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Nassar Case Analysis

For many years, major universities in the United States have struggled with large
scale sexual assault allegations. Most recently, Michigan State University has come under fire
for a series of allegations spanning two decades against Larry Nassar.! Due to countless
media missteps, including insensitive comments and withholding information, Michigan
State has become a negative example for organizations in similar states of crisis. Their
prestige and sizable endowment have left many people wondering just how an institution
with access to countless resources could create such a public relations mess.

Michigan State University was founded in 1855 as a land grant institution in Lansing,
Michigan’s state capital. They are a school of significant fame as a part of the Big Ten
conference with 49,809 enrolled students in Fall 2019 and an estimated 634,300 living
alumni.” Following the Nassar trial in 2018, application rates dropped by 8.3%, a relatively
high rate when compared to institutions facing similar crises, despite showing a steady
increase during the prior seven years.’ A spokesperson for Michigan State attributed the drop

in applicants to demographic changes and visa issues for their large population of
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international students when ESPN reached out for a statement.* Michigan State also
advertised the 2018 entering class as “largest and most diverse [class] in the school’s
history”, but ESPN reported that they admitted 77.7% of applicants rather than the 65.7% in
2016.°

The first indications of trouble came for Michigan State University in May 2014,
when they were named one of fifty-five higher education institutions under investigation by
the federal Office of Civil Rights “for possible violations of federal law over the handling of
sexual violence and harassment complaints”.® No definitive results of the investigation are
available, but some news sources have reported that the first discussions of Nassar’s sexual
misconduct also began in 2014.” Allegations against Nassar date all the way back to 1992,
though, when he was a medical student at Michigan State University, but this incident was
not officially reported until 2017.% He was named team physician for Michigan State

gymnastics and began to work as an assistant professor in 1997, this was also the year of the
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first complaint against Nassar, addressed by a parent to Kathryn Geddert, coach of Twistars
USA Gymnastics Club.’ Later, Geddert would face a lawsuit for failing to report the claims.
In 1999, a Michigan State athlete told the program staff that she was sexually
assaulted while receiving treatment from Nassar and was dismissed with the statements that
Nassar was “an Olympic doctor” and “knew what he was doing”.'® Similar reports and
responses were reported by victims in the following years. In 2004, Nassar began soliciting
child pornography and received over a thousand images until a federal investigation in 2016.
"' During the same year, the first report against Nassar was made to the Meridian Township
Police Department but was never sent to prosecutors after Nassar defended the treatment with
a PowerPoint presentation to the police.'? The next official reports were seen in 2014 when a
Michigan State graduate reported sexual assault by Nassar to Dr. Jeff Kovan of the MSU
Sports Medicine Clinic. Lou Anna Simon, president of Michigan State University at the time,
was made aware of the complaint and police report but was not aware that Nassar was the
perpetrator.'® Nassar was allowed to continue treating patients at the clinic for sixteen months

while the MSU Police Department was investigating, despite the university’s ability to
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suspend any employee under criminal investigation.' In July 2015, the MSU Police
Department turned the investigation over to the Ingham County Prosecutor’s Office with the
recommendation that Nassar be charged with sexual assault, but he was cleared of
wrongdoing."

Nassar was a renowned doctor, USA Gymnastics gave him countless awards and he
was inducted into the Michigan State University.'® People valued his opinions, athletes felt
honored to be treated by him, and figures of authority were willing to go to incredible lengths
to protect that prestige. Dr. William Strampel, former dean of the College of Osteopathic
Medicine at Michigan State, was appointed to oversee Nassar’s clinic after the allegations in
2014. In an email to Nassar, he addressed the issues by advising Nassar to “...be sure that
there is little to no skin to skin contact when in these regions...” and be sure to better explain
the procedure to the patient.'” Dr. Strampel was charged in March 2018 with felony
misconduct in office and criminal sexual conduct with a student and storing nude photos of
students on his computer.'® These charges were a significant challenge to Michigan State’s

image, as Dr. Strampel played a significant role in the steps that the university took to address
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preliminary complaints against Nassar. Continued charges against the staff of Michigan State
University showed the public that the problems of covering up sexual assault allegations were
not solely based around Nassar, they indicated an institutional value of prestige over truth.

