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browsing at a Kendra 
Scott trunk show 

• Sororities are a lucrative market for fashion brands 

• "It's a natural, human thing to want to belong" 

The Delta Zeta soror i ty house at the 
University o f Tennessee at Knoxvi l le 
is packed on a Friday i n September. 
It's parents' weekend, and chapter 
members are m i l l i n g about, many 
w i t h their mothers i n tow, to check 
out the c lothing a n d j e w e l r y o n 
display, i n c l u d i n g sorority-branded 
apparel and baubles b y K e n d r a Scott 
and L i s i L e r c h . 

I n the parlor, Cheyanne Harr ington 
greets a group of her sisters w i t h 
hugs and squeals. The 20-year-old 
j u n i o r - t a l l , b l o n d , and outfitted i n a 
banana-yellow dress accented b y a tur­
quoise necklace and gold earr ings-
is the campus representative for Lisi 
Lerch, a 15-year-old jewelry company. 
Harrington has alerted all o f sorority 
village, a total of 13 chapter houses and 
almost 650 young w o m e n , about her 
t r u n k show. She's selling tassel ear­
rings and necklaces i n cotton-candy 
p i n k , k i w i green, and other colors. 

H a r r i n g t o n sidles u p to one shopper 
who's t r y i n g to choose f r o m several 
designs o n display. " I d o n ' t t h i n k 
the metall ic ones are l ike, you, y o u 
know?" she says, t h e n points to a pair 
o f pale w h i t e earrings. The student is 
persuaded. "Here you go, sweetie," 
H a r r i n g t o n says, handing back a 
credit card after r i n g i n g u p the sale. 
" N o w I w a n t to take a p icture o f y o u 
for Snapchat." 

Kendra Scott and Lisi Lerch are 
among the many brands, inc luding 
L i l l y Pulitzer and V i n e y a r d Vines, 
that increasingly are focusing o n soror­
ities. Success w i t h just one group 
of sisters can be like str iking g o l d -
members share a signature fashion 
sense, b u i l t around a cluster of prod­
ucts and brands to w h i c h they're loyal. 
The most popular items are ubiqui­
tous along sorority r o w i n Knoxvil le, 
or Ithaca, N.Y., or Wil l iamsburg, Va.: 
J .Crew cardigans, L i l ly Pulitzer shift 
dresses, L o n g c h a m p totes, T o r y 
B u r c h ballet flats, L . L . B e a n duck 
boots, and B a r b o u r waxed jackets. 
Newer brands, such as apparel and' 
accessories retailer Southern T i d e 
and clothing and neckwear company 
S o u t h e r n P r o p e r , pop u p , too. 

There are more than 3,200 under­
graduate soror i ty chapters on more 
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t h a n 6oo college campuses 
that are part o f the National 
Panhellenic Conference, an 
umbrel la organization of 26 
U.S. sororities. The chapters 
have a tota l o f about 400,000 
active members and welcome 
more t h a n 100,000 initiates 
each year. 

Once a brand is picked up by 
a sorority, it spreads among the 
members, and then to other 
houses, even to other college 
campuses. "There's comfort i n 
looking the same," says Jennifer 
Baumgartner, a clinical psy­
chologist and author of You 
Are What You Wear: What Your 
Clothes Reveal About You. "It's a 
natural, human thing to want to 
belong, and one way we do that 
is to wear the same clothing." 

The sorori ty sisters also 
are seen as having sway 
over other w o m e n , inc lud­
ing their m o m s , w h o look to 
t h e m for fashion guidance. 
"They influence the purchase 
behavior of other consum­
ers," says Jeff F r o m m , co­
author of Marketing to Millennials. 
"Older consumers get their fashion 
clues f r o m people w h o are considered 
more fashionable." 

Setting trends w i t h i n the sisterhood 
and beyond is what j e w e l r y designer 
Lerch is banking o n . "It 's b u i l t - i n 
fashion camaraderie," she says. " I t 
spreads like wi ldf i re ." 

Growing up o n the Eastern Shore 
o f Maryland, Lerch and her family 
went to Tr iple Crown horse races, 
bastions of preppy American style. 
They attended polo matches i n the 
Hamptons and steeplechases i n 
Virginia. Fancy hats are a necessity 
at such events, so, after a b r i e f career 
o n Wall Street, Lerch started selling 
a l ine w i t h her name o n t h e m . W h e n 
she found herself spending more 
t ime i n j e w e l r y supply stores on the 
same block as the mil l ineries i n New 
York's garment distr ict , she started 
making necklaces. " I was selling so 
m u c h more j e w e l r y t h a n the hats," 
Lerch says. She went national w i t h her 
j e w e l r y business i n 2013. 

