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Institutional Failure and Sexual Abuse: The Case of Larry Nassar
[bookmark: _GoBack]For nearly thirty years, a reputable doctor took advantage of his status as an instrument of abuse. Larry Nassar was a national medical coordinator of USA Gymnastics as well as a faculty physician at Michigan State University, where he earned a reputation as a caring and dedicated doctor to some of the most elite athletes in America. Under this artificially created image, however, Nassar, in the name of valid medical procedures, proceeded to sexually abuse hundreds of girls and young women. Being initially publicly disclosed by The Indianapolis Star in 2016, the scandal eventually turned out to have widespread institutional failures within USA Gymnastics, Michigan State University, the United States Olympic Committee, and the FBI, all reporting warnings that they failed to effectively act upon. The paper will explore the background of Larry Nassar, the nature and extent of his sexual crimes, his motives, and offender typology, and the criminal, institutional, and public responses following his exposure.
Background
The evolution of Larry Nassar as a respected sports medicine professional to the individual who perpetrates one of the largest sexual abuse scandals in American sports history took over decades. Institutional trust, professional authority, and a meticulously created public image also allowed him to engage in such actions. Nassar had previously been involved in gymnastics, starting in 1978 as a volunteer student athletic trainer to work with the women's team of the North Farmington High School (Piccotti, 2023). In 1985, he also graduated with a degree in kinesiology at the University of Michigan and then went on to graduate at Michigan State University in the College of Osteopathic Medicine in 1993 (Piccotti, 2023). He was named an assistant professor in sport medicine at the College of Osteopathic Medicine at MSU in 1997 after completing a fellowship in sports medicine (Piccotti, 2023). There, he co-authored a number of peer-reviewed articles on gymnastics-related injuries, which gave him credibility in his academic credentials and professional legitimacy (McPhee & Dowden, 2018).
Nassar’s influence extended far beyond academia. In 1986, he joined the USA Gymnastics national team, where he worked and rose to national medical coordinator, a position that he held for nearly two decades (Udowitch, 2020). His appearance at the Atlanta Olympics in 1996, when he treated injured gymnast Kerri Strug, helped to solidify his image of a hard-working and caring doctor (Udowitch, 2020). This reputation was not grown accidentally. Nassar placed himself as a positive role model in the strict and challenging environment of top-tier gymnastics. His survivors often referred to him as the good cop- some stranger who was willing to listen, to reassure, and even to seem really interested in the well-being of their survivors (McPhee and Dowden, 2018). At the Twistars Gymnastics Club, where he worked under Coach John Geddert, he further developed this persona by serving as an emotional backup system to athletes, which increased their mental dependence on him (Udowitch, 2020). This relationship led to unclear lines of care and control and thus made his actions seem justifiable.
Such a nurtured image enabled Nassar to establish a level of trust, not only with athletes but also with parents, coaches, and institutional authorities. He also had simultaneous positions in USA gymnastics, Michigan state university, twistars, and Holt High School that created overlapping networks that shielded him against scrutiny (McPhee & Dowden, 2018). Such patterns, according to Mancini (2021), are typical of preferential child molesters, who apply social competence and professional authority to get access to victims. More importantly, Nassar's grooming was not only limited to individuals but also to institutions themselves. A culture of trust, where allegations appeared far-fetched, was embraced by parents, colleagues, and administrators. Initial issues, such as reports brought before MSU coach Kathie Klages as early as 1997, were either overlooked or mishandled. The subsequent Ropes and Gray investigation found these failures to be systemic, especially in observing grooming behaviors (McPhee and Dowden, 2018). The extent of his abuse was revealed only after investigative reporting by The Indianapolis Star in September 2016, which was followed by widespread testimony of his survivors (NPR, 2016). All in all, the history of Nassar shows how power, trust, and free flow of access can facilitate prolonged abuse.
The Sexual Assaults of Larry Nassar
On August 4, 2016, when the Indianapolis Star was the first to publish an investigation into the systematic failure of USA Gymnastics to disclose abuse allegations, the public exposure of the crimes committed by Larry Nassar began. Rachael Denhollander, a former gymnast, turned out to be the first victim to publicly attest as having been victimized, and the effect was truly a sudden wave: within weeks, another half or more victims came into the spotlight, and the number would then keep climbing exponentially (Udowitch, 2020). The fact that a survivor called a newspaper, and not the institution calling law enforcement, finally ended the career of Nassar, shows how badly the system had failed. Because Nassar, as a person offender, was the dominant topic of media coverage, according to Smith and Pegoraro (2020), the institutional circumstances under which decades of abuse took place, however, stayed largely in the background of this coverage.
