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Abstract

A review of the literature on corporate governance serves to demonstrate the
applicability of many governance solutions to the university setting. Based on a review
of university scandals, most of which are recent but some of which took place decades
ago, it is possible to categorize them as follows: sex scandals, drugs, cheating, hazing,
admissions and diplomas, on-the-job consumption, athletics, and murder. Several
examples are provided in the paper, along with their impact on various stakeholders.
The paper then discusses a variety of solutions designed to either preempt the activities
potentially leading to scandal, to deter them or to punish perpetrators. Some of these
involve structural changes, institutional policies and procedures, fines, terminations, and
sanctions. The paper emphasizes the proactive safeguards which govern and monitor
to make sure that universities do not suffer on the back end and that their reputations
do not suffer into the future.
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Introduction
With growing pressure on higher education institutions because of decreasing student

numbers and the increasing need for external funds, emphasis on managing an institu-

tion’s reputation is stronger than ever. Universities spend a lot of money and resources

and time to build their reputations, only to see those reputations damaged due to the

negligence or indiscretions of a select few. Reduced enrollments, student defections,

and donor withdrawal are some of the ways in which damaged university reputations

are manifested when governance fails in its responsibilities to monitor and take cor-

rective action before reputation begins to suffer. In fact, it only takes a single event to

destroy it, as we have seen in many universities recently. The risk of losing a hard-

earned reputation necessitates strong institutional governance.

Bratianu and Florina (2015) define university governance as “the constitutional forms

and processes through which universities govern their affairs”. As such, governance so-

lutions tend to involve changes in structures, standards, procedures, or measures to

make academics comply (Greenhalgh, 2015). This makes it possible for academic stan-

dards to be upheld without regard for reputation, although it is a key component of

the risk associated with inadequate governance. However, Greenhalgh (2015) empha-

sizes processes, such as effective deliberation and “muddling through” as important to

academic governance. This represents a shift away from the more traditional academic
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model in favor of a more corporate approach, with governance at the corporate level

defined as “the manner in which power and authority are exercised in organizations in

the allocation and management of resources” (Carnegie & Tuck, 2010). In a paper on

the role of Boards in Australian universities (often referred to as Academic Senates in

the U.S.), Wormell and McCallum (2013) discuss how, in their ideal form, Boards

would take on several characteristics that are known to promote governance and good

reputation in the corporate environment. They pay particular attention to the Board’s

responsibility to its internal and external stakeholders, calling for clearly defined roles

and mission statements, balanced membership, standing committees, and maintaining

academic standards through its quality assurance and accreditation reviews. We can

therefore conclude that, while there has been some tension between academic and cor-

porate governance, the separation is beginning to disappear.

The reduction in government funding to public universities has increased the compe-

tition among schools, and this, too, has forced them to re-evaluate their missions, core

values, and methods of operation. This shift from traditional academic governance to

more corporate models can be seen across the globe, and particularly in English-

speaking countries. Carnegie and Tuck (2010), for example, suggest incorporating the

corporate model of governance, along with academic and business governance, into

public universities in Australia. Trakman (2008) addressed the changing landscape (i.e.

competition and technology) that necessitates corporate-type governance in U.K. and

U.S. universities, cautioning that “one size” may not fit all markets. For instance, many

public universities in Europe are not free to choose their own governance structures

(Donina et al., 2015), as they are still centralized, with laws on higher education dictat-

ing the details of governance bodies and decision-making.

Governance continues to take on many forms, some of which remain structural in

nature, and others of which align with a more corporate approach that considers uni-

versity reputation in the equation. Proactive governance can include rules and regula-

tions, policies and procedures, incentive programs, and board diligence, as ways to

maintain established reputation and protect university image. Unfortunately, there has

also been the need for reactive governance, as universities engage in behaviors that

threaten their images. When a scandal rocks higher education, it is damaging on several

levels. Not only are there injured parties, but there is often an outcry from stakeholders

over the use of much-needed funds to mitigate the damage. While public relations dol-

lars are typically allocated for marketing to potential students, increasing amounts are

being spent on dealing with the aftermath of university scandal.

Literature review
While there is ample documentation on scandal, reputation and governance in corpora-

tions, research on university scandal has been scarce. Gray et al. (2003) identify a uni-

versity’s reputation as second, only to learning environment, as a main brand

positioning dimension for higher education institutions. In fact, Ng and Forbes (2009)

consider reputation to be a core value-creating activity for universities, and other re-

search (Ressler & Abratt, 2009) takes a stakeholder lens to the issue of university repu-

tation, seeking a greater understanding of how different stakeholders perceive the

reputations of their respective institutions.
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In a study of university business schools, Ivey (2008) found that students put univer-

sity prominence and reputations as third in importance, with only choice of major and

electives as more important. Consistent with these findings, Sung and Yang (2009) de-

veloped and tested a model of students’ behavioral intentions toward their universities,

finding considerable support for the effect of university reputation. Building on

Fombrum’s (1996) organizational research that favorable company reputations leads to

stakeholders’ supportive behaviors, they addressed university reputation from the per-

spective of past and present students. Of particular importance to reputation are the re-

lationships that students develop with their universities that impact their intentions to

later donate to their alma maters. There is also evidence of positive relationships be-

tween satisfaction and loyalty, between reputation and loyalty, and between satisfaction

and reputation (Helgesen & Nesset, 2007).

