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ABSTRACT: This paper discusses how Dr. Larry Nassar was able to sexually abuse 
hundreds of underage athletes for over twenty years while under the failed 
oversight of two organizations – United States of America Gymnastics USAG  
and Michigan State University MSU . The safety and risk mitigation systems – 
and the individuals who were responsible for implementing them - failed these 
athletes. There are lessons to be learned in order to prevent similar abuse from 
happening in the future.    

When medals and money matter more than stopping the worse sexual predator in sports of 
all time, two organizations – United States of America Gymnastics USAG  and Michigan 
State University MSU  – failed to protect the athletes in their charge.  The history of sexual 
predators in sports did not begin with Dr. Larry Nassar nor will it end with him. 

Organizational risk mitigation must be implemented at all levels of sports to prevent the 
Larry Nassars of the world from having access to children.  To clearly understand how this 
abuse happened, the first area to examine is how the USAG and MSU looked the other way 
when a sexual predator, Dr. Larry Nassar, was abusing female athletes.  It is important to 
evaluate the organizational structures that failed to stop this individual from continuing to 
abuse girls. Investigating when the abuse first began and determining why no one stopped 
him could help mitigate this kind of chronic abuse from occurring again in the future.  
Finally, the abuser himself must be evaluated - and how he came to have unfettered access 
to young athletes with little to no oversight.  

Clearly, those responsible for the safety of these athletes failed profoundly.  Sponsorships, 
medals and reputation were protected as were coaches, medical professionals, and the 
organization as a whole, but not the athletes. Understanding the history of sexual predators 
in sports and the way they groom their victims provides the information necessary to 
unravel Nassar’s deception, as well as the enablers who willingly or unwillingly either 
looked the other way or simply did not see the crimes.    

Youth sports has a history of sexual perpetration.  The Crimes Against Children Research 
Center reports, “one in five girls and one in 20 boys is a victim of child sexual abuse.”1 
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These figures are startling, but these conniving individuals find great success with children 
in sports as the parents are not always watching.  Schools have extensive background 
checks, but youth sports often have very little safeguards in place.  Many children are 
groomed by these pedophiles and the role of the coach presents a perfect authoritarian 
environment for both coaches and surrounding staff to groom these young victims.  
According to Deborah Serani, Psy.D., “Studies report about 7 percent of athletes both 
minors and young adults  are victims of sexual assault - with elite athletes having higher 
rates of sexual assault than lower-level athletes.”2 Coaches, trainers, athletic directors, and 
physical therapists are often in positions of power and authority, which can lead to 
implementation of grooming techniques to target young athletes.   

Serani outlines important points that bring to light the potential risk of sexual abuse by 
these individuals.3 First, when there are loose guidelines with unstructured or 
unsupervised practices, the risk of sexual exploitation is the greatest.  Youth athletics 
provides the environment for risk situations to be established, thereby enabling sexual 
predators to groom and manipulate their potential victims such as on the playing fields, in 
the locker rooms, and in the coach’s home or car.  Serani reports that “passive attitudes, 
non-intervention, denial and/or silence by people in position of power in sports culture 
increases the psychological harm of sex abuse for the athlete.”4  As will become evident, 
this passive attitude, non-intervention and the denial or silencing of those in power was 
exactly what allowed this predator to continue his behavior for so long. 

What organizations allowed this predator to sexually abuse these girls?  

The greatest sexual abuse scandal occurred at two organizations - USAG and MSU - for 20 
years.  USA Gymnastics was founded in 1963 and has grown to a membership of 148,000 
athletes that train at over 3,000 USAG member clubs.5  MSU is a part of the 62 Division I 
women’s gymnastics programs which each provide 12 head count scholarships.6  The vast 
majority of gymnasts who go on to compete in the NCAA rise through the USAG program. 

It is interesting that both of these organizations have policies that ensure athletes are not 
using sports enhancing drugs through routine drug testing.  Yet, there were no policies that 
were in place to protect athletes from sexual abuse.  Instead, the organizations protected 
the physician over the athletes, then proceeded with cover ups and failed to report to law 
enforcement.   