At the core of his method was a fabricated treatment he called "intravaginal adjustment," presented to athletes, parents, and administrators as a legitimate osteopathic technique. He aligned his reasons to the presenting injury of each athlete: pelvic manipulation to hip issues, pressure-point work to back problems, internal massage to hamstring problems (McPhee and Dowden, 2018). This was not an opportunistic improvisation, but a carefully rehearsed system of committing penetrative sexual assault under clinical cover. Survivors universally retold that Nassar never put on gloves, never received informed consent, and there was no clinical documentation - red flags that different institutions received and chose to disregard (McPhee & Dowden, 2018).
The emotional and physical damage was critical and permanent. According to survivor testimonies, victims reported agonizing pain of up to thirty minutes, acute shock, and profound confusion, an inability to align their physical experience with their faith in a physician of the caliber of Nassar (McPhee and Dowden, 2018). Of special concern was his habit of attacking victims in the presence of parents sitting in the same room and placing himself between the parent and child to conceal his hands. It is specifically due to the presence of a parent that survivors later testified to a disoriented sense of safety (McPhee & Dowden, 2018). His victims included estimated victims molested over 800 times, a family friend who was six years old and was abused in his home, and also the elite Olympians who were treated in international competitions (Piccotti, 2023). The long-term effects encompass lifelong trust issues, panic attacks, eating disorders, and self-harm, as well as suicidal ideation (McPhee and Dowden, 2018).
The offences of Nassar went beyond immediate attack. Federal investigators charged him with child pornography and recovered over 37,000 pictures and videos of child sexual abuse material the following month, found in hard drives discarded in his trash (Udowitch, 2020). In December 2017 and January and February 2018, he was sentenced to 60-years in federal prison, and 40-175 and 40-125 years in state prison, respectively (Department of Justice, 2017; Udowitch, 2020). Mancini (2021) describes the demographic consistency of his victims, wealthy and mostly young female athletes over whom he exercised both medical and institutional control, as a hallmark of preferential child molesters, whose offending is not marked by situational opportunity but by stable directed sexual interest.
Motivations for the Sexual Assault
The explanation of what Larry Nassar offended can be viewed through a multifaceted approach, which includes offender typologies, cognitive processes, and facilitating environments. His conduct cannot be explained by a simple cause; on the contrary, it was the result of an interplay of persisting sexual interest in children, tactical exercise of professional power, and institutional factors that permitted recurrent abuse. These factors interacted over almost thirty years, demonstrating how the personal incentive and structural possibility mutually enhanced each other.
A useful starting point is the distinction between fixated and regressed offenders. Based on the typology of Groth and Birnbaum (1978), Mancini (2021) describes fixated people as individuals whose sexual interest in children is steady and long-lasting, and is often accompanied by compulsive behaviors and extreme grooming. Nassar is very much compatible with this profile. His abuse was regular, systematic, and systematically targeted to a particular group of people, that is, young female athletes over a longer duration of time. This trend implies a highly embedded preference, as opposed to contingent or expediency action. His grooming, including building a level of trust with athletes and expressing his persona as a supportive individual, were conscious choices that made it easy to be in control. This level of consistency is the reason to think that his motivation was long-term and systematic; hence, no external intervention can be as effective without being decisive.
Additional perspectives are provided by the preferential offender typology, which focuses on victim-selection preference and calculated access. Mancini (2021) remarks that preferential offenders tend to be socially competent, have stable careers, and employ purposeful tactics when approaching victims. Nassar is an example of such a model. The planning and intentionality are evidenced by his professional status, long-term access to athletes, and possession of child sexual abuse material. Within this framework, his behavior most closely resembles the “seductive” subtype, in which offenders create an illusion of care and emotional connection (Mancini, 2021). He developed dependency by assuring his positioning as an ally, thus concealing his exploitation. This emphasises the fact that he was not only motivated by needing to satisfy his sexual desires but also by wanting to have control, which he did through his use of trust and emotional manipulation.
The medical setting that Nassar worked with was the key to his approach and his drive. Mountjoy (2019) stresses that his credibility as a physician to gain legitimate access to the bodies of the patients gave him a chance to exploit this access, framing abuse as treatment. He has made assault normal through medical practices, which allowed him to normalize inappropriate contact and minimize the chances that he would be caught. It was an environment that not merely covered up his actions but actively facilitated them by giving him the power to ask questions. The fact that he could portray the concept of legitimate care enabled him to shape professional trust as a means of perpetual abuse.