According to Abbott and Leslie (2004), college applications are sensitive to institu-

tional reputation. A study by Souta and Turner (2002) indicates that the four most im-

portant determinants of university preference were course suitability, academic

reputation, job prospects and teaching quality, and this has significance for the way that

education managers develop their marketing strategies. Universities have therefore

begun to realize the need to develop sustainable branding strategies (Jevons, 2006;

Pinar et al., 2014) to create meaningfully differentiated brands and to communicate

their strengths to stakeholders. In this regard, public relations can be a vital component

to university reputation (Lee et al., 2015). With reputation considered to be both an

outcome of PR efforts and also a measure of university performance, they assert that

reputation is built based on resources and competencies and how these are communi-

cated through PR messages and media coverage. In other words, it is the accumulated

impression that stakeholders have of the university (Chun, 2005), and more specifically,

of its teaching, research, and athletic programs (Alessandri et al., 2006). A favorable

image in these areas has the potential to attract students, quality faculty members, and

philanthropic donations. Their research also shows that a higher match between what

is covered in press releases and what is covered in the media does correlate with better

reputation.

In terms of what contributes to reputation, Delgado-Márquez (2013) determined that

the internationalization of higher education has a positive influence, as does university

heritage (Merchant et al., 2015). Aula and Tienara (2011) attended to reputation-building

in universities by investigating the merger of three universities in Finland, concluding that

the need to become a world-class university seems to serve as an imaginary governance

mechanism in incentivizing the various actors to contribute positively to reputation.

The literature thus far focuses primarily on how universities seek to build and main-

tain their reputations, rather than repairing reputation after it is damaged. Among the

quotations that Bromley (1993) compiled on the key attributes of reputation is: “It is

difficult to make and keep up a good reputation or to repair a damaged one, whereas a

good reputation is easily damaged or lost.” Interestingly, the growing body of literature

on university reputation suggests that stakeholder memories may be short-lived and are

particularly dependent on public relations and media coverage. In reviewing 124 scan-

dals at the top 100 colleges in the US between 2001 and 2013, Luca et al. (2016) found

that it took at least five mentions of the scandal in the New York Times for freshman

applications to drop by an appreciable 9 % in the year following the scandal. From a
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reputational standpoint, this equates to dropping 10 places in the US New and World

Report college rankings. However, given that media serves as an accountability meas-

ure, the next few years are expected to be scandal-free, with the odds increasing again

once 5 years have passed (Brown & Deegan, 1998; Islam & Degan, 2010; Zyglidopoulos

et al., 2012). In gauging when scandal is less likely, applicants can minimize their ex-

posure by applying in the wake of scandal, and at the same time enhance their chances

of acceptance since fewer will apply.

With little attention paid to the issue of reputation repair, this paper reviews univer-

sity scandal in some depth, offering governance solutions as a component of enterprise

risk management, designed primarily to preempt further incidents rather than to do

damage control after the fact.

Case example
Case examples were identified through a grassroots internet search and a modified ver-

sion of snowball sampling (Atkinson & Flint, 2001). The process began with a small

pool of cases with which the author was already familiar, and therefore the search was

for topics such as “hazing” or “university sex abuse scandal”. This uncovered similar in-

cidents at other universities and gave mention of other types of scandals to which uni-

versities have fallen victim. As the sample built up, enough cases were gathered to

provide meaningful categorizations and to discuss the impact that these have had on a

variety of constituents. This review of university scandals in U.S. institutions finds that

they can fall into the following categories: sex scandals, drugs, cheating, hazing, admis-

sions and diplomas, on-the-job consumption, athletics, and murder. Examples are pro-

vided below for each classification, together with their impact on various stakeholders.

Sex scandals

Penn State

When assistant football coach Jerry Sandusky was charged and found guilty of child

sex abuse, victims’ lives, higher education, and Penn State were changed forever.

Sandusky’s abuses spanned two decades, if not more, and questions of a cover-up

mired the images of head coach Joe Paterno and several other university administra-

tors. Sandusky came into contact with his victims through The Second Mile, a non-

profit organization that he founded for underprivileged youth in 1977. Many of the

abuses took place in the Penn State locker room, where he was eventually caught and

reported on by then graduate assistant Michael McQueary. Sandusky was sentenced

to 30–60 years in prison, sanctions were imposed on the football team, and the

university has been forced to pay almost $100 million in damages to the victims

(Ganim, 2011; Van Natta, 2012).

Princeton University

In 2014, scandal broke out at Princeton over an incident at the Tiger Inn, one of the

campus’ 11 unaffiliated private dining clubs that are the center of undergraduate social

life at the university. Two of the club’s officers were removed for sending emails that

were deemed hostile to women. One contained sexually explicit images featuring a

freshman at Princeton, and the other was an appeal for club members to attend and

boo at a campus talk by the woman who sued the university and the dining clubs to
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force them to admit women. Tiger Inn was the last of the clubs to admit women, and

only did so in 1991 after the U.S. Supreme Court refused to hear its appeal. Nonethe-

less, it has continued to be scrutinized for its male-dominated atmosphere and pro-

vocative party themes. In addition to removing the two offending officers, measures

included a slate of club officers that is more balanced by gender and a safe process for

members to report incidents and concerns (Kaminer, 2014; Parts, 2015).

Northwestern University

In 2014, a student at Northwestern University filed a complaint about philosophy profes-

sor Peter Ludlow, accusing him of getting her drunk (she was underage), making unwel-

come advances, and failing to respect her wishes. Following an internal investigation, the

university ruled in the student’s favor, finding Ludlow in violation of the school’s policy to

protect against sexual harassment, yet he was neither fired nor disciplined, and instead

turned around and sued for defamation (Isaacs, 2014; Kingkade, 2015).