News of Nassar’s crimes first broke in the Indianapolis Star on September 12, 2016.
Rachel Denhollander came forward in an interview with the newspaper about the charges she
filed with MSU Police because she was concerned that USA Gymnastics might be aware of
Nassar’s assault of the gymnasts.'” This was the first of a series of coverage that allowed the
case to spiral out of Michigan State’s control before the trial began. Nassar was fired four
days after the news story broke, but they had already lost the chance to speak first on the
charges. Jason Cody, Michigan State’s spokesman at the time, was reluctant to share
information and spoke entirely on Nassar’s violations of the university’s “employment
requirements”, which he also did not clearly define.?® Cody’s avoidance of speaking directly
on the allegations was not wise in the face of strong emotions that other news sources were
publishing. Michigan State set the tone for future statements to be cold and unwelcoming to
Nassar’s victims and ultimately hindered how its reparation efforts would be perceived by the
country.

In many ways, it is still unclear who knew what and when they knew it, but it is
undeniable that several administrators at Michigan State University were made aware of
Nassar’s actions through the years and failed to take appropriate action. Their first response

to the allegations going public was not well researched or executed. During the most vital

part of the media coverage when the information was uncertain and accusations were
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escalating, officials from Michigan State withheld information, avoided blame, and even
outright lied. President Lou Anna Simon said in an early letter to the college community,
“We believe the evidence will show that no MSU official believed that Nassar committed
sexual abuse prior to newspaper reports in late summer 2016.”*' This statement was carefully
phrased to avoid explicitly stating that Michigan State was unaware of the allegations, but the
evidence has still shown that officials were well aware of the abuse, including Simon herself.
In November 2018, after resigning under pressure in January, Simon was charged with two
felonies and two misdemeanor counts of obstructing information from the police.*

Before her resignation, President Simon made a series of mistakes in her handling of
the media and statements directed at victims. Her first proper statement to the campus
community was not issued until February 3, 2017, months after the news first broke, and this
was also the first time that Michigan State outlined the steps that it was taking to remedy the
situation.”® The statement should have been issued within days of the media coverage, the
months of silence on the action that they planned to take allowed time for the outrage to
build. Most of Michigan State’s initial official response to the crisis centered around her,
which may indicate a lack of proper research into handling scandals in higher education.
They should have better assessed what figures have the highest levels of trust within their
college community and from outside stakeholders in order to be more intentional with the

faces delivering reassurances.
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Even the Michigan State Board of Trustees noted a “general sentiment that M.S.U.
has avoided being transparent or, worse, that it might be involved in a cover-up” when they
requested Michigan Attorney General Bill Schuette to conduct an official inquiry.* A
statement of lack of confidence from the Board of Trustees did not reflect well on Michigan
State at all and indicates a lack of institution-wide cohesion when planning their response to
the crisis. Despite this, the board maintained support for Simon amidst calls all the way from
the State Legislators to the college newspaper for her resignation.”> Nassar’s case and
sentencing had gained nationwide attention, as Judge Rosemarie Aquilina allowed over 150
young women to directly address Nassar, and the entire process was live-streamed.?® Many of
these women called Michigan State out for concealing reports and mishandling early
accusations, increasing the public’s outrage. At this point, the public had made it clear that
they no longer held any trust for Simon as the leader of Michigan State, meaning that the
college would need to be very careful in their next choice of a communicator.