Cognitive distortions also played a key role in maintaining his behavior. Mancini (2021) describes that offenders usually defend their behavior with the help of beliefs that help to reduce harm or reconstruct abuse as the means of self-defense. Such distortions can be seen in the claims by Nassar that his acts were medically necessary. These rationalizations had an internal role in supporting his actions and an external role in supporting trust in the victims and institutions.
Lastly, the Routine Activities Theory places his actions more in a larger context. His offenses, as Wellman et al. (2021) state, were the product of a willing criminal, opportunity, and lack of effective guardianship. Young athletes were indoctrinated to follow authority, and institutions have consistently failed to take action. This intersection shows that the motivations of Nassar were fated by the environment that consistently offered him an opportunity to perpetrate an offense.
Response to the Sexual Assault
The reaction to the crimes of Larry Nassar was marked initially by systemic failure and then by excessive legal and social retribution. For years, credible allegations were raised within multiple organizations, yet decisive action was repeatedly absent (Abrams & Potts, 2020). This enabled the perpetration of the abuse and preservation of the professional position of Nassar, which showed that the response in the early stages was based on the need to protect the institutional reputation and not accountability.
Initial handling of complaints reveals how formal safeguards were undermined. In 2014, a Title IX complaint was filed at Michigan State University by Amanda Thomashow, who reported having been sexually assaulted during a medical appointment (Kitchener, 2018). The inside university investigation was in the finding that there had been no misconduct, encasing the situation as a misunderstanding of the medical procedure (McPhee & Dowden, 2018). Nevertheless, the procedure was significantly dependent upon people who were affiliated with the professional environment of Nassar, which doubted the independence of the procedure and the nature of prejudices represented therein. This violation was not simply procedural but structural, which allowed him to keep practicing and mistreating patients even after a formal allegation had been documented.
A similar pattern emerged within USA Gymnastics. In 2015, when the concerns were reported, senior leadership responded by clamping down on disclosure and focusing on confidentiality rather than initiating immediate protective actions. Instead of addressing the allegations as pressing safeguarding concerns, the organization prioritized the control of information and minimization of reputational harm (McPhee & Dowden, 2018). This practice is indicative of a larger institutional culture where the interest of the organization was placed first over the interest of the athlete, which solidified the circumstances that made abuse possible.
Systemic weaknesses were also revealed through the response of the law enforcement. It has been reported that there are delays in reporting the allegations to the federal authorities and that there is no sense of urgency when the case came to light (Smith & Pegoraro, 2020). Following inquiries, it was determined that these delays allowed Nassar to keep violating students at a time when corrections could have been made. Lack of coordination and accountability among agencies that dealt with the safety of the people directly caused the escalation of injuries.
The qualitative turning point became undoubtedly evident in 2016 due to public revelation. Investigative journalism had drawn the charges into the mainstream arena, where they became the target of a flood of revelations by survivors themselves, as well as institutions, being placed under the microscope. Nassar was suspended, then terminated by MSU, and charged with first-degree criminal sexual conduct in November 2016 (Udowitch, 2020). This change highlights the significance of external review in creating responsibility in the event of failure of internal systems.
The criminal process turned out to be a prominent event of acknowledgment of the victims. Nassar received lengthy federal and state sentences after pleading guilty to multiple charges. In the actual sentencing hearings in 2018, over one hundred and fifty survivors gave an impact statement, which described the abuse and its consequences over the years (Smith & Pegoraro, 2020). These testimonies turned the courtroom into a site of social recognition, forming a collective documentary of experiences that had long since been overlooked. Through the hearings, law responses proved to be able to offer validation and visibility in addition to punishment.
The larger implications poured over to institutional reform and accountability to the people. Organizations faced leadership resignations, financial settlements, and lasting reputational damage. New policies and legislation have been introduced to enhance reporting standards and other measures to protect athletes. These reforms are indications of the realization that the abuse was not only caused by personal misconduct but also by systemic shortcomings. Generally, the reaction to the crimes of Nassar demonstrates that the delay in taking responsibility may increase the scale of harm, and meaningful change may require getting the individual and institutional responsibility on the table.
Conclusion
Conclusively, the case of Larry Nassar shows how the combination of individual deviance, professional authority, and institutional failure may facilitate sustained sexual abuse. The cultivated personality and a long-term tendency towards targeting vulnerable athletes under the pretext of providing medical care enabled him to commit decades of offenses against vulnerable athletes. The slowness of the reaction of important institutions not only prolonged the abuse but also revealed critical vulnerabilities in protecting, accountability, and oversight. Though the eventual legal vindication gave recognition and justice to the survivors, it also underscored the necessity of outside examination in uncovering the hidden damage. Finally, this case reveals the necessity for more robust defensive mechanisms that focus on the safety of victims rather than the reputation of a given institution.
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