Hillsdale College

Revelation of an affair between Hillsdale’s president George C. Roche III and his

daughter-in-law had consequences for both of them – he resigned from his position at

the university, and she committed suicide. Up until this incident, the college, located in

Hillsdale, Michigan, was known for its classical liberal arts program and for independ-

ence from government funding. The affair had been going on for 19 years, and there

were reports that the daughter-in-law had married Roche’s son as a way to stay close to

the older Roche. However, both she and her husband had been pushed away at the re-

quest of Roche’s new wife, prompting speculation that this led her to admit the affair to

her husband and to then take her own life (Meredith, 1999; Miller, 1999).

Impacts

What happened at Penn State is arguably the most notorious university scandal of the

century, and its effects have been wide-reaching. Victims may have been scarred for the

rest of their lives, Sandusky is in prison, and Joe Paterno died under a cloud of criticism.

The football team was banned from post-season play for 4 years, was docked many of its

scholarships, and was forced to vacate wins from 1990 to 2011. In addition, the team lost

its recruiting class and therefore may not be a big breadwinner going forward, since

weaker recruiting means fewer wins and less revenue for the school. This affects the deci-

sions of high school players looking for the best team to join. Financially, Moody’s down-

graded Penn State’s bond rating from Aa1 to Aa2 following the Sandusky incident.

Northwestern and Hillsdale are also feeling the aftermath of their sex-related scandals. At

Northwestern, the sexually harassed victim became depressed, attempted suicide, and

later sued the university in federal court for its indifference and inaction. And people were

not forgiving at Hillside, where students said they were frustrated by the notoriety that

the president’s actions had brought, including fears that their degrees would not be worth

very much. Tainted diplomas can hurt job prospects, not to mention the student’s self-

worth, and their parents’ disappointment about a lack of return on their investment.

Drugs

Des Moines area community college

In 2003 David England, the president of DMACC, was arrested along with his wife,

22-year old daughter, and teenage son, after police found 2 ½ pounds of bagged
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marijuana and trays of seedlings and growing lights in the family’s upscale suburban

home. The charges against England included conspiracy to manufacture and deliver

marijuana, possession of drug paraphernalia and a tax-stamp violation, although author-

ities believe that he was also selling the drug. He was placed on paid administrative leave

pending the results of the school’s investigation. At the time of his arrest, England had

been president of DMACC for 2 years and was earning a salary in excess of $180,000 per

year (Daglas, 2003; Sioux City Journal, 2003).

Texas Christian University

In 2012, 17 students at TCU, some of which were student athletes, were arrested in a drug

bust and were later removed from campus after a six-month investigation. They were

caught as they attempted to sell and hand-to-hand deliver drugs including marijuana, co-

caine, ecstasy and prescription medications such as Xanax and hydrocodone to under-

cover narcotics officers both on and near the TCU campus. The arrests came after officers

had received multiple tips from students and parents (Durrett, 2012; Nicholson, 2014).

Columbia University

In 2010, Operation Ivy League resulted in the arrest of five students from Columbia

University, as well as three off-campus suppliers, all suspected of participating in a drug

ring. Undercover officers purchased $11,000 worth of illegal drugs during a five-month

investigation after authorities received anonymous tips about large-scale drug sales on

the university campus, mostly in university common areas and the bedrooms of three

fraternity houses. Among the substances being sold were Adderall, marijuana, Ecstasy,

cocaine and Altoids laced with LSD. One of the off-campus suppliers was also charged

with attempted kidnapping when he hired an undercover officer to abduct a rival drug

dealer in order to collect on a debt, instructing the officer to torture and even kill the

person if he didn’t pay up (Glynn, 2011; Secret & Zraick, 2010) .

Impacts

Students questioned why David England was hired to run the school in Des Moines, con-

sidering that he had a 1971 conviction for marijuana possession in Texas but which was

not found during a background check for employment. They felt that his arrest embar-

rassed the school, and a handful of alumni told the school that they would not contribute

to its annual fundraiser. This in turn puts a strain on an already-tight budget. The inci-

dents at TCU and Columbia see students putting their health, their freedom, and their fu-

tures at stake by using and selling illegal drugs. They might also have been selling to

minors and certainly were contributing to the delinquency of society. Fraternities were

implicated as well, which affects a university’s ability to recruit students who plan to rush

those fraternities, including legacy students whose membership they had expected. The

incident at Columbia takes on an added felonious dimension, as it could have resulted in

loss of life, and the university would have been embroiled in a battle with parents and in-

surance companies for years to come. From an enrollment perspective, parents will think

twice about sending their children to campuses where drug use and abuse is rampant.

Cheating

Harvard University

Half of the 279 students enrolled in Matthew B. Platt’s Introduction to Congress course

at Harvard in Spring 2012 were investigated for cheating on a take-home final
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examination because of similarities in their responses. Administrators said that some

students supplied identical answers which even had identical typographical errors, indi-

cating that they had either written their answers together or had copied them. Approxi-

mately 70 of the students were forced to withdraw, retroactive to the start of the school

year, would receive tuition refunds, and could return to the university after anywhere

from two to four semesters. Until this time, Harvard had been averaging 17 forced

withdrawals for academic dishonesty annually. Students argued that similarities among

papers could be traced to shared lecture notes or to the fact that many of them had sat

in on group meetings with the teaching fellows for the class, who helped students to in-

terpret the exam questions. One of the contested issues was that, while collaboration

on the exam was prohibited, it was not clear that this included sessions with the teach-

ing fellows (Levick, 2012; Perez-Pena, 2013).