L.L.Bean boots $209 

J.Ciew cardigan $85 

w 
Longchamp tote $145 

This year, Lerch w i l l reach 
$1 m i l l i o n i n sales for the first 
t i m e , she says. Sales have 
more t h a n t r i p l e d each year 
since she started the busi­
ness, and it's n o w profitable, 
she says. 

Jewelry designer Scott 
founded her eponymous 
brand i n 2002. Sales were 
$1.7 m i l l i o n w h e n she opened 
her first shop i n Austin i n 
2010; today there are 48 stores 
across the U.S. The company 
expects $200 m i l l i o n i n 
revenue this year. 

Scott's signature i t e m s -
delicate gold and silver neck­
laces, earrings, and r i n g 
sets-are sold at her o w n 
stores and Bloomingdale's 
and Nordstrom depart­
ment stores. She attributes 
her success, i n part , to her 
pursui t o f college follow­
ers. Early o n she teamed 
w i t h sororities to host t r u n k 
shows and other events. Soon 
big chunks o f the crowds at 
college football games were 

wearing Kendra Scott earrings i n the 
home team's colors. As her customer 
base expands, Scott isn't abandon­
i n g the soror i ty shopper. I n Memphis 
i n early September, as the school year 
was getting started, the company took 
an Airstream trai ler filled w i t h mer­
chandise to the headquarters o f the 
Chi Omega sorority. 

Campus reps such as H a r r i n g t o n 
are key to the soror i ty strategy. Across 

the country, they sell everything f r o m 
Apple iPhones to Rockstar energy 
dr inks . Victoria's Secret Pink and Rent 
the Runway, w h i c h rents designer 
apparel and accessories, boast about 
the networks of reps they employ at 
colleges and universities i n j o b post­
ings on their websites. 

Lerch's search for new college reps 
starts each August. Her team sends 
e-mail appeals to potential candi­
dates and also relies o n Instagram 
and Snapchat to spread the message 
that the company is h i r i n g . Typically, 
campus reps w h o host a t r u n k show 
or open a b o o t h at an event w i l l get 
a cut o f the sales. The share depends 
o n the company; at Lisi Lerch, it's 
20 percent. 

This is Harrington's t h i r d gig rep­
resenting a b r a n d . Previously, she'd 
w o r k e d w i t h accessories label Neely 
by V N B , w h i c h sold items specifi­
cally chosen for college students, and 
resort wear retailer H i h o C a r i b b e a n . 

Selling merchandise is only a small 
part o f the j o b . H a r r i n g t o n often 
includes the b r a n d she works for o n 
her food, travel , and fashion blog 
and posts photos on Instagram and 
Snapchat. She hands out Lisi Lerch 
stickers at footbal l tailgates and talks 
up the label. The w o r k isn't just about 
earning money, she says-Harr ington 
wants to parlay the gigs i n t o some­
t h i n g bigger. She hopes one day to 
w o r k for a high-powered New York 
public-relations firm. 

" I ' m b laming Cheyanne i f m y m o m 
says anything about i t , " one Delta Zeta 
shopper says as she sorts t h r o u g h • 

More than 

College Spenders 

In the fall of 2015, 
of the almost 

24m 
undergraduates 
enrolled at U.S. colleges 
and universities,** 

56% 
were women 

Estimated stu 

8% y 

Cell phone or 
smartphone 

'40% 
Share of college 
students with at least 
one credit card 

2.9 
Times per month the 
average student visits 
a clothing store 

Í 

A the handful o f Lisi Lerch necklaces 
and earrings she just bought. Another 
soror i ty sister, her mother by her side, 
picks up an orange necklace. " H o w 
m u c h are these?" she asks. "Seventy-
eight dollars," H a r r i n g t o n says. The 
customer sighs, and H a r r i n g t o n 
throws i n a discount. " M o m ! " the 
g i r l pleads. " T w e n t y percent off!" 
—Kim Bhasin 

The bottom line The 400,000 active sorority 
members In the U.S. are a desirable market for 
brands such as Kendra Scott and Lilly Pulitzer. 


