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MEMBERSHIP IN FRATERNITIES AND SORORITIES, DEPRESSION,
AND SUICIDAL IDEATION!

RACHAEL RIDGWAY, CONNIE TANG, anp DAVID LESTER
The Richard Stockton College of New Jersey

Summary.—College student membership in fraternities/sororities may have
positive or negative effects on their behavior. This study investigated the relation-
ships between fraternity /sorority membership, depression, and suicidal behav-
ior. 293 undergraduate students (232 women, 61 men; M age=22.6yr, SD=1.5,
range =18-24; 127 sorority sisters, 35 fraternity brothers) from a rural state college
participated in the study. Depression, self-esteem and perceived social support
were measured with the Beck Depression Inventory, the Rosenberg Self-esteem
Scale, and the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support, respectively.
Depression and suicidal ideation correlated negatively with self-esteem and per-
ceived social support, but were not correlated with membership in fraternities/
sororities.

In the study of suicidal behavior, college undergraduate students are
frequently used as participants in research out of convenience (Lester,
1969). Yet researchers rarely study college-related variables as predictors
of suicidal ideation (Lamis & Lester, 2011). Rather, the students are used
to test general theories of suicide, such as the role of hopelessness or feel-
ing of defeat and entrapment (Lester, 2012). Lester (2013) reported a pre-
liminary study of the association of college-related variables with suicidal
ideation in which students living on campus had higher depression scores
and were more likely to report suicidal ideation than those living at home
with their parents.

Self-esteem in college students is associated with variables such as
gender, body satisfaction, and romantic relationship status (Pettijohn, Na-
ples, & McDermott, 2010). Self-esteem is also associated with measures of
loneliness and hopelessness (McWhirter, 1997; Chioqueta & Stiles, 2007),
while depression and suicidal ideation are associated with loneliness and
the perception of low levels of social support (Chioqueta & Stiles, 2007;
Li, Lin, & Hsiu, 2011).

One way that students can reduce their feelings of loneliness is by
joining a social group on campus such as a fraternity or sorority. Join-
ing these groups can help students build new friendships and connec-
tions and facilitate feelings of acceptance by the members (Taylor, 2010),

'Address enquiries to Connie Tang, Ph.D., Psychology Program, The Richard Stockton Col-
lege of New Jersey, 101 Vera King Farris Drive, Galloway, NJ 08205-9441 or e-mail (connie.
tang@stockton.edu).

DOI 10.2466/17.12.PR0.114k28w4 ISSN 0033-2941



FRATERNITY /SORORITY MEMBERSHIP AND DEPRESSION 967

but negative attributes have also been associated with these organiza-
tions (Wells & Corts, 2008); e.g., membership in fraternities / sororities was
found to be associated with eating disorders in men (Piquero, Fox, Pi-
quero, Capowich, & Mazerolle, 2010) but not in women (Allison & Park,
2004). McCabe, Schulenberg, Johnston, O'Malley, Bachman, and Kloska
(2005) found that members of sorority or fraternal organizations engage
more often in heavy drinking. However, there is no research on depres-
sion in college students who are members of fraternities and sororities
compared to those who are not members.

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relationship
between fraternity /sorority membership and students' perceived sup-
port, self-esteem, and depression. It was predicted that membership ina
fraternity / sorority would be associated with higher perceived social sup-
port and self-esteem and lower depression and suicidal ideation.

METHOD

Participants

Undergraduate students (N =293; 232 women, 61 men; M age=22.6yr.,
SD=1.5, range 18-24) from a rural state college participated in the study.
At the time of the study, the college had 6,481 students, of whom 42% were
male and 4% were members of fraternities and sororities. Of the 293 par-
ticipants, 127 were sorority sisters and 35 were fraternity brothers. The
study was approved by the Institutional Review Board, and all partici-
pants gave their informed consent.

Measures

Depression was measured with the Beck Depression Inventory. This
scale contains 21 items (e.g., “I feel sad much of the time”), each scored
on a four-point scale (1-4). This scale has been used widely and found to
have good reliability and validity (Reinecke & Franklin-Scott, 2005). One
item on the inventory assesses current suicidal ideation. The depression
score was calculated from the remaining 20 items, so that the scores on
the suicide item could be analyzed separately. The range of possible de-
pression scores is 20-80. The mean score for the present sample was 30.11
(SD=9.63), and Cronbach's o was .93.

