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CASE OVERVIEW

 For 45 years, Pennsylvania State University’s football program was under the leadership 

of head coach Joe Paterno, a man who was widely acknowledged as one of the greatest and most 

decorated coaches in NCAA history. Paterno was synonymous with Penn State, and Penn State 

idolized and revered him for his record setting number of victories, the national championships 

he guided his teams to, but perhaps more than anything else, Penn State and the country as a 

whole respected the way in which Paterno led his program. Perhaps as noteworthy as his 

victories on the field, was the fact that Penn State was never the subject of NCAA investigations 

for inappropriate conduct as it related to the governing of sports. Penn State was the ivory tower 

of principles and morality, doing things “the right way”, consistently posting the highest 

graduation rates for players across the NCAA. The young men who played football for Paterno 

overwhelmingly viewed him as a father figure, a man more interested in helping to mold good 

young men who would become assets to society, than he was solely focused on accumulating 

victories and accolades. Paterno was hailed as being beyond reproach, and as he aged, the 

mystique surrounding him grew. The seemingly frail old man who could inspire young people to 

play and live the right way, who was not swayed by changing environments, but was instead seen 

as the example that doing things the old fashioned way was still viable, if not morally preferable.  

Paterno was a living legend to the whole of the United States, but especially to the members and 

supporters of Penn State. With the benefit of hindsight, it becomes obvious that this legendary 

status that Paterno enjoyed was perhaps the biggest contributing factor to what eventually 
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became the downfall of an institution, and one of the most shocking scandals that has ever been 

revealed in modern American lore. 

 In 1969, Paterno hired one of his former players and graduate assistants, one Gerald A. 

“Jerry” Sandusky, to be his defensive coordinator. Sandusky would occupy that post for 30 years, 

until he retired in 1998 after learning from Paterno that he would not succeed Paterno as head 

football coach at Penn State. Sandusky was granted “Professor Emeritus” status at Penn State 

after consulting with Penn State Athletic Director Tim Curley, as well as University President 

Graham Spanier and Senior Vice-President Gary Schultz. The emeritus status granted to 

Sandusky allowed him unrestricted access to all Penn State athletic facilities, as well as use of 

the office closest to Paterno’s own office. Sandusky utilized this access in work with his 

charitable foundation, The Second Mile, which he founded in 1977 with the goal of providing 

help and guidance to at risk youth. The Second Mile is estimated to have served nearly 100,000 

children annually. 

 On November 4, 2011, the Attorney General of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, after 

an extensive grand jury investigation, filed formal criminal charges against Sandusky. These 

charges were all focused on a single theme, that Sandusky had for over a decade, been using his 

Second Mile program and the power granted him by Penn State, to sexually assault young boys. 

Sandusky was arrested, and on June 22, 2012, he was found guilty on 45 of the charges that were 

filed against him. Sandusky is now in prison, where he will spend the rest of his life. 

 The details from the Grand Jury Investigation regarding the frequency and manner in 

which Sandusky raped his victims are overwhelming and beyond defense. Sandusky’s crimes 

will not be the focus of this case study, rather the focus will be on the fallout that occurred at 
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Penn State. University President Graham Spanier and Vice President Gary Schultz were both 

fired and are facing charges of perjury. Most shocking to the nation however was the 

unceremonious firing of head football coach Joe Paterno. The firing occurred once details 

emerged about the culture of Penn State leadership that not only allowed for Sandusky’s crimes 

to occur, but actively protected and shielded Sandusky from consequences, and turned a blind 

eye to the victims. 

 In the wake of the scandal, Penn State hired the law firm of Freeh, Sporkin & Sullivan to 

conduct a thorough investigation into the Penn State culture, and to make recommendations for 

corrective actions. The Freeh Report, as it came to be called, detailed the numerous means by 

which Paterno, Spanier, and Schultz all actively took measures to protect Sandusky. Most notable 

from the report is the manner in which Paterno acted, using his power and authority to both 

silence subordinate witnesses of Sandusky’s crimes, as well as to coerce his “superiors” into 

inaction (Freeh, Spork & Sullivan, 2012). 

 Of particular note is an incident on February 9, 2001, when assistant football coach Mike 

McQueary witnessed Sandusky raping a young boy in the Penn State athletic showers. 