Ohio state University

Take-home exams have also sparked discussion on a possible grey area between cheat-

ing and collaboration at The Ohio State University. In an ongoing investigation, 85 stu-

dents are under fire for sharing information on a take-home test in 2016, as indicated

by patterns of right and wrong answers and the length of time it took each of them to

complete the exam. Perhaps more clear-cut, though, is an incident in 2014 at the uni-

versity’s College of Food, Agriculture and Environmental Sciences, where one student

was paid to complete on-line coursework for 23 others (Bice, 2016; Farkas, 2016).

Impacts

The greatest impact of cheating is to the student. If they do not get caught, they will not

learn the material, and they are likely to be accountable for the information at some point

in the future. Further, if they don’t learn some of the basics, they may feel pressured to

cheat more often to get by later. Other students can be affected as well, as they feel the

pressure to keep up with those who are scoring better on exams and assignments, albeit

dishonestly. In the case of Harvard, an unprecedented number of students were forced to

withdraw, setting back their career plans for up to 2 years. Their reputations preceded

them upon their return to campus, as students and faculty alike knew why they had been

absent. Parents and alumni were outraged at the way that the university collectively doled

out the punishments, lumping students who had clearly copied and pasted material on

their exams with students who were simply confused by the classroom policy on collabor-

ation. Many of the implicated students were athletes, including the two co-captains of the

men’s basketball team, and voluntary withdrawal or a leave absence can hurt the team’s

APR (Academic Progress Rate) and possibly subject the team to NCAA post-season dis-

qualifications. The Harvard incident also called the quality of faculty into question, and

particularly the way that classroom policies are communicated to students.

Hazing

Dartmouth

In 2012, a Rolling Stone article titled “Confessions of an Ivy League Frat Boy: Inside

Dartmouth’s Hazing Abuses” told the story of a student who had been hazed and provides

an inside look at a tradition that has been embedded in the Dartmouth culture for years.

Among the alleged abuses were being forced to eat omelets made of vomit—affectionately

dubbed “vomelets”—and to stick their fingers down each other’s throats so they could
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throw up on one another. While controversy surrounded the allegations since they were

made by a former SAE pledge who later participating in hazing others and was considered

by some to be a questionable source, the story does not bode well for the university.

Charges against 27 students were dropped, but the same fraternity faced similar yet less

egregious claims 3 years later and as a result is no longer allowed to serve as a residential

space for Dartmouth students (Fox, 2015; Reitman, 2012).

Salisbury University

Also in 2012, SAE was accused of going too far in its initiation of pledges at Salisbury

University. The allegations state that pledges were kept in a dark basement for several

hours without food or water or bathroom breaks while loud music was playing, some

were forced to stand in a trash can filled with ice water while only in their underwear, and

some were forced to recite the Greek alphabet and had cold poured on them if they made

a mistake. Pledges were also blindfolded and placed in the back seat of a speeding car

without the use of seat belts. Salisbury University suspended the fraternity for a year and a

half which was later extended an additional 15 months after finding that the campus

chapter was recruiting members while on suspension (Campbell, 2015; Cox & Coe, 2014).

Impacts

Studies have shown that those who are hazed experience physical, emotional, and/or

mental instability, sleep deprivation, loss of sense of control and empowerment, decline

in grades and coursework, post-traumatic stress syndrome, loss of respect for and inter-

est in being part of the organization, and suffered relationships with friends, family and

significant others. Those responsible for hazing also experience some of the same issues

associated with grades and coursework and with their relationships. In addition, they

face media scrutiny, damage to their personal reputations, a warped sense of leadership,

and experience feelings of guilt and shame.

Both incidents mentioned here occurred at Sigma Alpha Epsilon, and both resulted

in sanctions against the fraternity. This hurts university applications in the short-run,

as legacy students do not want a changed campus. Rather, they want the same one that

their fathers and grandfathers attended, including the fraternity that is either no longer

a residential option (in the case of Dartmouth) or is suspended from campus activities

(in the case of Salisbury).

Admissions and diplomas

University of Illinois

University of Illinois President B. Joseph White resigned in the Fall of 2009 after the

Chicago Tribune revealed that a “clout list” was used to admit applicants with political

connections. One such applicant was a relative of Tony Rezko, a political ally of

Governor Rod Blagojevich. While White admitted that applications were tracked for

their political ties, he denied that there was inappropriate pressure from trustees and

senior administrators to admit certain applicants. Consistent with the Tribune’s report,

an investigation found that 800 applicants were placed on a “clout list” and that senior

administrators did in fact routinely pressure admissions officers to admit them and

often after there had been a decision to deny them. In addition, the investigation found

that applicants who were more qualified than those admitted were in some cases
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denied admission. As a result of the investigation, the university’s Board of Trustees

was reconstituted (Schaper, 2009; St. Clair & Cohen, 2009).

Edison State College

Administrators at Edison State College allowed 180 students to substitute required

courses with those unrelated to their majors, thus allowing them to graduate while by-

passing their degree requirements. This controversy, which was revealed in 2011,

threatened the school’s academic reputation, calling into question not just the value but

also the validity of the degrees granted (Hale, 2011; Naples Daily News, 2011).

West Virginia University

In 2007, Governor Joe Manchin’s daughter was granted an MBA at West Virginia Univer-

sity. However, when her promotion to CEO at Mylan, a Pennsylvania-based generic drug

maker, was being covered by the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, a check of her academic creden-

tials revealed that she had not completed the degree requirements. Officials were accused

of pulling grades for uncompleted coursework from thin air due to her high profile. Under

pressure, the provost and president, along with the dean of the business and economics

school, resigned from the university (The Associate Press, 2008; Shulman, 2008).