Self-esteem was assessed with the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (Rosen-
berg, 1965). It is a 10-item measure (e.g., “At times I think I am no good
at all”) answered on a four-point Likert-type scale with anchors 1: Strong-
ly agree and 4: Strongly disagree. The range of possible scores is 10-40.
Griffiths, Beumont, Giannakopoulos, Russell, Schotte, Thornton, et al. (1999)
have found the scale to have both strong construct and convergent validi-
ty. The mean score for the present sample was 36.99 (SD=7.44), and Cron-
bach's o was .89.
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Perceived social support was measured with the Multidimensional Scale
of Perceived Social Support (Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988). It is
a 12-item inventory (e.g., “I can talk about my problems with my fami-
ly”) answered on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1: Very strongly
agree and 7: Very strongly disagree. It contains the three subsections fami-
ly, friends, and significant others. Total scores can range from 12 to 84. This
measure has good reliability and validity (Basol, 2008). The mean score for
the present sample was 64.85 (SD=15.79), and Cronbach's o was .93.

Procedure

The survey was conducted online, and students in psychology cours-
es were offered extra credit for their voluntary participation. In order to
increase participation by members of fraternities and sororities, requests
were sent to the Greek organizations on campus asking their members to
participate. A questionnaire asking for the students' age, sex, and mem-
bership in fraternities/sororities was placed on the college's online sys-
tem. After providing their demographic details, the students completed
the three self-report inventories.

Resurts

Neither the sex nor the age of the students was associated with any
of the scores. Depression scores were significantly correlated with self-es-
teem scores (r=-.71, df=291, p=.001, Cohen's d=2.02) and perceived so-
cial support (r=-.53, df=291, p<.001, d=1.25), but not with membership
in fraternities / sororities (point-biserial »=.004, df=291).

Suicidal ideation was significantly correlated with social support (r=—.46,
df=291, p<.001, d=0.92), self-esteem (r=—.49, df=291, p<.001, d=1.12), and
depression (r=.65, df=291, p<.001, d=1.71), but not with membership in fra-
ternities /sororities (point-biserial r=-.006, df=291). The pattern of results
was the same for both the men and the women considered separately.

Multiple regressions using age, sex, membership in fraternities/so-
rorities, and perceived social support scores to predict self-esteem, depres-
sion, and suicidal ideation scores all found that membership in fraterni-
ties/sororities played no significant role (standardized beta coefficients
for membership in fraternities /sororities ranged from —0.01 to 0.00). The
hypothesis was not supported: membership in fraternities/sororities was
not associated with self-esteem, depression or suicidal ideation.

DiscussioN
The results of the present study confirmed previous research indi-
cating that self-esteem and social support are correlated negatively with
depression and suicidal ideation (Lester, 2000). However, membership
in fraternities and sororities was not associated with either depression
or suicidal ideation. Incidentally, for the total sample, depression scores
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were significantly associated with lower self-esteem and less social sup-
port. Thus, the results of the present study do not lend support to the hy-
pothesis guiding the study that membership in fraternities and sororities
would be associated with better mental health. It may be that the advan-
tages of belonging to a fraternity (e.g., becoming a member of large social
group) or sorority are balanced by the drawbacks (e.g., engaging in risky
behavior or the stress of obtaining membership in these groups). Further
research is needed to explore these factors.

A limitation of this study is that the fraternities and sororities at the
college studied did not possess residential houses. All the students at this
college lived primarily in the college dormitories and apartments or at
home. It may be that research at colleges where the fraternities and sorori-
ties have residences in which the members live would find results differ-
ent from the present results. The authors did not study the frequency of
engagement in fraternity and sorority activities, and it would of interest
in future research to include other extracurricular activities besides be-
longing to a fraternity /sorority. The use of single items measures for past
suicidal behavior is also a limitation, and future research could use multi-
item measures of suicidal behavior. In addition, current suicidal ideation
could be measured separately from depression.
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