McQueary reported what he saw to Paterno, who waited until February 11 to report the incident 

to athletic director Tim Curley, and Schultz, saying that he “didn’t want to interfere with their 

weekend”. Curley and Schultz reportedly planned on reporting Sandusky’s actions to the 

authorities, however, on February 27th, Curley emailed Schultz and said that “after giving it 

more thought and talking it over with Joe [Paterno] yesterday” he had changed his mind. Instead, 

Curley recommended keeping an eye on Sandusky and telling him he was not allowed to “bring 

his guests” to the University. Schultz agreed in an email, calling this a “more humane and 
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upfront way to handle this” (Freeh, Spork & Sullivan, 2012). Sandusky’s access was never 

restricted, and his assaults continued.  McQueary did not take any follow up actions. 

 Joe Paterno was fired on November 9, 2011, by interim President Rodney Erickson. In 

the wake of the news of his firing, Penn State students rallied and demonstrated in protest. 

Paterno died on January 22, 2012 of lung cancer, prior to the release of the Freeh Report, or the 

trial and sentencing of Sandusky. In interviews prior to his death, Paterno expressed remorse that 

he “should have done more”, his final written words were focused on the victims of the scandal, 

saying that a positive was that it brought attention to the problem of sexual assault (King & 

Spaulding, 2013). 

Use of Power

 The use of power is ultimately the root of this case on several different levels. The power 

that Sandusky used as a child predator certainly is the impetus for the entire case, without which 

there would have been no crimes. However, it is the use of power exercised by Paterno that is of 

particular interest. Paterno was recognized as an absolute authority figure who could use his 

power to make or break people’s careers, especially within the Penn State community.  In 2000, 

two janitors observed Sandusky in the showers with a young boy. Janitor B, as he is referred to, 

explained to the grand jury that he chose not to report the incident because he feared that going 

against Paterno, feeling that “...Paterno has so much power, if he wanted to get rid of someone, I 

would have been gone.” (Freeh, Spork & Sullivan, 2012). The manner in which Paterno 

influenced his power is akin to the ethical beliefs discussed by Gary Yukl. Yukl asserted that one 

of the most important aspects of power was the use of control, particularly control over rewards 
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and punishment. The janitors felt that if they were to accuse Paterno’s trusted advisor of wrong-

doing, Paterno would see to it that they were all fired. 

 Interesting to note is the dichotomy in the perception of Paterno. Publicly Paterno was 

viewed as a wise gentile old man. However, based on the testimony of his subordinates, Paterno 

was a man who wielded absolute power however he best saw fit. Paterno was seemingly a living 

personification of Machiavellian ethics, toying with the balance of being loved versus being 

feared. As Machiavelli stated of the ultimate Prince, a Prince must appear to be entirely virtuous, 

especially when they are not, the mere appearance of virtuosity will create the necessary image. 

Machiavelli’s beliefs that a Prince should strive to be more feared than loved was enacted, 

whether intentionally or not, by Paterno over the course of this case.  

 Additionally, it can be inferred by the email from Curley to Schultz regarding the 

February 2001 incident witnessed by McQueary, that Paterno used his influence to convince 

Curley not to report Sandusky to the authorities (Freeh, Sporkin & Sullivan, 2012). Curley, as the 

University Athletic Director, was technically Paterno’s superior, yet Paterno was able to convince 

Curley, and ultimately Spanier not to take action, a decision that would cost ultimately cost all 

these men their jobs. As Yukl discussed, leadership does not occur solely from leader to follower, 

but as demonstrated here, it can occur from follower (Paterno) to leader (Curley). 

Self-Interest

 As previously discussed, the janitorial staff decided against reporting Sandusky’s actions 

out of fear of reprisal and punishment. Clearly this demonstrates the power that the leadership of 

Penn State had over subordinates, and the fear that was instilled in them. However these people 
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ultimately chose to act in the same manner as many other Penn State administrators, in their own 

self interest. The janitor staff, McQueary, Paterno, Spanier, Schultz, and Curley all acted in a 

manner that was more beneficial to themselves then to Sandusky’s victims. By taking the actions, 

or by not taking actions, each of these people sought to protect their own livelihood while 

continuing to allow Sandusky to torment young children. Plato’s examination of the motivation 

for action hypothesized that people are moved to take just actions because they fear the 

consequences of unjust actions, and that if an unjust action can be taken without reprisal, people 

will behave unjustly. In this sense, Sandusky was able to behave unjustly because there were no 

consequences, even when he was caught in the act, for his actions. A fear of consequences for 

unjust actions might be Plato’s rationale behind just actions, however in this case it seems that 

witnessing injustice in action was not enough motivation for people to take just actions to 

counter the crimes occurring. 