Impacts

Unfairly processing applications for admission can result in a sub-par student body,

indicated by grade point average and career placement upon graduation. It also robs

some deserving applicants of the opportunity to attend their school of choice and

sometimes of the chance to attend college at all. The political connections to former

Governor Blagojevich increase the perception of criminality with the “clout list”,

since he is serving prison time for attempting to sell President Obama’s seat in the

Senate. At those universities granting unearned diplomas, those who did earn them

believe that the value of their degrees has been lowered. The outrage that this creates

is damaging to alumni contributors and to future enrollment.

On-the-job consumption

American University

American University president Ben Ladner and his wife, Nancy, lived a billionaire’s

lifestyle, but an anonymous letter to The Washington Post blew the whistle and ul-

timately led to his ouster. The letter accused Ladner of blowing the university’s

money on a French chef, a chauffeured limousine, expensive trips abroad, and ex-

travagant parties for family and friends.The spending began when the Ladners found

the president’s house to be “inadequate” and chose a more expensive home which

was farther from campus and which was much less welcoming to students. The uni-

versity footed the difference and then paid an additional $200,000 in renovations as

ordered by the Ladners. Landscaping included a pond and waterfall, the interior was

outfitted with fine china and stemware, and waiters in the home wore tuxedos.

While past presidents had hosted as many as eight events a week, the Ladners did so

on only a dozen occasions each year. Oversight of the president belonged to a 24-

member board of trustees, hand-picked by Ladner himself and dubbed by outsiders

as the “cocktail board”. Students were incensed when Ladner offered to pay back

only a small fraction of the funds that auditors said he owed to the university, and

the student government president expressed disappointment that the board was
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more concerned with finding the whistleblower than with addressing the abuse of

university dollars. When an audit led to Ladner’s dismissal, the board approved a

severance package of nearly $4 million (Janofsky, 2005; Kinzie & Strauss, 2005).

UC Santa Cruz

Denice Denton took her own life in 2006, and it was reported that she had been very

depressed about her professional and personal life. She had been hired to run the

university at an annual salary of $300,000 but had recently been called out in several

articles for hiring her partner to an administrative post and at a salary of nearly

$200,000. She was also criticized for her overspending, including $600,000 in renova-

tions to her university residence, a $30,000 dog fence (included in the $600,000), all

billed to the university. Student protesters followed her around campus, and she was

threatened both physically and emotionally, finally leaping to her death from the roof

of a San Francisco high-rise (Gordon & Romney, 2006; Vega & VanDerbeken, 2006).

Montgomery College

Montgomery College president Brian K. Johnson was fired in 2009 after a faculty

vote of no-confidence, due in part to overspending on his college-issued credit card

at a time when the rest of the campus was under recessionary restrictions. Some

critics felt Johnson’s extensive travel and dining habits were inappropriate for the

leader of a two-year college. He reimbursed the college for anything that was consid-

ered personal. Johnson had been on paid leave from the college following the allega-

tions and the terms of his termination agreement were not disclosed (de Vise, 2009;

Mathis, 2009).

Texas Southern University

Priscilla Slade, president of TSU, was disgraced in 2006 when she was investigated

for her overspending. She had billed the university for $260,000, much of which was

for furniture, landscaping and security at her home, stays at the Four Seasons, and a

$100,000 bar tab. She essentially blew the whistle on herself when she revealed to a

member of the Board of Regents that the school had paid for many of the nice things

in her home. She was fired and then charged with misapplication of fiduciary prop-

erty, facing the possibility of 99 years in prison. However, as part of her plea of “no

contest”, she agreed to pay $127,000 of the $500,000 in school money that she had

been accused of spending, and the conviction would not appear on her record unless

she violated the terms of her probation (which included 400 h of community

service). The Texas governor also replaced all members of the Board of Regents

because of the issues that were exposed on their watch (Blumenthal, 2007; Rogers &

Tresaugue, 2008).

Impacts

Most tangible with on-the-job consumption are the financial impacts to the university.

Employees also become outraged when high-level administrators are seemingly com-

pensated well beyond the rest of the university community. Parents and students may

find that their tuition dollars are not being spent wisely or even ethically and thus apply

somewhere else or transfer if they are already on campus. Further, as seen in the case

of Santa Cruz, the public outrage can become dangerous, as the physical and emotional

threats that President Denton received led to her suicide.
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Athletics

St. Bonaventure University

Trouble began when a basketball player, transferring from Junior college with a welding

certificate, was allowed to play for St. Bonaventure University. After some discussion on

the issue, the university’s president personally decided that the student was eligible to play

Division I basketball, when in fact he was ineligible based on NCAA academic standards.

The fallout for the team included having to forfeit all but one victory, and they could not

play in the Atlantic 10 Conference tournament. The fallout for the university was that the

athletic director, basketball coach, and university president were ousted, and the chairman

of the board of trustees committed suicide after being criticized for deferring to the

president about the student’s eligibility to play (Lieber, 2003; Wise, 2003).

University of Colorado

President Elizabeth Hoffman resigned in 2005 amid several scandalous allegations, one

of which was proffered sex for football recruits. Players were accused of offering drugs,

alcohol and strippers to high school recruits, which prompted a high-level investiga-

tion. This only fed the university’s reputation as a party school, with alcohol abuse

already embedded in the undergraduate culture (Johnson, 2005; Sherry, 2007).

Boston College

In 1996, 13 Boston College football players were suspended for violating NCAA rules

by betting on college and professional sports events. Two players even bet against their

own team when the Eagles went up against Syracuse. While there was no evidence that

the outcome of the game had been influenced, the incident was reminiscent of the

point-shaving that took place in 1978–79, where six games were fixed and one of the

players was sentenced to 10 years in prison (Hersh, 1996; Moran, 1996).

