985b) which sought to reassure the cultural environment that a stronger relationship between 

the university and fraternal organizations was being developed. 

In addition to providing multiple recommendations for managing conflict in the fraternity 

and sorority life community, the Greek life task force assisted in changing the attitudes and 

beliefs about fraternities and sororities at the university. Although university leaders in the 

managerial level were not operating under the belief that fraternities and sororities should be kept 

at an arm’s length as it had in the 1970’s and 1980’s, until the ski trip incident occurred, there 

was still a sense that fraternal organizations should be left to manage their own affairs. The ski 
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trip incident, and the subsequent involvement of many internal and external stakeholders in the 

Greek life task force, fostered a shift in values within the institution leading to the belief that the 

fraternity and sorority community should be supported by the university. The work of the Greek 

life task force created a significant shift in beliefs that allowed the Division of Student Affairs to 

provide increased attention, support, and accountability to the fraternity and sorority community.  

One way the Greek life task force recommended adding support for the fraternity and 

sorority community was to change the structure of the Office of Greek Life. The task force 

suggested adding staff to the Office of Greek Life and reclassifying the director position to give 

it increased legitimacy. It was believed that that more staff members could better manage the 

fraternity and sorority community and support specific aspects of the community such as 

community service, educational programming, etc. Similar to the addition of the fraternity and 

sorority advisors in 1995, the task force thought adding staff to the Office of Greek Life would 

also serve as a symbolic gesture by the university showing its commitment to keeping students 

safe and addressing the perceived issues with fraternities and sororities.  

Thus, the managerial level of the university was expanded as new positions were created, 

and new staff members were hired to support the work of the Office of Greek Life. Around that 

same time, the Director of Greek Life retired, prompting a national search for a new director. In 

an effort to elevate the candidate pool and increased legitimacy to the role, the director position 

was reclassified to be the “Assistant Dean of Students and Director of Greek Life.” To further 

privatize conflicts related to fraternities and sororities, the university allocated additional funds 

to the Office of Greek Life to pay for the increased staffing and programming efforts. This was a 

significant step as staff salaries and programs hosted by the Office of Greek Life had previously 

been paid for out of student dues. 
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Despite increased support, concerns persist. Even with increased support and funding, 

issues with the fraternal community persisted. In late 2017, the IFC issued a self-suspension on 

the IFC community in response to allegations of hazing, sexual misconduct, and a pervasive 

culture of alcohol and other drug use within the community. Although this suspension was 

managed by the IFC, student affairs professionals provided staff advisors and resources for the 

student-led council. Student affairs administrators sought to privatize the conflict by allowing the 

students to manage the conflict in their community, minimizing the impact of the suspension on 

the institution.  

Just like the preceding eras of politicization, the Fraternity War, and quiescence, the bias 

clause and membership selection era, the conflict is never truly resolved. As an example, current 

conflicts exist between the university and fraternities and sororities over the implementation of 

deferred recruitment and a new city zoning ordinance which impacts fraternity and sorority 

housing. These new issues a perceived as threats to the rights of fraternities to recruit members 

and exist on campus. They are the genesis for the next great conflict.   

Summary of the ski trip incident. The first critical incident of the Fraternity War 

created conflict over the right of fraternities and sororities to exist and for students to freely 

associate with them at the university. That initial conflict demonstrated how the influence of the 

cultural, task, and institutional environments could create a period of politicization which forced 

changes to the managerial and governance structures of the institution and lead to new rules and 

policies in the institutional level. This second era of politicization of the Fraternity War also 

featured conflict over the right of fraternities and sororities to exist at the university and for 

students to freely associate with them which caused another period of politicization. Unlike the 

first critical incident, however, the ski trip incident revealed that the managerial level of the 
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university could respond proactively to environmental pressure and leverage conflict by creating 

new policies, procedures, and structures.  

This second era of politicization was also different from the era of quiescence featuring 

bias clauses and membership selection. In bias clause and membership selection era, the 

managerial level of the university was able to disengage from fraternities and sororities by 

allowing fraternities and sororities to manage their conflicts on their own, thus maintaining a 

period of quiescence. University administrators in the managerial level observed these conflicts 

and provided little input. From the start of the ski trip incident to the present time, however, 

student affairs professionals in the managerial level of the university took more direct actions 

with fraternities and sororities. Immense pressure from the cultural, task, and institutional 

environments created by the ski trip incident caused the university to reexamine its existing 

beliefs, rules and policies, and structures governing fraternities and sororities.  

The ski trip incident led to significant change in how the university viewed and related to 

fraternities and sororities. Change occurred in the cultural level of the institution as the university 

adopted the belief that it should maintain a closer relationship with fraternities and sororities. 