 While Plato’s beliefs on motivations for action probably were not intended as a means for 

justification for inaction in the face of crime, the philosophy of Ayn Rand probably would be 

more in line with the actions that were taken. Rand believed that there was no morality in self 

sacrifice, and that to do so was in fact immoral to ones’ self. Rand believed that sacrificing your 

own good on behalf of someone else’s was contrary to human nature, and that human’s must use 

their minds as an animal would, focused on survival. From this perspective then, the actions of 

Penn State’s officials seem to be justified. However, where Rand describes sacrificing ones own 

good for someone else as being contrary to human nature, standing idly by as children are 

physically and emotionally assaulted and tormented seems far more counter to human nature 

than simple selfishness does. Rand continued in her stance that not only was it immoral for a 

Running Head: Penn State Scandal! 7



person to sacrifice his own well being for someone else, but it was further immoral by that other 

person for even requiring someone to sacrifice on their behalf. One can only question whether 

Rand had the needs of children in mind when this philosophy was constructed. 

Virtue

 Examining this case study on the whole, virtue would appear to be an alien concept to all 

involved. What indeed could have been considered a virtuous action in this case? Perhaps 

McQueary’s initial reporting of what he saw to Paterno could be considered a virtuous act. In a 

twisted sense, Curley and Spanier’s decision to not report Sandusky to the authorities might have 

been intended as a virtuous act towards Sandusky, a long time contributor to Penn State.  

Aristotle believed that virtue was not a natural quality, but rather something that was built upon 

over time, and that to be considered virtuous a person must be balanced so as not to be overly 

aggressive or timid in any one aspect of character. A large part of the Paterno mystique was his 

perceived virtuous character. It seems however that from the perspective of Aristotle, Paterno 

was probably too plentiful in the aggressive traits and lacking in empathy, thereby making him 

less of a virtuous man. It could also be argued that Paterno was simply too loyal to those who 

had served him, in this case to Sandusky. Paterno probably felt that loyalty to his friend was a 

virtue, something that can be corroborated by the steadfast loyalty Paterno’s former players 

showed to him, even after news about the scandal broke. 

Character
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 In the wake of the Freeh report, the family of the late Joe Paterno commissioned their 

own report to counter the Freeh report. This counter report has been cited in this study, as it 

presents an alternative view and explanation for certain events, particularly those involving 

Paterno. The motivation for commissioning this report is most likely to repair the image of 

Paterno’s character, as his character was the foundation for the legend that was created around 

him. Did the actions that Joe Paterno took over the course of this case reveal him to be a man of 

poor character, did these actions negate the lifetime he had spent developing his players into 

contributing members of society? 

 Ludwig and Longnecker felt that most leaders who commit ethical violations were not 

ethically bad people, but rather that they were people who had spent their lives in service of 

others, and suffered lapses in judgement. This belief could be applied to Paterno, as it is widely 

documented and acknowledged that Paterno spent his life as a football coach preparing his 

players for life after college and after football, especially those who would not be able to make 

football a profession (King and Spalding, 2013) . Ludwig and Longnecker also felt that people 

who attain great success, and certainly nobody in State College, PA had achieved greater success 

than Joe Paterno, were more prone to believing that they were beyond reproach and could make 

any problem disappear. This could be seen as the thinking behind Paterno, and his superiors. In 

the eyes of Spanier and Curley, if Joe Paterno felt that this issue could be handled without the 

involvement of the authorities, who were they to question it? Additionally, Paterno had 

conquered every obstacle ever thrown at his way, why should he believe that this would be any 

different? 

Duty and Intent of Actions
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 Any discussion regarding the role of duty as it relates to ethics must begin with Immanuel 

Kant. Kant believed that duty and the law were interlinked, and that only a person with respect 

for law could behave in a morally acceptable manner. The question at hand is whether or not the 

law that people in the Penn State case felt more obligated to was the law of society, or the laws 

of Penn State and Joe Paterno. Kant believed that the intent of an action was the defining 

standard for whether or not an action was to be considered ethical, not the result of an action. 

From this perspective, what was the intent Paterno had in mind when he chose to not confront 

Sandusky over the allegations against him, but rather to simply report the allegations up the 

chain of command, and to then later influence his superiors to not take authoritative action 

against Sandusky? The Paterno family has maintained that Joe Paterno acted in accordance with 

his duty, that he reported the incident up to his superiors, as was required of him (King and 

Spalding, 2013) (Freeh, Sporkin & Sullivan, 2012). The implication made here is that Paterno 

was solely an employee, and that he did his required duty. The question presented by the critics 

of this case was whether or not Paterno did enough, given the power and position of respect that 

he held within the Penn State community. 