Tulane

Betting scandals tainted Tulane in 1985, when John Williams was arrested for participat-

ing in a scheme to fix games. The charges were later dismissed, but Tulane discontinued

its basketball program, although it has since been revived. A fraternity was implicated as

well, having placed wagers through various bookmakers, and the players involved in fixing

the game received a portion of those winnings (Marcus, 1985; Plume, 1986).

UNC-Chapel Hill

For years, UNC Chapel Hill has enjoyed a reputation for academic and athletic excel-

lence, both of which came under fire when the whistle was blown on the education of

its athletes. In 2014, a report described an 18-year history of “no show” papers as part

of a “shadow curriculum” that had persisted for 18 years, whereby students registered

for lecture courses which turned out to be more like independent study classes where

no professor interaction was required. Instead, students were simply required to turn in

one paper for the semester. Academic counselors were said to have facilitated this

culture in order to maintain athletes that would otherwise be academically unqualified

to play sports (Barrett, 2015; Lyall, 2014; Neff & Kane, 2014).

Impacts

Commercialized collegiate athletics attracts a great deal of attention. So when questions

arise about the distribution of huge revenues pouring into university athletic depart-

ments, the images of athletic programs are tarnished. Football in particular has the

potential to hurt a school’s enrollment. At Boston College, where football is a symbol

of pride, applications went up after the team beat Notre Dame, but when money and

Downes International Journal for Educational Integrity  (2017) 13:8 Page 11 of 20



even individual freedom is risked through betting, football suffers and therefore the

university does as well. Incoming students are particularly affected, though, since many

of them want to play sports. At Tulane, the basketball program was revived because

students, many from urban areas, were able to convince the university President that

they should not be punished for something that others did.

Murder

East Michigan University

A murder on campus in 2006 led to the firing of university President John A. Fallon III,

accused of downplaying the incident in order to protect the university’s image. While the

police immediately suspected that the co-ed was raped and murdered, the university led

even her parents to believe for 2 months that no foul play was involved (Fox News, 2007;

Hufstutter, 2007).

Baylor University

When basketballer Patrick Dennehy was shot to death in 2003, fellow teammate Carlton

Dotson pleaded guilty for the murder. After an autopsy refuted his claims of self-defense,

he was sentenced to 35 years in prison. What increased the scandalous nature of this

crime was the way it was used by head coach David Bliss to hide the fact that he had been

paying Dennehy’s tuition in order to keep him on the team. Bliss lied by saying that

Dennehy had been funding his own education with drug money and was caught on tape

telling his assistant coach that this would be believed because Dennehy was no longer

around to say otherwise. Once the tapes were released, Bliss resigned (The Associated

Press, 2005; Wise, 2008).

Impacts

The greatest impact in a murder case is undoubtedly the loss of life. What happened at

Eastern Michigan, however, shows how far a university will go to maintain its image.

This backfired, though, since the university is now being scrutinized for its secrecy dur-

ing the investigation. When a student is raped and murdered on campus, parents can’t

help but wonder why campus security didn’t protect their child. Therefore, while it

could be argued that it could happen anywhere, applications are hurt in the short-run.

The incident at Baylor also exposed dishonesty in the administration, and as a result

the basketball team lost its head coach.

Governance and risk management
In assessing the risks associated with scandal, it is important to identify which govern-

ance mechanisms, if any, were in place at the time, as well as how they were imple-

mented. While some universities have explicit controls defining the conduct, university

policy regarding the conduct, and the remediation for violators, some are silent on the

issues they faced. These tend to vary by category and are discussed below. While

current control mechanisms are addressed, it is possible that these were formalized

after and perhaps in response to the scandals.

Northwestern’s policy on equal opportunity protects against sexual harassment as a

form of discrimination under Title IX and applies to students as well as staff. The pol-

icy describes complaint procedures, its retaliation policy, and appeals. Specifically, it

states that an investigation will begin within 1 week of the filing and will conclude in

Downes International Journal for Educational Integrity  (2017) 13:8 Page 12 of 20



60 to 90 days, with consequences for a finding of guilt varying based on the severity of

the violation. Formal drug policies can also be found for most universities. TCU’s Code

of Student Conduct states that the sale or distribution of drugs by students will result

in immediate expulsion from the university. Upon the arrest of several students accused

of selling drugs, the President said that they had been separated from the university

(suspended), and he reiterated that they were subject to immediate expulsion if con-

victed. Similarly, Columbia states in its Essential Policies for the Columbia Community,

that the distribution of illicit drugs by students is prohibited and that violators face dis-

cipline up to and including expulsion and may be required to complete a rehabilitation

program. The main offender in the drug bust at Columbia was sentenced to 6 months

in prison as well 5 years of probation, and he was in fact expelled.

With regards to cheating, universities have formalized rules as well as standard pro-

cedures for violators. Harvard is no different and even has a section in its student

handbook on plagiarism and collaboration which states, “If the syllabus or website does

not include a policy on collaboration, students may assume that collaboration in the

completion of assignments is permitted. Collaboration in the completion of examina-

tions is always prohibited”. What remained subject to interpretation was how collabor-

ation was defined and whether it includes notes and study sessions with teaching

assistants. More objective, perhaps, is Dartmouth’s policy on hazing. The policy, found

on the school’s Student Affairs website, defines hazing, requires pre-clearance for fra-

ternity activities as well as security walk-throughs, and outlines accomplice and group

responsibility, reporting responsibility, and possible sanctions for violators. The frater-

nity that was implicated in the case mentioned above was barred from campus, but

only after another incident was brought to light 3 years later.