New rules were adopted, changing the institutional level of the organization, regarding the 

timing of recruitment to better support students. The managerial level of the institution also 

changed as new positions were created and staff were hired in the Office of Greek Life, 

expanding the sub-unit to enable better privatization of conflict.  

Fraternity War (again). As a result of these institutional changes, the original fraternity 

conflict has emerged again. Fraternity and sorority stakeholders in the cultural environment view 

the university’s shift to a more supportive relationship with fraternities and sororities, new rules 

about the timing of recruitment, and new managerial role as a potential invasion into the rights of 
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fraternal organizations. Student affairs professionals in the managerial level of the university 

view the closer relationship as a way to protect the technical core of the institution and its 

students (task environment) from a community that can be potentially harmful to both. In short, 

fraternities and sororities were drawn closer to the core of the institution which gave the 

university more control over fraternity and sorority activities but this felt threatening to the rights 

of fraternities and sororities to exist.  

In 1850, faculty members at the University of Michigan provided eight reasons why 

fraternities were a problem; (a) the history of the organizations was one of breaking rules; (b) 

fraternities required the Faculty to submit to their requests; (c) the organizations were exclusive 

and created divides in the student body; (d) members were immature and trapped in membership; 

(e) meetings were likely to devolve into problematic behavior; (f) the financial obligations of the 

organizations were too much for many poor students; (g) literary societies were being harmed by 

fraternities; and (h) fraternities were sources of issues, would multiply, and distract from the 

mission of the institution (G. P. Williams, et al., 1928). In 2019, the University of Michigan, at 

every level of the institution, still holds many of those same concerns. The first era of the 

Fraternity War was resolved when the governing structure of the university was changed, and the 

university agreed to allow fraternities to exist on campus and to recruit new members. This 

created a social norm that would be the bedrock of the relationship between the university and 

the fraternity and sorority community until the present time.  

During the ski trip era, the university devoted more resources to privatize conflict related 

to fraternities and sororities, creating condensation symbols to reassure the cultural environment 

that the university heard their concerns and cared enough to act on them. Through the process of 

providing reassurance, the new beliefs, rules, and mechanisms that were created by the university 
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threatened the social norm established at the end of the Fraternity War. As such, the Fraternity 

War, which started in 1845 due to conflicting values between the university and fraternities and 

sororities, continues in 2019, and like other great conflicts, such as gender or age conflict, this 

conflict may be unresolvable.  
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Chapter 6: Summary of Study and Conclusions 

Since Phi Beta Kappa started the fraternal movement in the United States (Phi Beta 

Kappa Society, 2017a), there have been many calls for the removal of fraternities and sororities 

on college campuses. The calls have been due to hazing (Ruffins, 1997), alcohol and sexual 

misconduct (Eberhardt, Rice, & Smith, 2003), and deaths related to fraternity activity (Barron, 

2017). These critical incidents impacted the lives of the students involved in them as well as the 

campuses where the incidents happened. Despite these challenges, fraternities and sororities 

persist and colleges and universities continue to adapt to accommodate them.  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the relationship between fraternal 

organizations and the University of Michigan and the implications it had on student affairs. This 

study was conducted by analyzing three distinct eras (two eras of politicization and one era of 

quiescence). Each era featured conflict between fraternal organizations and institutional actors 

(e.g., faculty, staff), and was analyzed to determine what, if any, implications there were for 

student affairs at the University of Michigan. 

The three conflicts and their corresponding eras of politicization or quiescence were 

selected to be analyzed following a review of the history of fraternities and sororities at the 

University of Michigan as well as completing a literature search of national fraternity incidents 

from the New York Times (Fraternities and Sororities, 2017). These three eras were chosen due to 

their significance for the fraternity and sorority community at the University of Michigan, their 

placement in time relative to the national fraternity and sorority movement, and for the richness 

of data available to be analyzed. The three eras represented the founding of fraternities at the 

University of Michigan, changing views of discriminatory membership practices, and a ski trip 

incident.   
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The conceptual framework applied concepts from areas pertaining to conflict 

(Schattschneider, 1975; Edelman, 1985b; Iannaccone, 1982) and organizational theory (Scott, 

2003; Thompson, 2003; T. Parsons, 1960). These concepts were informed by research about 

political organizations (Birnbaum, 1988; Bolman & Deal, 2017).   

Conflict has a significant role in the political organization (Birnbaum, 1988; Bolman & 

Deal, 2017; Schattschneider, 1975). Schattschneider (1975) stated that conflict is not only 

inevitable, but it is also highly contagious. Using a fight as an analogy, he explained that conflict 

involves those who are directly involved in the fight, but also includes the audience. The 

audience can influence the direction of the fight by getting involved in the fight and backing one 

fighter or the other. To this end, Schattschneider (1975) believed the outcome of conflict is 

dependent on the scope of it.  