 The notion that Paterno did his duty and was therefore absolved of wrong doing is 

reminiscent of the trial of Eichmann at Nuremberg. Eichmann was a Nazi who defended himself 

at Nuremberg with a twisted belief on Kantian philosophy, saying that his actions were in 

accordance with his duty to the governing party. It was demonstrated by Arendt that Eichmann’s 

perversion of Kantian philosophy was not a sound defense, because his actions were not in 

accordance with practical reason, but were taken to gain approval of the Nazis. So to here does 
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the assertion that Paterno did his duty as was required of him by letter of the law, does not free 

him from responsibility from a universal practicality perspective. 

 Indeed, from a Kantian philosophical perspecitve, it seems that Paterno did not take 

enough action, as his actions are at odds with Kant’s Categorical Imperative, which holds that a 

person should act in accordance with a maxim that a person can hold as a universal law. Paterno, 

as a devout Catholic and supposed leader of men, should have had a higher standard for himself 

when it came to the protection of children. 

 A more damning perspective on duty and Kantian philosophy comes from Bernard 

Williams, who feels that the intent of an action is irrelevant in determining its moral worth. 

Rather the end result must be taken into account to determine morality. In the case of Paterno and 

Penn State, the outcome of their actions was the continued molestation of children on the 

grounds of the University which they fought so hard to protect. Williams holds that no person 

can know the outcome of an action prior to the action being concluded, yet in this case one can 

only wonder what they felt would happen with Sandusky, since they took only the most minimal 

actions, and it seems that these actions had no effect whatsoever on deterring him (Freeh, 

Sporkin & Sullivan, 2012).  Along the same mindset is that of John Stuart Mill, who stated that 

an action taken solely in the name of duty cannot be considered moral simply because it is your 

duty. Mill also stated that past experiences should play a part in determining future actions. In 

this case study, Schultz and Spanier are absolutely cast in a negative light, since they were aware 

of an investigation into Sandusky as far back as 1998, and upon hearing of possible further 

misconduct, chose not to consider that investigation as a possible sign of a larger problem. The 
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beliefs of Mill and Williams seem to condemn the actions not only of Paterno, but of the 

witnesses who initially discovered Sandusky’s crimes. 

Social Utility and Justice

 Utilitarianism as a concept seems to be an effective means of attaining personal 

satisfaction, but needs refinement when applied to a larger population. Perhaps if there were 

greater social equality then this case could have been avoided entirely, as the focus of Sandusky’s 

foundation was to help those youth who were on the poorer end of social equality. This entire 

case can be seen as those in power, those on the higher end of the social totem pole, acting in 

ways that protected themselves yet left those on the bottom of the totem pole to fend for 

themselves, even when those on the bottom were incapable of doing so. John Rawls held that in 

order for justice to be equally distributed, those in the upper class must use their advantages to 

protect those in the lower classes. This was clearly not the case in the Penn State scandal, as 

those in power chose to use their greater power to protect themselves. Those who had no power 

socially felt that they had no power to protect the innocent. Indeed as was stated in testimony by 

the janitors, they felt that going against Paterno was akin to going against the President of the 

United States. 

 This characterization unwittingly personifies the beliefs of Frederich  Nietzsche, who felt 

that by the very nature of inequality, those who could not attain power would be resentful of 

those who had. Along the same mindset is the thinking of Lao Tzu, who perhaps best articulates 

the actual root cause for the power that was misused. Tzu felt that society should not overly 

praise people, thereby creating an object of desire. The praise that had been heaped upon Paterno 
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and Penn State was such that Paterno seemed as a god to those who worked beneath him, and 

who could rightfully challenge a living legend? 

Moral and Emotional Relationships of Leaders and Followers

 Clearly Paterno had an extremely high standing with regards to morality and emotional 

connection amongst his followers, and to perhaps an even greater degree with his superiors. 

While Curley, Spanier, and Schultz were all technically higher authorities than Paterno, it was 

Paterno who seemingly was able to move them into taking one action or another. Max Weber 

would assert that Paterno exhibited extremely charismatic leadership, as his leadership stretched 

seemingly beyond that of an established hierarchical structure. The student demonstrations on 

campus in the wake of Paterno’s firing can be seen as further proof of the emotional ties that the 

Penn State community felt towards Paterno, inspiring feelings of enthusiasm and despair based 

on the state of Paterno within the University. The Penn State community all looked to Paterno for 

moral guidance, as his legend was predicated on his longstanding values and infallibility. Robert 

C. Solomon further expanded on the concept of charismatic leadership by describing it as being a 

middle ground of Machiavelli’s balance between being loved and feared as a leader. As a 

charismatic leader, Paterno could be both at the same time, which opened himself and his 

followers up to what he, Solomon, described as “the dark side” of charisma, wherein a 

charismatic leader can lead his followers to ruin because the followers are unwilling to question 

the leader. It can absolutely be argued that that was the case at Penn State, wherein both 

Paterno’s subordinates and superiors chose not to question the judgement and leadership of 
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Paterno, choosing to act only in the most minimal sense and hoping that the situation would 

either resolve itself, or at a minimum be removed from the concern of Penn State. 