In contrast to the codified policies found regarding sexual harassment, drugs, cheat-

ing, and hazing, it is not typical for universities to formally address the potential wrong-

doing by their admissions offices. While the University of Illinois’ admission policies

speak to selectivity, they refer to those individuals who have challenged themselves aca-

demically and have shown commitment to extracurricular activities and service. The

policy stresses equality of opportunity, states that each application is reviewed twice,

and that the most important decision criterion for admission is academic performance.

Similarly, potential wrongdoing by high-ranking officials is not stated outright by

American University, where the President’s use of funds was deemed excessive. But its

Staff Personnel Policy states that “stealing” and “other serious misconduct” are subject

to disciplinary action, both of which could potentially capture the President’s lavish

spending of university dollars.

The remaining two categories are perhaps the most clear-cut, since both rely on a

higher authority. Murder is a capital crime punishable by law, so it need not be expli-

citly prohibited in university bylaws. For the shooting at Baylor University, Mr. Dotson

was sentenced through the legal system to 35 years in prison. However, the ensuing

scandal involved misconduct by the head coach of the basketball team, as well as by

the deceased student. As a Division 1 athletics program, NCAA rules apply and state

that student athletes cannot accept such things as gifts, meals, loans of cars, or money

from athletic interest groups or people within the athletics program at the University.

Further, they may not receive any benefit that is not available to other students at the

University. As for the coach’s part, in paying for the portion of tuition that was not
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covered by financial aid, estimated at $7000, he committed a major violation of

NCAA rules. Also per NCAA rules, Boston College has a blanket prohibition on

gambling, which is specified in its student athlete policies. Students, as well as staff,

are banned from involvement in any type of gambling activity involving intercollegi-

ate or professional athletic events. The school’s policy of zero tolerance hands out

penalties ranging from team suspension to loss of scholarship to expulsion.

Formalized policies and codes of conduct are indeed proactive governance mecha-

nisms, aimed at deterring the types of incidents described in this paper. However,

while proactive governance aims to avoid incident in the first place, it can also be

put into place after the fact to deter further incidents in the future. Reactive govern-

ance is essentially punitive in nature but should also act as a deterrent. Finally,

governance can also take place organically, often in combination with more deliber-

ate solutions.

Proactive solutions

One way to avoid being accused of unfairly admitting students and potentially down-

grading the quality of the student body is to restructure oversight of the admissions

process. At the University of Illinois, the governor appointed a committee to investi-

gate clout list allegations. Finding that there was in fact a special admissions category

for politically connected applicants, the commission immediately created a firewall

around the admissions officers. In addition, the Office of Executive Inspector

General was given more responsibility in terms of monitoring university matters.

Administrative and structural changes can also solve problems of students graduating

without the proper requirements. At Edison State, the university President presented to

the school’s Board of Trustees new steps that students and faculty will have to go

through before a course substitution is approved, which would now involve several

layers of oversight. Previously, the college required only the signature of each academic

division’s dean and associate dean. Under the change, faculty chairs of the discipline, as

well as the Vice President of Academic Affairs, must also sign off. All substitutions

must receive final approval from the school’s registrar office, which serves as the gate-

keeper for course substitutions. Another change is that, after students have earned 45

credits toward their degree requirement, they must meet with an academic adviser in

order to review what remains in their course curriculum. The school was also upgrad-

ing its graduation auditing software. According to the VP of Academic Affairs, it was

just a matter of having the proper controls in place.

With regard to the issues of cheating and plagiarism at universities, one proactive

solution is simply to remove temptation. Harvard broke from tradition when, 2 years

after the cheating incident, it adopted an honor code. Such explicit cheating policies

are rare at elite universities but are increasingly necessary with plagiarism and other

forms of cheating made all too easy with the internet. While some professors contin-

ued to defend the take-home exam format and questioned whether an honor code

would really deter cheating, others believe there is too much temptation in the

absence of explicit guidelines. In the aftermath, professors have become much

clearer in communicating their ethical standards, presentations on cheating were

added to freshman orientation, and students are given more reminders about
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academic integrity. Temptation can also be removed by reverting back to pen-and-

paper in-class exams, with rules that prohibit the use of any electronic devices dur-

ing exams. Alternatively, teachers can choose to administer individual oral exams.

Hazing can also be addressed proactively. Universities, lawmakers, and the fraternities

themselves can impose harsher penalties for hazers. The hazing scandal at Sigma Alpha

Epsilon has led to several changes in the fraternity’s governance. It has said it will treat all

members “equally and fairly” regardless of tenure, and is implementing a new program

called the True Gentlemen Experience, in order to “eliminate a class structure between

our new members and our active members”. Under the True Gentleman Experience,

chapters can still recruit prospective members as they do now, but when a membership

bid is offered to a student and he accepts, he will become a collegiate member and be ini-

tiated within 96 h. A new-member pledge term will shift to a holistic educational period,

where members learn about the fraternity’s values, mission, creed and history.

Finally, to avoid incidents of sexual harassment, university officials could encourage

the formation of campaign groups (including faculty, staff, and students) to raise aware-

ness about sexual harassment. In addition, some institutions require online training on

sexual discrimination, abuse, and conflicts of interest with respect to teacher/student

and supervisor/subordinate relationships.