 Conflict is often managed through privatization or socialization (Schattschneider, 1975). 

The privatization of conflict occurs when conflict is resolved privately, or between the original 

“combatants” in the fight. Socialization of conflict occurs when the conflict is broadened to 

include other players, or the audience, to help sway the outcome (Schattschneider, 1975). 

Organizations seek to privatize conflict, when possible, to maintain a state of stasis (True, et al., 

2007) or quiescence (Iannaccone, 1982), where policymaking is stable and incremental. When 

conflicts socialize, however, periods of crisis or discontent can occur where there becomes a 

divide between the governance of an organization and the demands of the people (Iannaccone & 

Lutz, 1978; True, et al., 2007). Periods of quiescence are contrasted with periods of 

politicization. Generally, a state of quiescence features incremental change that builds from 

previous policy. Where policymaking during a period of quiescence builds on previously 

established policy, periods of politicization can challenge the process of policymaking itself, 
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focusing instead on the ideological aspects of policy. In this way, previously established policies 

can be disregarded in favor of completely new policies (Iannaccone, 1982; Iannaccone & Lutz, 

1978; True, et al., 2007). 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the relationship between fraternal 

organizations and the University of Michigan and the implications it had on student affairs. 

Given that purpose, this study sought to answer the following questions:  

1. Describe three eras of politicization/quiescence.  

2. Describe conflict in each era of politicization/quiescence. 

3. Describe the implications for student affairs from each era of politicization/quiescence 

Summary of the Results 

The results of this study are summarized and are organized by era (first research 

question), with the subsequent research questions addressed within each section.  

First period of politicization: The Fraternity War. The Fraternity War at the 

University of Michigan was an era of discontent among those students who wished to establish 

fraternities at the university and the faculty who opposed them. The Fraternity War started due to 

conflicting values between the faculty and students and then became socialized when multiple 

parties were involved. In the end, the only way the university returned to a state of quiescence 

was to remove those faculty members who opposed fraternities, changed the governance 

structure of the institution, and established new rules and regulations, which altered the 

relationship between the university and students and allowed fraternities the right to exist within 

institution. The boundary set by the faculty of the university which initially prohibited the 
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existence of fraternities shifted to include them as part of the structure of the university, 

institutionalizing them within the university.  

Era of quiescence: Bias clauses and membership selection. From 1949 to 1970, 

fraternities and sororities witnessed their membership selection processes challenged and 

changed, were placed under a governance structure administered by students, and in the end, lost 

staff dedicated to advising fraternal organizations. The perception and value of fraternities and 

sororities changed so that the university no longer provided specific support to those 

organizations. Those participants in the cultural environment viewed fraternities and sororities 

and their membership practices as elitist and exclusive. This perception of fraternal organizations 

threatened the legitimacy of the institution if it did not address those concerns from the cultural 

environment and conform to the expectations of an elite institution. Additionally, prospective 

students in the task environment wanted the university to provide the services they desired and 

needed from their collegiate experience to attract them to attend the university. Although there 

was significant pressure from the environment, the university privatized and controlled each 

conflict during this era and maintained a state of quiescence. 

Second period of politicization: Ski trip incident. In January 2015, six fraternal 

organizations caused significant damage at a ski resort, creating conflict between the cultural 

environment and the university. This second era of politicization of the Fraternity War featured 

conflict over the right of fraternities and sororities to exist at the university and for students to 

freely associate with them, similar to the first era of politicization. Unlike the first critical 

incident, however, the ski trip incident revealed that the managerial level of the university 

responded proactively to environmental pressure and leveraged conflict by creating new policies, 

procedures, and structures. The ski trip incident led to significant change in how the university 
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viewed and related to fraternities and sororities. Change occurred in the cultural level of the 

institution as the university adopted the belief that it should maintain a closer relationship with 

fraternities and sororities. New rules were adopted, impacting the institutional level of the 

organization, regarding the timing of recruitment to better support students. The managerial level 

of the institution also changed as new positions were created and staff were hired in the Office of 

Greek Life, expanding the sub-unit to better manage conflict. 

Conclusions. The first period of politicization of the Fraternity War featured conflict 

over the right of fraternities and sororities to exist and for students to freely associate at the 

university. That conflict demonstrated how the influence of the cultural, task, and institutional 

environments, when unchecked, changed the governance structure of an institution. The 

organizational structure was changed by the Fraternity War when the faculty were unable to 

privatize the conflict with fraternities, eventually succumbing to pressure from the cultural, task, 

and institutional environments as the conflict became socialized. As a result, the university’s 

governance structure was changed, the first university president was hired, and fraternities were 

institutionalized.  

