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Introduction & Problem Statement
This study uses mixed methods research to analyze how sorority membership is portrayed to audiences through social media and how this creates expectations for sorority membership. A content analysis was studied to examine the messages found in TikTok videos to identify common themes. Social media, specifically TikTok, has become one of the primary ways individuals form expectations about sorority life prior to joining, making it important to analyze.
In addition to social media, sorority membership is also influenced by portrayals in popular media as well as opinions from friends and family. These portrayals typically show exclusivity, aesthetics, parties, and tradition, which makes people have strong expectations prior to joining. “The social sorority system provides an established female support system for those women who choose to participate” (Lunk 2013, p. 8). However, the reality of Greek life does not always match these expectations, leading to misunderstandings or dissatisfaction among members. “Greek membership was linked to lower loneliness” (Turton et al. 2018). Greek life is widely discussed online but there is limited research examining expectations versus realities in sororities specifically at smaller universities and colleges such as Aurora University.
The purpose of this study is to better understand the gap between expectation and reality by comparing portrayals of sorority life with actual member experiences. By identifying common misconceptions and comparing them to real experiences, this research aims to provide greater transparency and create healthier, more effective recruitment strategies. The findings of this mixed media research can help organizations communicate more accurate recruitment and allow people to decide whether sorority membership aligns with their personal values or not.
The research questions guiding this study are How does social media influence the public’s views on sorority membership, and after joining a sorority, is the experience what members expected or something different?
Method: Survey
Students were recruited by convenience sampling and snowball sampling methods. The population examined includes Aurora University students involved in a sorority on the campus. Data collection occurred in the fall 2025 semester between the dates September 29, 2025, and October 2, 2025. The data collection was hosted through an easy to use and safe online platform. At the beginning of this online survey, there was a link to read the informed consent and sign an agreement to ensure each participant is aware their responses will be used in the research. This survey was simple and brief to make it easy to take. This online survey took under 10 minutes and was able to be done under any device, making it convenient. The questions in the survey covered demographic information, included questions regarding their participation, membership, satisfaction, and dissatisfaction in their sorority.
Method: Focus Group
This study of sorority membership was conducted as a qualitative research study. A focus group was developed to help draw conclusions using the snowball sampling method to find participants. 4 total participants took part in the focus group. Before the focus group was conducted, there was an informed consent document for the participants to read and sign digitally as well as on paper; the participants were also given guidelines regarding respectfulness, confidentiality, and equal participation and were made aware the conversation was being recorded. The focus group took place on November 14th, 2025, in an empty classroom at Aurora University to avoid any environmental biases. The 4 members of the focus group took approximately 46 minutes to complete the conversation. The researcher also took on the role of the notetaker and moderator and recorded the focus group. 
Method: Content Analysis
For this study, the content analyzed included TikTok videos related to sorority membership. When looking for videos, hashtags such as #sorority, #sororitylife, #sororityhouse, #rushtok, and #sororitytok were searched. A total of 15 videos were analyzed and coded according to different themes.
The videos were coded using several categories to identify how sorority membership is portrayed through TikTok. The coding categories helped to organize all the data found and aid in smoother content analysis. First, the themes of each post (TM) were focused on. The subcategories of themes include friendship (TMF), networking (TMN), volunteering (TMV), aesthetics (TMA), and appreciation (TMAP). The type of post (TP) coded the format of the videos, including trends (TPT) and day in the life or vlog style videos (TPDIL). The message of the post (MSG) was also coded to determine the purpose of the video. The purposes included recruitment messaging (MSGREC) and announcements (MSGA). The social context (SOC) was also analyzed to identify whether individuals appeared alone (SOCA), in small groups of fewer than 10 (SOCS), or in large groups of 10 or more (SOCL). The overall tone of the post (TN) was coded as positive (TNP), negative (TNN), sarcastic (TNS), dramatic (TND), or neutral (TNU). Lastly, the presence of a call to action (CTA) was analyzed. 
Results & Findings: Survey
10 Aurora University students completed the survey but only 7 responses were analyzed, as 3 participants had never been members or active in a sorority. When asked whether sorority membership matched their expectations: 29% reported it was exactly what they expected, 57% reported it was different in some ways but still positive, and 14% reported it was completely different from their expectations. Furthermore, almost half of respondents (43.9%) disagreed stating that sorority life is not what it is portrayed to be online. 25.6% of respondents state that they feel as though sorority life is not at all portrayed accurately through media. Combined more than 70% (71.5%) of respondents thought media does not portray sororities accurately. Respondents were also asked if they would join their sorority if given the same choice now. Almost half of respondents (42.9%) neither agreed or disagreed and 14.3% were unsure. 
Results & Findings: Focus Group
Throughout the focus group, 3 main themes were noticed; these themes included feelings of belonging and inclusion, prior expectations, and the realities of being in a sorority. Participant 1 stated "recruitment made it seem like everyone loves each other and there was no drama". Participant 3 stated "by Instagram, it all seemed like rainbows and unicorns.” These statements suggest that social media and recruitment strategies create a picture of a perfect group of girls with a great bond with all members in the sorority. These findings show that expectations for sorority membership are unrealistic. Social media and recruitment strategies tend to showcase all the exciting parts of being in a sorority but leave out challenges and difficulties. Sororities and universities should make a larger effort to keep membership more transparent to not give potential new members a false image before joining. The realities of sorority membership appeared to arise shortly after joining. Participant 1 stated "you don’t all of a sudden have 25 best friends right away; it takes a little while" as well as "I did not feel included, and I felt like the odd one out at first". Participant 2 stated "however much drama and work you think it is going to be, times that by 100" as well as "some girls are very involved and make it their whole life and others don’t care as much or are just doing it for the status symbol". Participant 3 stated "there are definitely groups and cliques inside the sorority as a whole" and "there is so much drama in my sisterhood at this point that I just go for the pictures and to hang out with my group". Overall, these responses and findings show that not everyone will be friends, there is a lot of drama, and smaller groups will form. When focusing on a feeling of belonging and inclusion, participants shared a mix of positive and negative experiences. Participant 4 stated "it is nice to be a part of a bigger group" and "being on the e-board really taught me a lot and helped me grow professionally". While participant 2 stated "It is a lot more work and money than what social media makes it seem like". These responses make it very clear that sorority life can be rewarding and challenging at the same time.
