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International Water Polo Club Coach Sex Scandal
(In the News: 2018)

USA GymnasticsTeam Sex Abuse Scandal
(In the News: 2016–present)

OUTCOMES RELATED TO THE USA GYMNASTICS TEAM SEX ABUSE SCANDAL MEDIA STORM: 

Week of highest news coverage: January 22-28, 2018
Number of news articles week before: 56
Number of news articles that week: 170
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 264

VERY 
HIGH

VERY 
HIGH

Week of highest news coverage: April 5-11, 2018
Number of news articles week before: 0
Number of news articles that week: 3
Number of news articles during peak month coverage: 3

LOW

MED
IUM

In 2018, Bahram Hojreh, head coach of the International Water Polo Club in Orange County, California, was 
accused of sexually assaulting as many as thirteen of his students, aged 13 to 17, from 2012 to 2017. Many of 
the assaults occurred underwater while parents were nearby. The accusations became public after several of 
the victims con�ded in their parents, who told law enforcement. USA Water Polo came under �re for failing to 
protect the students and investigate reports of the assaults, and in 2021, the victims were awarded a settle-
ment of $14 million from USA Water Polo. In November 2022, Hojreh was convicted of 22 felony counts 
including sexual battery and sexual penetration. He was sentenced to 18 years and four months in prison. 

In August and September 2016, the Indianapolis Star published �ndings that USA Gymnastics (USAG) 
executives failed to investigate claims of coaches sexually abusing competitors for decades, and a follow-up 
Senate investigation named Larry Nassar as one of the accused coaches. A media storm erupted as over 150 
women accused Nassar of sexual abuse over the following months. Three trials were held from December 
2017 to February 2018, where over 150 women, including famous athletes like Simone Biles, read victim 
impact statements. Nassar was sentenced to a 60-year federal sentence and a combined 80-200 year 
state-level sentence. The victims reached a $380 million settlement with USA Gymnastics and received the 
Arthur Ashe Courage Award. This is considered the largest sex abuse scandal in sports history and prompted 
multiple federal and institutional reforms.

• The emotional trials were widely documented with pictures and video clips of testimonies, an anguished 
father lunging at Nassar, and the judge telling Nassar, “I just signed your death warrant.”

• The added angle of governmental and institutional culpability compounded the story’s intrigue.

• Many of the victims were well-known Olympic gymnasts with a combined 18 gold medals, 
including household names like Simone Biles and Gabby Douglas.

• The survivors were minors, and the powerful testimonies from the players signi�cantly 
ampli�ed the story's shock value and emotional weight.  

• However, the case did not involve celebrity athletes and had far fewer victims than the 
USA Gymnastics scandal, which reduced its perceived newsworthiness.  

• Although trial photos were circulated, the case lacked shocking or emotionally compelling imagery. 

• Prior high-pro�le events, including the Brock Turner story and the 2017 Women's march, kept this topic 
relevant and easy for journalists to paint into a familiar narrative.

• Additionally, these stories tapped into the work of activists who were already well-coordinated and primed 
for an event like this. Politicians were likewise more receptive and poised to draw attention to this issue.

• The USAG scandal and the Me Too movement provided a high level of fuel, having primed 
the public to be more receptive and reactive to stories about sexual assault and abuse, 
especially in sports.

• Preceding sexual assault scandals also created a �eld of activists and legislators well-poised 
to react to and amplify stories about sexual assault and systemic issues, as shown by previous protests 
and legislative action following similar stories.

• While sexual assault in sports had been widely discussed, the unique context of youth/high school sports 
had yet to garner attention.

• The cultural shift from the Me Too movement primed the Larry Nassar story to become a 
media storm, painted as part of a broader systemic pattern of abuse.

• Nassar’s trial was televised, ushering in oxygen of social and political commentary on the case. Following 
Nassar’s sentencing, Sen. Jeanne Shaheen and Rep. Carolyn Mahoney each sent a letter to leaders in 
Congress demanding further investigation. Mahoney called Nassar “one of the worst sexual abusers and child 
molesters our country has ever seen.”

• In the following legislative year, over 30 bills related to sexual assault passed the House of Representatives, 
including bills on mandatory reporting, government immunity, and the statute of limitations.

• The scandal did not prompt widespread resignations or institutional restructuring 
within USA Water Polo. 

• This case was not widely discussed on social media, picked up by politicians, addressed 
by legislation, or given attention by any other in�uential people.  

• The $14 million settlement between Hojreh’s victims and USA Water Polo was substantial and unprece-
dented, but failed to prompt wider discussions on USA Water Polo’s culpability or any systemic issues. 

• Dozens of people resigned from their positions, including Michigan State’s president, 
gymnastics coach, and athletic director, the USAG board of directors, and the US Olympic 
Committee CEO. 

• USAG Leadership and Policy Reform: USAG overhauled its leadership board and adopted 70 reforms that 
enhanced the coach and doctor screening process, required 33% of the board seats be occupied by athletes, 
and created an Athlete Bill of Rights.

• Federal Policy Changes: U.S. lawmakers introduced 37 bills increasing oversight and preventative measures, 
including the Safe Sport Act of 2017 and the Empowering Athletes Act of 2020. Additionally, the FBI reformed 

its protocols to better investigate sexual abuse cases.
• Bolstered Awareness and Activism: This media storm solidi�ed the emerging cultural consensus on the 

prevalance of sexual assault and systemic negligence of women’s issues, normalizing dialogue and further 
fueling the Me Too Movement.
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