Unlike during the Fraternity War, during the bias clause and membership selection era of 

quiescence, the managerial level of the university privatized and controlled the conflict. By 

refusing to participate in conflicts in the cultural environment, the university drove fraternities 

and sororities to the boundary of the institution where they resolved their own conflicts with little 

direct involvement from the managerial level of the university or impact on the technical core of 

the university.  

Similar to the first period of politicization, the ski trip era featured conflict over the rights 

of fraternities and sororities to exist at the university and to freely associate. Unlike the first 
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period of politicization, however, during the ski trip era, student affairs professionals at the 

university used condensation symbols to reassure the cultural environment and eventually 

privatize the conflict. Through this era of politicization, student affairs professionals created new 

policies and procedures and expanded their sub-units. Through these changes, a closer 

relationship was created with fraternities and sororities. 

The conflict that started in 1845 over the rights of fraternities to recruit new members 

was initially tempered by the creation of new rules and norms at the university. An agreement 

existed that fraternities would be allowed to exist and recruit new members. The era of conflict 

over bias clauses and discriminatory membership selection processes reopened the conflict as 

new rules were created that limited the ability of fraternities and sororities to select new 

members in the way they saw fit. This conflict was never socialized, and the university 

controlled it by reaffirming previously created policies and implementing new structures to 

complement those policies. These actions drove the conflict into the environment and sent 

fraternities and sororities to the margins of the institution. Then, in 2015, the ski trip incident 

created institutional change that once again threatened the ability of fraternities and sororities to 

exist and recruit new members, reopening the original conflict. Thus, the conflict that began in 

1845 continues.  

Implications for Educational Leaders 

This study provided multiple implications for educational leaders. The first is the 

importance of understanding the nature of conflict, how it evolves, and the cyclical nature of 

conflict. Following that is a discussion of the significant role of student affairs professionals in 

managing conflict. The third is that educational leaders can use conflict to expand the role of 

student affairs and its various sub-units.   
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Understanding the nature of conflict. Georg Simmel (1904) described conflict as “the 

resolution of the tension between the contraries” (The Sociology of Conflict. I, p. 490). In his 

description of the sociology of conflict, Simmel explained how contrary forces create social 

structure as a means of easing tension. One outcome of conflict can be peace, but it can also 

result in repudiation or dissolution of social relations. When there is resolution, an equilibrium is 

formed in which the tension is still present but does not strain the relationship to the point of 

conflict (Simmel, 1904). In these periods of reduced tension and little or no conflict, 

organizations exist in a state of quiescence where policy making is stable and consistent 

(Iannaccone, 1982). When, however, conflict is socialized and social relations are strained, 

organizations exist in a state of politicization where policy making becomes abrupt and often 

creates significant change to an organization (Iannaccone, 1982). 

 Lewis Coser (1957) stated that conflict creates new norms and institutions. These new 

norms form out of conflict between groups within groups: 

Any social system implies an allocation of power, as well as wealth and status 

positions among individual actors and component sub-groups… there is never 

complete concordance between what individuals and groups within a system 

consider their just due and the system of allocation. Conflict ensues in the effort 

of various frustrated groups and individuals to increase their share of gratification. 

Their demands will encounter the resistance of those who previously had 

established a “vested interest” in a given form of distribution of honour, wealth 

and power. (p. 203) 
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Conflict occurs when one sub-group wishes to change the established social structure to gain 

more power or gratification for themselves. In essence, conflict occurs between groups when 

their values no longer align, and relationships become strained. 

 Applied to the three conflicts described in this study, Simmel, Coser, and Iannaccone 

provided powerful implications for educational leaders. For example, the conflict in the 

Fraternity War resulted from two groups, the faculty and fraternity men, who stood contrary to 

one another based on their values. The fraternity men socialized the conflict by gaining support 

from outside stakeholders, and the faculty were unable to successfully privatize it. As the conflict 

became socialized and tensions grew, the university entered a period of politicization.  

Throughout the conflict, each group tried to establish new norms and regulations to ease 

the tension; the faculty initially sought to allow fraternities to exist but not accept the new 

members and then tried to prevent them altogether, and fraternities sought to exist without 

supervision from the university. As the university was in a state of politicization, more 

significant change was in order, including a restructuring of the governance structure of the 

university. At the conclusion of the Fraternity War, a generally accepted norm was presented as a 

means of easing tensions and returning to a state of quiescence—fraternities were allowed to 

exist with supervision and approval from the organization. Those who opposed the new norm 

were removed from the institution, and fraternities became institutionalized at the University of 

Michigan.  