Once again, though, Michigan State’s research and planning fell flat, as they
appointed former Michigan governor John Engler to the position of interim president roughly
a week after Nassar was sentenced to 40-175 years in prison.”” Engler started strong, with an

emotional letter to the campus community outlining his intentions for holding everyone
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accountable for sexual assault and harassment immediately following his appointment.*® By
April, though, it was apparent that Engler too was engaged in questionable discussions about
the allegations. Kaylee Lorincz, a survivor of Nassar’s abuse, accused Engler at a Michigan
State board meeting of privately offering her $250,000 to drop her lawsuit against the college.
» Engler released a statement that is available on MSU’s website claiming “Our memories
and interpretations of the March 28 meeting are different than hers.”*® The statement is
offered without context on the website. Vice President Carol Viventi also found herself
facing backlash after an email sent out to the board disparaging survivors of Nassar was made
public.’! Like Engler’s, her apology is also available on MSU’s website without context,
along with several more for various public comments and emails from Engler over the rest of
his term. This choice suggests that Michigan State was still refraining from total transparency
toward the actions of its employees. Also at this meeting, Engler referred to the actions of Dr.
Strampel by saying, “Oh that was no big deal, just a slap on the butt.”** Protestors at the
meeting were furious, but this would not be the last time that Engler would belittle the
experiences of survivors of abuse from Michigan State’s employees.

At the same time as the Nassar case was gaining traction in the media, the #MeToo
movement had begun on social media, encouraging women to tell their stories of sexual

assault. One former Olympic gymnast, McKayla Maroney, posted a #MeToo story about
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Nassar on Twitter that gained widespread attention and lead to more Olympic gymnasts
posting their stories.* In January 2019, Engler was answering questions on record for The
Detroit News when he made a comment that finally ended his relative success during his
troubled tenure as interim president: "It's very tough," Engler said. "You’ve got people, they
are hanging on and this has been ... there are a lot of people who are touched by this,
survivors who haven’t been in the spotlight. In some ways, they have been able to deal with
this better than the ones who’ve been in the spotlight who are still enjoying that moment at
times, you know, the awards and recognition. And it’s ending. It’s almost done.”** He was
attempting to explain the struggles that leaders like him had faced during the Nassar trials,
but this comment was widely received as accusing survivors of benefiting from and enjoying
their experience. The delivery of these comments on record shows a lack of media training
and monitoring from Michigan State’s public relations employees. After all of the challenges
that they had faced due to insensitive claims from former officials, they should have been
very cautious of allowing Engler to make comments on behalf of the university. Michigan
State also could have learned from their former blunders with Simon when to remove a
prominent figure.

Overall, Michigan State University seems to have not followed the R.A.C.E. process,
but no communications plan is available for public access, and the university has declined to
release any plans regarding the Nassar crisis, so they can only be evaluated through external
observation. As far as research, Michigan State’s strategy shows a definite lack of

understanding of the needs and preferences of their audience. They would have benefited
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from in-depth research of what figures the various stakeholders find trustworthy to use for
delivering messages, as well as research into the history and temperament of candidates for
significant figures before assigning them to be conveyors of information. Michigan State’s
choices indicate a lack of goal setting, they seemed to only be reacting to each immediate
crisis as it became a problem, rather than proactively addressing issues before other media
sources. This lead to a series of statements and changes in leadership that further damaged
their reputation, showing unsuccessful action and planning on behalf of the university.
Michigan State should have created a long term strategy for addressing Nassar as soon as
charges were released, including a sensitive and honest statement before other news sources
began reporting. With proper planning and research, they could have avoided many of the
later changes in leadership and unsuccessful apologies.

Because of the lack of preliminary work, Michigan State University was also
unsuccessful in the communication and relationship building aspect of their campaign.
Countless news articles have been written criticizing their response to the crisis, and the
general consensus seems to be that Michigan State lost respect from their peers and
consumers. As far as evaluation, Michigan State also declined to release information or
comment on the effectiveness of their communication strategies during the crisis. External
indicators of Michigan State’s failure include a settlement of $500,000 mandated by the
courts for their role in concealing Nassar’s assaults and the 8.3% drop in applicants.®
Michigan State University could have and should have done many things differently, and

now they will serve as a case study for what not to do in a crisis situation.

35 Levenson, E. (2018, May 17). Michigan State University reaches $500 million settlement with
Larry Nassar victims. Retrieved from
https://www.cnn.com/2018/05/16/us/larry-nassar-michigan-state-settlement/index.html
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