The structure of both of these organizations should have had risk mitigation procedures 
and policies in place that protected the athletes from sexual abuse.   At each NCAA 
university there are compliance officers who handle sex abuse allegations.7  Unfortunately, 
MSU failed to report any abuse to higher authorities.  USAG simply did not have any 
formalized structure or oversight for the medical treatment of the athletes on the National 
Team.  These individuals traveled to the Karolyi Ranch in Texas one week per month for 
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intense training, competition and selection camps.8  Their medical care was under the 
direction of Dr. Larry Nassar.9 

Who was this monster?  

 Dr. Larry Nassar was the team physician for USAG’s national team and the MSU athletic 
department.  In 1978, Nassar first started working with gymnasts as a student athletic 
trainer at a Michigan high school. By 1985 he received his kinesiology degree from 
University of Michigan. He joined USAG national team medical staff as an Athletic Trainer in 
1986. He then pursued his medical degree at Michigan State University in 1993 where he 
obtained his osteopathic medical degree. Nassar completed a family practice residency and 
was appointed National Medical Coordinator for USAG 1996. By 1997, he completed his 
sports medicine fellowship and became a team physician and assistant professor at MSU.10  
His training as a Doctor of Osteopathy involved learning intrarectal manipulation and 
intravaginal manual treatment techniques for pelvic floor muscular dysfunction and other 
pelvic disorders.  Those who potentially allowed Dr. Nassar to sexually abuse these athletes 
were coaches of club, collegiate and elite level gymnasts at both USAG and MSU.  
Additionally, medical professionals including the Dean of the College of Osteopathy at MSU 
as well as athletic trainers, seemed to fail to report the abuse when informed by the 
athletes.  Parents had left their children to be treated by Dr. Nassar, and some parents were 
even in the room during procedures.11  “Were these enablers complicit or simply conned by 
a master manipulator?”12 

When did the abuse first begin?   

The first occurrence of abuse goes all the way back to 1994 at which time a gymnast, who 
later became an Olympic medalist, alleged that Nassar sexually abused her over six years 
according to a lawsuit that she filed in 2016.13 The first report to others at MSU was in 
1997 by Larissa Boyce when she was 16 years old.  She reported to the head coach of the 
MSU gymnastic team, Kathy Klages, about feeling uncomfortable with digital penetration, 
but her concerns were dismissed.14 

Then in 1998 a softball player for MSU reported to multiple athletic trainers AT , as well 
as the head AT, that she was sexually assaulted with digital penetration.  They told her that 
she did not understand the medical procedure.15  According to an ESPN article by John 
Barr, the abuse continued unchecked at MSU until the spring of 2014.16  The dean of 
Michigan State's College of Osteopathic Medicine, Dr. William Strampel, was notified at 
home that a student had accused Nassar of having massaged her breasts and vaginal area at 
a clinic appointment with Nassar to evaluate her hip injury.17   The woman reported that 
she "felt violated."18 According to Barr, “Strampel told the detectives that he suspended 
Nassar from seeing patients indefinitely the following afternoon, and he let law 
enforcement and the school's Title IX office take over from there.”19 Once the Title IX office 
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cleared Nassar, Strampel thought the situation was resolved.  Unfortunately, this 
individual, who could have put a stop Dr. Nassar’s behavior, was guilty of similar behavior 
as well.  It was later discovered that Dr. Strampel was arrested for sexual harassment of a 
medical student at MSU.20 Thus, it is not surprising that Dr. Strampel never reported any of 
the sexual abuse allegations to Dr. Nassar’s immediate supervisor nor to the USAG. 