 The end of the Fraternity War created a social structure, or equilibrium, where fraternities 

and institutional actors existed in relative peace putting the organization back into a state of 

quiescence. Coser’s (1957) concept suggested that, over time, one group would become 

frustrated with the social structure and seek increased gratification by attempting to modify the 
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existing norms or create new ones. Eventually, the values of fraternities and university 

administrators would come into conflict again, and in a renewed conflict, neither side would 

prevail. Rather, a new period of politicization would begin, and the new conflict would end when 

those who opposed peace were removed and new or modified norms could be established to 

return to a state of quiescence. This process is visualized in Figure 29.
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For educational leaders, this is a lesson on conflict between contrary parties who have 

similar levels of power and resolve. When two equal parties meet in conflict which becomes 

socialized, a period of politicization ensues. This conflict will only end when those two parties 

agree to norms that create equilibrium (quiescence) and/or when the relationship is dissolved. A 

conflict which ends in equilibrium creates a social structure between the two groups that will 

hold until one group becomes dissatisfied and challenges the established norms, thus reopening 

the conflict and starting the cycle over. A conflict which ends in dissolution, as happened in the 

ski trip conflict when the six fraternities disaffiliated from the university, only creates separation 

between the two parties, which, in turn, creates a condition where politicization continues, and 

further conflict is necessary to create equilibrium and reinstate a period of quiescence.  

 The cycle of conflict demonstrated how a single socialized conflict created a period of 

politicization ending in equilibrium/quiescence, and then reemerged when that equilibrium was 

challenged. The organization then found itself once again in a period of politicization. If, 

however, the organization privatized conflict when it arose, it avoided politicization and 

maintained quiescence until conflicting values over existing norms revitalized the conflict. The 

cycle is demonstrated in Figure 30 using the conflicts from this study. 
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Figure 30. Cycle of Conflict Using Conflicts from This Study 

 

 With equilibrium established at the end of the Fraternity War, tension from the initial 

conflict was minimized, and the institution returned to a state of quiescence. The university 

maintained quiescence through the bias clause and membership selection conflict by continually 

privatizing conflict. When the ski trip incident began, however, actors within in the institution 

and environment became dissatisfied with actions of fraternities and sororities and changed the 

established rules and regulations in order to gain more control over them. Fraternities and 

sororities viewed this as an attack on their right to organize and function revitalizing the original 

conflict from the Fraternity War and plunging the institution into a state of politicization. The 

conflict that began in 1845 started again in 2015. 

Educational leaders would do well to be aware of the history of their institutions and the 

conflicts that preceded them to avoid reopening conflicts that are unwinnable. Conflicts which 

originally ended by creating rules and regulations are unlikely to be resolved in any other way. 

Reopening conflict may result in the creation of new rules and regulations, or a return to the 
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original rules and regulations to bring about equilibrium and quiescence once again. This change 

in norms may be avoided if educational leaders are able to effectively manage and privatize 

conflicts.  

Student affairs professionals as conflict managers. The Handbook of Student Affairs 

Administration described student affairs professionals as those who connect students with people 

who care about them, and the profession as the many ways that happens (Rhatigan, 2009). While 

that may be true, this study explored the role of student affairs professionals as conflict 

managers. Through this study, educational leaders are provided data which suggests that, 

regardless of the reason student affairs professionals are in their role, they are first and foremost 

conflict managers. Blimling (2001) explained that there are four “communities of practice” 

which explain functional areas of student affairs professionals: student learning, student 

development, student services, and student administration. Sandeen (1991) described the four 

roles of a chief student affairs officer: leader, manager, mediator, and educator. Regardless, from 

entry-level staff members to senior leadership, it is vital that student affairs professionals are 

equipped to provide appropriate conflict management practices (Allan, Payne, & Kerschner, 

2018). Their function is to assist students and provide reassurance to their parents and other 

stakeholders in order to minimize and control conflict to protect the core function of the 

university. 

In Thompson’s (2003) model of organizational theory, educational leaders exist within 

the managerial level of the institution. Their role is to mediate between the technical core and 

those who use it by creating bridges and buffers. To manage conflict, organizations create units 

or roles which are positioned to handle ever more specific conflicts and grouped with similar 

positions under increasingly broad areas. Student affairs developed as a result of colleges and 
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universities creating specific roles to manage student conflicts, buffering the technical core of the 

institution, so faculty could focus on teaching and research. 