Results & Findings: Content Analysis
The theme that was shown the most out of 15 videos analyzed was aesthetics (TMA), which appeared in approximately 33% of the videos (videos 1, 10, 12, 13, and 15). These posts were mainly focused on the visual aesthetics of being in a sorority such as coordinated outfits, house aesthetics, overall appearance of the sorority, or prestige. Friendship (TMF) was another commonly seen theme, appearing in approximately 27% of videos (videos 2, 6, 11, and 15). The theme of friendship shown in videos was often shown showcasing the bonds and connections within the sorority.  The theme of appreciation (TMAP) appeared in fewer videos, approximately 20% (videos 8, 11, and 14) The videos highlighting appreciation showed gratitude for sorority life.
After analyzing, two main types of posts were identified. Trending posts (TPT) appeared in 20% of videos (videos 4, 7, and 10). These videos frequently used trending audio to show different aspects of sorority membership. Day in the life or vlog style videos (TPDIL) were observed in videos 3 and 9, approximately 13%. Only one, or about 7%, of the videos analyzed had a recruitment-related message (MSGREC) and a call to action (CTA) (video 1). The video focused on recruitment was trying to get viewers to consider joining a specific sorority. The social context varies across each video. Most of the videos, approximately 33%, analyzed showed a sorority member alone (SOCA). Only about 6% or 1 video (video 1) shows large groups (SOCL). 2 videos making 13% (videos 5 and 6) have a small group of friends (SOCS). Overall, the tone of the videos was mostly positive or sarcastic. Positive tone (TNP) appeared frequently (videos 2, 8, 11, 14, and 15) making up 33% of the videos emphasizing the overall satisfaction with sorority life. Sarcastic tone (TNS) was also common in 27% of videos (videos 4, 5, 9, and 12) often used to discuss the realities of sorority membership. Negative tone (TNN) appeared in fewer videos (videos 7 and 10) making 13% of the videos analyzed. One video, or 6%, was coded as neutral (TNU) (video 3).
Recommendations
	Based on the results and findings of this mixed methods study, there are several ways that improvements can be made to help communication strategies directed towards sorority membership. There is a large difference between the media portrayals and actual experiences in membership. Communication strategies can be used to promote more transparency and balance to create more realistic expectations for possible members. 
	First, sororities should create more of an authentic and realistic image of themselves in media. The content analysis findings showed that TikTok is more focused on aesthetics and social events more than realistic experiences. Creating and showcasing positive experiences as well as challenges in sorority membership can help decrease unrealistic expectations. In addition, this may reduce the dissatisfaction among members who expected something entirely different than what they took place in. This can be done by educating current members of responsible social media use and how to make posts align with the values and true realities of sorority life. These guidelines on posting will help to prevent the spread of stereotypes and inconsistent expectations. An example of this communication message would be a TikTok created by a current member of a sorority directly speaking about her expectations before joining of membership and the realities. Rather than focusing on the aesthetics or a perfect-looking membership experience, it can contain a true unfiltered reality. This can include the members’ daily life including academics, friends, extracurriculars, and participating in a philanthropy activity. The caption of the video could be “sorority life expectations vs reality” This message directly supports the idea that many media portrayals may not be accurate and need to be addressed. This communication strategy would not only increase satisfaction among members but also create reliability among what sorority membership looks like. 
	In addition, more transparency between expectations and reality would be a great way to change recruitment strategies to be more realistic. Many participants of this mixed media research stated that their expectations of sorority life were entirely different than what it was made to look like when joining. Having recruitment strategies directly address the many conceptions about sorority life through their recruitment strategies such as creating informational videos and frequently asked questions. This transparency through recruitment can ensure that new members will feel confident about their decision to join a sorority. 
	These recommendations are supported by the findings of this mixed media study. These are based on the strong influences other people and social media, specifically TikTok, has on the expectation of sorority membership. By focusing on presenting a more authentic image and encouraging transparency, sororities everywhere can develop stronger communication strategies to better reflect sorority membership overall. These strategies aim to help create better recruitment strategies and create more confident new members. 
Conclusion
	All in all, this mixed methods study explored the main divide between sorority members’ expectations and their actual experiences. In addition, the media portrayal and outside influences were analyzed. By combining a survey, focus group, and content analysis, the research provided an understanding of the link between messages being shared and the messages are taken into real life experiences. Multiple research strategies ensured the findings were strengthened. The findings show that media often show sorority life as being aesthetic, focused on the looks, and not on the unfiltered reality that membership brings. Perception and experience have a big difference. By applying communication strategies to recruitment and sorority members using social media, a more transparent and realistic image of sororities can be portrayed to potential new members. The example of a communication message strategy demonstrates how realistic expectations can be integrated. The importance of careful communication strategies in sorority membership is crucial. These methods would create a better recruitment strategy and allow new members to make more informed and confident decisions. 
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