Reactive solutions

When scandal breaks out, the most common governance reaction is to attempt to re-

store university reputation by firing high-level administrators that stakeholders believe

should be held accountable. Due to the clout list at the University of Illinois, the Presi-

dent, along with seven of the nine Trustees, was forced to resign, as many of them had

made admissions requests during their time on the Board. At West Virginia University,

where students had been graduating without the proper credentials, the Provost, Presi-

dent, and College Dean were forced to resign. Similarly, although perhaps not surpris-

ing, the Presidents at Montgomery and at Texas Southern lost their jobs after using

university resources to fund their lavish lifestyles.

Universities are also accountable to the legal environments in which they operate.

Such was the case with the sex scandal at Penn State and the drug scandal at Des

Moines Area Community College. Therefore, in addition to university sanctions, the

violators are punishable by law and are therefore serving time in prison. With re-

spect to hazing, sanctions may come from within the university or even the national

and international community. Housing benefits, scholarships, and financial assist-

ance may be revoked, and the fraternal organizations may impose membership sanc-

tions, including probation, suspension or expulsion. Those who are members or

officers of student organizations may be suspended or terminated, and athletes may

lose privileges or even be removed from the team. Organizations may suspend or

terminate officer duties and/or membership. Externally, fraternities may be forced to

close chapters and civil damages may be levied against the organization.

Measures that Eastern Michigan took after the murder on campus were that it

fired the president and had to pay $350,000 in federal fines. EMU now has about 400

surveillance cameras on campus and has increased police and dispatch staffing, in-

cluding adding a group of respected veteran Ann Arbor police officers. It has also

Downes International Journal for Educational Integrity  (2017) 13:8 Page 15 of 20



installed swipe locks in first-year dorms and instituted a “Gotcha” program where

the staff checks student residence hall rooms to ensure they remain locked.

Insurance

Insurance is one way to limit exposure to risk, albeit on the back end and in the form

of financial indemnification rather than reputation control. In the case of Penn State,

the university had been covered through Pennsylvania Manufacturers’ Association

(PMA) Insurance since the 1950s. However, the company refused to cover claims from

30 men alleging abuse by Sandusky, on the basis that university officials had known

about the abuses dating back to the 1970s. Having paid out $92.8 million in claims, the

university sued PMA to recover some of this loss. Although PMA did end up paying a

portion, it asserted that the university’s settlements were extremely high due to a con-

cern about publicity and the desire to settle the matter as quickly as possible.

Organic solutions

Institutional memory serves as a strong governance mechanism in deterring university

scandal. While the incident may be long gone, memorials, anecdotes, and legends keep

the incidents alive for future students, donors, and several other stakeholder groups. In

addition, as time goes by without any serious incident, reputation may be organically

restored. As mentioned earlier, when the media coverage dies down, so does the notori-

ety. Further, there is a natural tendency to expect stellar behavior from an institution in

the aftermath of scandal.

Accountability can also be seen as an organic mechanism. In addition to the formal

structures in place at various levels within the university community, there is both the

threat of being held accountable for misdeeds and individual/institutional integrity that

serve as self-accountability measures. For example, cheating may incite followers who feel

they have no way to otherwise compete. In the same vein, then, a culture free of cheating

could inspire others to compete honestly and maintain their integrity. If everyone stays

honest, the pressure to conform to a lower standard in order to keep up will dissipate.

Conclusion
University scandals do not typically occur as one-time events, but rather take place

over time, are chronic, and come to light when someone eventually blows the whistle.

A practice may in fact be prevalent but is only scandalous and potentially damaging to

reputation when it emerges publicly. For example, U.S. schools often recruit academic-

ally deficient athletes, yet rarely does this incite media attention. Legacy admissions are

also somewhat commonplace, and although they are a gross violation of the merit

principle, they are accepted as common practice rather than as scandalous activity.

However, if someone speaks out against such practices and others respond, a social

problem is constructed and may also be reconstructed by the media, the general public,

and policymakers (Best, 2011). Therefore, a social problem, defined as a condition that

disrupts or damages society, has more to do with society’s knowledge of and interest in

the issue, than it does with the issue itself. As stated by Merton and Nisbet (1971), “A

social problem can become a major social issue and then subside, without the situation

it concerns having undergone any significant change.”
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Under this premise that social problems are socially constructed (Spector &

Kitsuse, 2001), the public attention brought on by media interest, as well as the will-

ingness of one or more individuals to speak out, will dictate when and if a scandal

will ensue. If this becomes the case, there is no single formula for making sure that

university reputation remains intact, nor is there a single solution for any one uni-

versity, as the risks to reputation come from diverse sources. To begin with, not all

stakeholders define reputation in the same way. For students, it could be a product

of the school’s heritage and legacy, endowments, or average test scores of applicants.

For faculty, it could be library expenditures (Weiner, 2009) or scholarship among

faculty. Therefore, building, maintaining, and restoring reputation does not come

with simple solutions. One set of controls might deter sexual assaults but may do

nothing to reduce the incidents of plagiarism. Further complicating the use of a one-

size-fits-all governance model are the different local environments in which univer-

sities find themselves. It is also important to recognize that universities around the

world may not face the same issues and thus remediation may take different forms.

For example, the popularity of fraternities and sororities in the U.S. means that the

initiation through hazing is more widespread in the U.S. than it is elsewhere in the

world. In addition, while this study identified incidents involving university students,

faculty-centric issues such as scientific fraud and tenure/promotion decisions also

have the potential to downgrade university reputations. However, an open leadership

culture where universities seek expert advice in order to reduce the negative effects

on its various stakeholder groups may be one universally applicable solution. Yet an-

other may to adapt a relationships orientation toward stakeholders, focusing on

long-term quality connections rather than trying to manipulate reputation for short-

term results (Sung & Yang, 2016).
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