The Fraternity War conflict is an example of why student affairs professionals were 

necessary. In 1845, the University of Michigan faculty were responsible for teaching and 

research as well as managing the student body. As fraternities challenged faculty governance 

over students, it became increasingly apparent that faculty alone could not manage the student 

body. Thus, at the end of the Fraternity War, the first university president was hired to manage 

the student body, allowing faculty to focus on research and teaching. Over time, increasingly 

specialized positions were created to privatize increasingly specialized conflicts. In 1921, the 

first dean of students was appointed (Shaw, 1920). Then, in 1933, as fraternities grew in both 

size and influence at the university, the first fraternity advisor was hired. Other student affairs 

roles have been created in similar ways.  

As student affairs roles developed to manage specific aspects of the student experience, 

student affairs professionals assigned their own purpose to those roles. Some student affairs 

professionals may argue that their role is not to manage conflict but, rather, to develop leaders, 

promote student health, provide educational housing experiences, etc. These are important 

aspects of each individual student affairs role; however, if one accepts that conflict is the result 

of divergent interests (Bolman & Deal, 2017) or “tension between contraries” (Simmel, 1904, p. 

490), then it is possible to make the case that all student affairs professionals are also conflict 

managers. The purpose of colleges and universities is teaching and research. Students (inputs) 

come to the university to learn (outputs). Everything that happens to them (environment) while at 

the university can stand contrary to that learning. 
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For example, if a student falls ill or abuses alcohol, they may not be able to well enough 

to learn effectively. Or if a student organization (like a fraternity) does something so egregious 

that it damages the reputation of the institution, students may choose to go elsewhere, and the 

reputation of the institution might suffer. It might also be the case that a student does not feel 

welcomed at the university for reasons related to their identity. That student may struggle. 

Alternatively, student affairs professionals can establish departments and programs to 

preemptively avoid conflict by helping students feel welcomed and supported on the campus. 

Any issue that may act in contrast to the objective of learning and research may be considered a 

conflict that can be privatized and managed by a student affairs professional. 

Student affairs professionals utilize bridges, buffers, and symbolic gestures to manage 

conflict. Previous research demonstrated the power and necessity of bridges and buffers to 

protect the technical core of an institution (Thompson, 2003), as well as symbolic coding to 

bridge with the institutional environment of an organization (Scott, 2003). This study revealed 

the use of condensation symbols for bridging with the cultural environment (the masses) of an 

organization. This is significant as it enhances the importance of symbolic gestures to reassure 

the cultural environment. Examples of this in practice may include the creation and naming of a 

task force to address an issue, public statements made by a university, and holding public 

forums. Using these symbolic gestures, student affairs professionals are able to shift conflicts by 

providing reassurance to those actors in the cultural environment. This allows those in the 

cultural environment (i.e., students, parents, stakeholders) to focus on different threats and 

concerns to the institution, thus privatizing the original conflict (Edelman, 1985b). 

As stated previously, in Thompson’s (2003) model of organizational theory, educational 

leaders exist within the managerial level of the institution to mediate between the technical core 
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and those who use it by creating bridges and buffers. The analysis of two eras of politicization 

explored in this study demonstrated that student affairs professionals are vital to the privatization 

and control of conflict through their managerial efforts to bridge and buffer the environment. 

When there are threats (cultural, institutional, or to the task environment), student affairs 

professionals provide reassurance to the masses (bridges) using condensation symbols (Edelman, 

1985b). These symbolic gestures indicate for people that the university has heard their concerns 

and will act on them. Student affairs professionals can then create structures and rules (buffers) 

to insulate and protect the core function of the university, teaching and research. These bridges 

and buffers assist the university in gaining or maintaining control when faced with conflict.  

This study also demonstrated that the role of educational leaders to manage conflict 

within an organization is more expansive when that organization is considered a political 

organization. Bolman and Gallos (2011) explained that educational leaders “succeed when they 

create an appropriate set of campus arrangements and reporting relationships that offer clarity to 

key constituents and facilitate the work of faculty, students, staff, and volunteers” (p. 11). 

However, the authors warned that educational leaders can get “stuck in their comfort zones” (p. 

13) if they fail to expand their perspective of leadership and their organization. Educational 

leaders may fail when they become stuck within one aspect of the institution and fail to take the 

other aspects of the organization into account.  

A failure to expand perspective is particularly devastating in a political organization. 

Birnbaum (1988) described a political college or university as “a shifting kaleidoscope of interest 

groups and coalitions. The patterns in the kaleidoscope are not static, and group membership, 

participation, and interests constantly change with emerging issues” (p. 132). The shifting 

interest groups and coalitions, emerging issues, and changing group membership and 
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participation creates conflict. Leaders in a political organization must manage conflict within an 

organization between conflicting core technologies, as well as conflict from the task, cultural, 

and institutional environments (Figure 31). If leaders in a political organization become insulated 

in the technical core of the institution or within a certain environment and fail to acknowledge 

conflict in another aspect of the political organization, they will be unable to manage that conflict 

appropriately.  