Nassar was allowed to return to work after the suspension with the requirement that his 
hands were to be gloved and an attendant be in the room during any procedures.21  
Unfortunately, Dr. Nassar’s immediate supervisor had no knowledge of the allegations or 
the basic requirements to which Nassar was required to adhere.22  After being cleared of 
this first official incident, Dr. Nassar was able to continue his abuse under the guise of 
performing a medical procedure.23 Could it be that USAG did not take due diligence to 
properly vet Dr. Nassar because he was on staff at MSU?  USAG allowed Dr. Nassar to have 
access to the athletes with no attendant and no other adult present.  He was able to 
continue grooming these athletes, who were under tremendous stress and strict diets 
related to their athletic performance.  Nassar become the “good cop” in a sea of extremely 
stressful training situations.  He took advantage of this setting by bringing snacks to their 
rooms where he would perform his special “medical procedure.”24 

In September 2016, in an Indianapolis Star report, “gymnast Rachael Denhollander and an 
anonymous former Olympic medalist publicly accused Nassar of sexual abuse.”25  This was 
coupled with the coach of national team gymnast Maggie Nichols overhearing Maggie 
describe her uncomfortableness with Nassar’s digital penetration while she was receiving 
medical treatment at the national training camp.26 Only after this was reported by Maggie’s 
coach to the USAG was an independent investigation initiated, and nearly seven weeks later 
the FBI was notified.27  It is fortunate that on the day that the FBI went to Nassar’s house, 
the trash had not been picked up on time; the FBI found a computer in the garbage from 
which tens of thousands of images of child pornography were discovered.28 No longer did 
Nassar’s “treatment” seem to be a legitimate medical procedure. Rather, it appeared to be 
sexual misconduct.  The athletes finally had a chance to be taken seriously. 

How did the organizational risk management structure fail?  

MSU did not establish appropriate oversight from the top. Dr. Strampel, the dean of the 
Osteopathic College, did not alert Dr. Nassar’s immediate supervisor to inform about the 
stipulations that were put in place to insure no abuse or allegations of abuse by Nassar 
could continue after the 2014 incident.  There was no communication with USAG that an 
investigation was underway at MSU and that Dr. Nassar had been temporarily suspended.  
In the late 1990’s, despite many individuals reporting the sexual abuse nature of Nassar’s 
treatments, neither the head gymnastic coaches nor the trainers ever went to law 
enforcement.  Michigan law does not require mandatory reporting for coaches, and the 
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reporting laws in various states are inconsistent.29  It was not until 2014 that an MSU 
official in their Title IX department was contacted and then followed up by contacting law 
enforcement.30 

The USAG association failed to have a female attendant present for all medical 
examinations and treatment performed by Dr. Nassar.31  There was no oversite board or 
system in place to evaluate medical documentation of the above referenced treatment, nor 
were they further reviewed by an independent board.  Since most of these athletes were 
minors, there was no informed consent signed by the patient’s parents or guardians 
discussing and consenting to the evaluation and treatment parameters.32     

Organizational risk management failures included internal fraud when Dr. Nassar’s 
associate removed patient files from the MSU sports medicine clinic.33  There were 
regulatory noncompliance risk management failures that primarily consisted of Nassar’s 
failure to follow standard medical practices of informed consent, parent notification of 
procedures to be performed, and use of gloved hands for procedures involving touching of 
sensitive areas as well as for intravaginal and intrarectal penetration.  Physical security risk 
management failure included no oversight to protect underage athletes while training at 
the Karolyi Ranch.34  The fact that Nassar was able to treat the girls in their cabins with no 
supervision35 is not only a risk to physical security but is also a system failure.  Gross 
misconduct by Nassar included having no attendant when performing examinations and 
treatments, no informed consent for either of these, and often no use of gloves on his hand.  
Conduct risk occurred when MSU gymnastics head coach Kathie Klages failed to alert 
authorities when she was approached by gymnasts of their concerns of sexual abuse36 
despite the fact that Michigan law does not delineate coaches among those designated as 
mandatory reporters.37  National legislation should be developed to include all individuals 
who are in contact with youth sports to be required to be mandatory reporters.   

Why did it go on so long and no one addressed or fixed the problem?   

Three major factors which allowed the sexual abuse to continue.   

1  No one oversaw Dr. Larry Nassar at MSU nor clearly at USAG, and no medical records 
were generated at USAG nor reviewed at MSU. There was no requirement for the presence 
of a female attendant nor glove usage with digital penetration of the vagina or rectum.   

2  Legitimate intravaginal and intrarectal manual therapies do exist for pelvic floor 
dysfunction.  As a result, Nassar was able to ward off attacks for quite some time because 
he was able to disguise his sexual abuse as being a legitimate medical procedure.   

3  It seems that USAG was more interested in medals and the money from sponsors to the 
extent that they were willing to ignore the numerous complaints of sexual abuse and defer 
contacting law enforcement.  One wonders if Nassar’s computer which contained child 
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pornography  had never been discovered in the trash by the FBI, then would these victims 
have ever been believed. 

How has this lack of risk management affected these two organizations?   

USAG has lost the majority of their sponsors and is now embroiled in multiple lawsuits.  It 
is uncertain if they will survive this scandal.  Their entire board was required to resign, and 
new management has been put in place.  The National Team has no direction nor central 
training facility.  They have adopted SAFESPORT oversight procedures, but much more has 
to be implemented for trust and sponsors to be restored.  MSU has already settled a law 
suit that will provide $500 million to those abused by Larry Nassar.38 

Where do we go from here?   

NCAA Sports:  Jackie Mynarski is the Associate Athletic Director of Compliance at the 
University of Washington, reports there is a well-established process in place for an athlete 
to report sexual abuse.39  As stated on the UW website, “Title IX protects people’s access to 
educational programs from discrimination based on sex. Sexual harassment can be a form 
of discrimination prohibited by Title IX”.40  According to Amanda Paye, Office of Risk 
Management, the University of Washington Police Department UWPD  and UWPD Victim 
Advocate are the two law enforcement avenues for reporting sexual abuse.41  All personnel 
are required to mandatorily report sexual abuse allegations.  Athletes can first contact 
Jackie Mynarski, who then alerts the Title IX department, which in turn contacts the UW 
police.42  University of Washington students are fortunate to have a strong oversight, but 
apparently MSU previously did not.  It is important to develop national laws that mandate 
all individuals who are in contact with young athletes be required to report sexual abuse.  
There should be no gray area.   

USAG: Develop a board consisting of the following individuals: physicians among the 
following specialties – one from physical medicine, one from general practice, an AT, a PT, 
two lay people and one athlete.  This board would select the national medical coordinator 
for USAG and approve all support medical staff.  The medical board should have oversight 
on the policies and procedures for the healthcare needs of the athletes.43  SAFESPORT 
should be implemented as an integral part of risk mitigation procedures for USAG.  
SAFESPORT is the policing body of the US Olympic Committee with the following 
statement: “Our mission is to make athlete well-being the centerpiece of our nation's sports 
culture”.44 Their website further states, “All athletes deserve to participate in sports free 
from bullying, hazing, sexual misconduct or any form of emotional or physical abuse”.45  

The gymnasts and their parents should be provided with a workshop to discuss the chain 
of command for reporting abuse with a system in place that protects their child’s privacy 
and physical, emotional and mental wellbeing.  The workshop should educate them in what 
is required of medical personnel regarding informed consent, what is sexual misconduct or 
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abuse versus what is a true medical treatment.  All minor aged athletes should have any 
medical procedures cleared through their parents/guardians unless there is a life threating 
situation where they must be transported for emergency situations.  Workshops should 
also be provided for coaches to understand the parameters necessary for creating a safe 
sport environment and how to detect grooming from a sexual predator.    

Sponsorships, medals and reputation were protected as were coaches, medical 
professionals and the organizations, but not the athletes.   These young athletes were 
victimized by Dr. Nassar, and they were also victimized by the very organizations that were 
supposed to protect them.  Dr. Nassar is in prison for the remainder of his life, but there 
could be others lurking.  Parents must be vigilant and not worry about speaking up about 
abuse. They should not be threatened that their child will not make the team; not playing 
may hurt, but sexual abuse will scar their child for life.  Speak up!  
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