 

Figure 31. Political Leadership in the Managerial Level 

 

Thus, educational leaders in a political organization are tasked with seeking to prevent 

conflict by understanding the history of their organizations, managing new or reemerging 

conflict within their organization and in the environment, and being nimble enough to manage 

constantly shifting conflicting values both within the organization and the environment. These 

tasks protect the technical core of the institution. Effective educational leaders understand the 

history of their organization and seek to prevent or privatize conflict before it grows or are able 
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to manage and privatize existing conflicts that are constantly shifting. This task is accomplished 

by creating bridges and buffers to prevent or mitigate future conflict in the institutional and task 

environments or employing condensation symbols to reassure the cultural environment. Poor 

educational leaders become insulated in the technical core or in one of the environments and fail 

to acknowledge the history of conflict in the organization, or do not adjust to existing conflicts 

that are likely to shift, allowing conflicts to socialize and the organization to enter a period of 

politicization. Iannaccone (1982) demonstrated how leaders in times of politicization are often 

replaced in favor of new leaders who are willing to make rapid, and often substantial, change to 

the organization. As happened in the Fraternity War, when educational leaders failed to manage 

and privatize conflict, allowing it to become socialized, blame or job loss is at stake. 

Expanding the role of student affairs through conflict. How then do educational 

leaders create change to existing norms and systems without reopening an old conflict and 

risking a period of politicization? Coser (1957) suggested flexibility in the system is the answer. 

If the system, in this case the college or university, is flexible, it can adapt and change to 

maximize gratification for groups that become dissatisfied without falling into full conflict. This 

idea of adaptation suggests creating partnerships, or bridges, and bottom-up solutions (buffers) to 

problems rather than systemic changes made from the top-down (institutional rules).  

 If change is necessary, educational leaders may consider privatizing conflict by bringing 

contrary parties together to seek a solution to the presenting issue, if at all possible. As an 

organization, structures must be in place to make privatization of conflict an effective solution. 

The University of Michigan during the Fraternity War was inflexible as an organization because 

the faculty only sought to maintain control over every aspect of the university and were 

unwilling to relinquish any control or to compromise with the fraternities. Conversely, during the 
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bias clause and membership selection era, the university was flexible and able to create 

incremental change to control and privatize conflicts as they arose. 

Unlike during the Fraternity War, colleges and universities now have student affairs 

professionals in the managerial level of their organizations to protect the technical core of their 

institutions. To successfully privatize conflict, student affairs professionals must be organized 

and resourced in such a way as to promote success in privatizing conflict. The privatization of 

conflict can only happen through effective leadership based on the creation of effective bridges 

and buffers. Educational leaders may consider establishing structures in which student affairs 

units have the ability to prevent or successfully privatize and manage conflict. 

Developing these structures to successfully privatize and manage conflict can be 

accomplished through the use of buffers and bridges. This process may include hiring additional 

staff to assist with existing work, creating new positions to address new issues, or reorganizing 

existing staff to better fit the presenting needs. Restructuring can act as a buffer to conflict in the 

various environments by positioning student affairs staff within the managerial level to manage 

conflict when it occurs. Bridges may also be useful to those staff members in the managerial 

level. Bridges seek partners in the various environments prior to conflict occurring so those 

relationships are in place when conflict does happen.  

Student affairs professionals and educational leaders may agree that increased staff and 

structures are necessary but might (justifiably) remind us that student affairs divisions are often 

underfunded and resourced (Sandeen, 1991). While this may generally hold true, creating change 

is possible if educational leaders and student affairs professionals are ready to take advantage of 

periods of conflict. While an organization is in a state of quiescence, change happens 

incrementally, and it is unlikely that major changes will happen if they are not essential. When 
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an organization experiences conflict and politicization, however, change can happen rapidly in 

an effort to privatize conflict and return to a state of quiescence (Iannaccone, 1982). During these 

times of conflict, educational leaders can make the case for increased resources, changes to 

structures, and professional development opportunities for student affairs professionals to better 

privatize existing and future conflicts.  

 An example of this comes from the ski trip conflict explored in this study. After the ski 

trip incident, the university entered a period of politicization where there was significant pressure 

to address the perceived issues with the fraternity and sorority community. The Vice President 

for Student Life, Dean of Students, and Director of Greek Life were able to utilize this pressure 

to advocate for increased staffing and funding for the Office of Greek Life. Previous to the ski 

trip incident, the staff had not grown and staff salaries and programming was funded from 

student dues. After the ski trip incident, the staff increased from five professional staff members 

to seven, the university agreed to fund those positions as well as some of the existing positions, 

and funding was provided to the Office of Greek Life for programming. The Office of Greek 

Life was able to expand as a result of the conflict and the university was able to provide a 

condensation symbol to the cultural environment showing that it was addressing concerns about 

the fraternity and sorority community.  

 The ability to use conflict to expand the unit is particularly important for the fraternity 

and sorority profession. A 2018 NASPA working document, the association for student affairs 

administrators in higher education, suggested a ratio of one full-time staff member for every 

1000 fraternity/sorority members (NASPA, 2018). This represents a significant increase for 

many campuses (Miami University, 2018; Fraternity and Sorority Life Committee on Staffing, 

Support and Budget, 2016). For educational leaders advising fraternity and sorority communities, 
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this study suggests an avenue for expanding staffing structures and support for those student 

affairs professionals working with fraternities and sororities. 

 For an oft under-resourced unit at most colleges and universities, the opportunity to take 

advantage of conflict is extremely important for student affairs. This starts with student affairs 

professionals and educational leaders understanding both the historical context and nature of 

conflict. Following that, student affairs professionals and educational leaders should understand 

the role of student affairs in managing conflict. Finally, student affairs professionals and 

educational leaders should be ready to make a case for additional resources to expand their units 

when faced with conflict.  

Limitations and Delimitations  

Delimitations. The focus of this study was how three conflicts in specific eras related to 

social fraternities and sororities at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, changed the 

relationship between students and the institution. This study did not explore issues related to 

fraternities and sororities at the other University of Michigan campuses, Dearborn and Flint. 

These campuses have distinct histories, cultures, and administrative practices that are separate 

from the Ann Arbor campus (University of Michigan, Flint, 2017; University of Michigan, 

Dearborn, 2017), so exploring these institutions would likely find different experiences and 

responses to incidents. Additionally, this study did not discuss pre-professional, professional, 

academic, or service fraternities and sororities. The structure, organization, mission, and values 

of social fraternities and sororities differ from other types of fraternities and sororities and are 

often handled separately.  

Limitations. Due to the qualitative, case study nature of this study, focusing specifically 

on the University of Michigan, the findings are limited to this study and will not be directly 
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applicable to other campuses. For example, the institutional type and culture at the University of 

Michigan, Ann Arbor, may result in different responses to incidents and conflict than at a small, 

private institution. That does not mean that the general idea of this study cannot be used at other 

institutions. Yet the conceptual framework and design of this study may be transferable to other 

institutions.  

 A second limitation of this study was the use of unobtrusive measures and document 

analysis. Both of these techniques are limited in that they do not offer the researcher the 

opportunity to interact with the participant. Any conclusions drawn are made solely by the 

researcher. It is also possible that there were additional sources of information or documents 

available that the researcher did not find or have access to. In this way, the use of these methods 

may have produced less than the full story. 

 A third limitation of this study was the use of self as a research instrument. The 

researcher is a member of a fraternity, professionally advised fraternities, and was involved in 

the final conflict analyzed in this study. The researcher attempted to account for all biases and 

either disclosed them for the reader to scrutinize or attempted to mitigate them through the use of 

practices such as triangulation, peer debriefing, and rival thinking. It is worth noting, however, 

that the researcher is the primary research instrument in this study and his influence is present. 

Future Research  

Leadership as part of organizational theory. Organizational theory acknowledges the 

role of educational leaders in creating bridges and buffers (Thompson, 2003). By describing 

institutions of higher education as political organizations, however, conflict also becomes part of 

the process. This study revealed that educational leaders in the managerial level of the institution 

are responsible for managing and privatizing conflict. Future research might explore or expand 
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upon the nature of educational leadership within political organizations, utilizing organizational 

theory as a framework, by reviewing the role of present-day educational leaders at other 

institutions of higher education that are both similar and different from the University of 

Michigan, Ann Arbor.  

Different events to study the nature of conflict. Finally, this study utilized historical 

document analysis pertaining to fraternity and sorority critical incidents at the University of 

Michigan to explore the nature of political conflict on a college campus. Future research might 

use a similar historical document analysis method pertaining to a different institutional entity to 

further explore the nature of political conflict on a college campus. A study like this may explore 

the similarities and/or differences in how conflicts related to different institutional entities, like 

athletics, are managed. For example, intercollegiate athletics at a large, public institution could 

be examined in the same way fraternities and sororities were for this study. Or conflict pertaining 

to or within the technical core might be studied. A study like this may assist educational leaders 

in understanding how to manage conflict at various levels of the institution and between different 

institutional entities.  
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