 Further complicating the issue of Paterno’s leadership is the philosophy of Robert 

Greenleaf, who describes the concept of a servant-leader. Greenleaf felt that followers would 

only be truly accepting of a leader who has proven himself to be a man of the people, more 

interested in serving others, thereby giving him the trust of the followers that he will not be out 

solely for his own good. Paterno seemed to personify the concept of servant leadership in the 

many decades of service he had provided to the University and to the community. It seems even 

to this day unthinkable that a man who had done so much for others, would turn a blind eye to 

the suffering of children, who also idolized him as a legend. 

 Finally, the question that continuously is raised with regards to Paterno’s involvement in 

this case, is the question of what could Paterno have been capable of? What changes could he 

have caused? Had Paterno utilized transformational leadership in the manner in which James 

MacGregor Burns characterized it, wherein a leader chooses not to shy away from conflict, but 

rather exploit conflict in a favorable manner to his followers, could Sandusky have been stopped, 

and Penn State have been spared the shame it suffered? If Paterno chose to confront Sandusky at 

the onset of the investigation, chosen to turn him in to the authorities, Paterno could have shown 

that moral obligation to the weak was more important than emotional ties to someone whom he 

had trusted for decades. If Paterno had acted swiftly to ensure Sandusky was handled by the 

proper authorities, he and Penn State could have been seen as the continued ivory tower of 

morality, refusing to let injustice even by one who had done so much for the school, to stand. 
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Conclusion

 The events that transpired at Penn State were tragic. Tragic for the lives of the victims, 

and tragic that the actions and inactions of those entrusted with the moral standards of a well 

regarded institution chose to defend a child molester. Ultimately it seems that the face of the 

University for half a century, Coach Joe Paterno, was not the man he was made out to be. 

Paterno instead seemed to be a man of Machiavellian standards. In public, he played up the 

appearance of being an old fashioned man who did not understand all the trappings of modern 

society and instead chose to rely on old fashioned hard work and values. Paterno was beyond 

reproach in the eyes of the nation, until his facade came crumbling down, and he was revealed to 

be a tyrant and even a bully. Those at Penn State who showed open disagreement with the ways 

of Paterno were ostracized or removed from their positions within the community (Freeh, 

Sporkin & Sullivan, 2012). Paterno was the Prince who was more feared than loved by his 

subordinates, and using such power was able to construct an image of absolute virtue, an image 

he used to further his own desires and that of Penn State. 

 However, can Paterno’s lifetime body of work be erased because of his involvement in 

this scandal? It cannot be argued that Paterno was a guiding father figure to thousands of players 

over the course of his career at Penn State (King and Spalding, 2013). Perhaps Paterno, for all his 

Machiavellian qualities, became a victim of his own legend. Ludwig and Longnecker posited 

that successful people who fall are not inherently bad people, rather it is possible that they 

simply become complacent due to their own success. Paterno was unchallenged at Penn State for 

decades, and he heard the stories of his own legend as often as the rest of the country did. It is 

entirely possible that Paterno simply began to buy into the myth of Joe Paterno, that he could 
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commit no wrong and could handle any problem. It is also possible, if not likely, that the image 

of Paterno and Penn State was of supreme importance to him, perhaps of so much importance 

that he decided the potential embarrassment of publicly exposing Sandusky’s crimes would be 

too damaging to his and Penn State’s reputation. 

 Finally, as has been constantly asserted by Paterno’s supporters, and was even stated in 

the Grand Jury investigation, Paterno did fulfill his required duty in reporting Sandusky to his 

superiors. From a Kantian perspective, Paterno acted in a moral manner, in that he complied with 

his duty. Not only did he comply with his duty, but he further did his duty to the University when 

he recommended to Curley that they not publicly turn in Sandusky, as it would cause harm to the 

image of Penn State. In so doing, Paterno felt that he was saving face for the University, as well 

as for himself. Where Paterno and the rest of the Penn State administration utterly failed was in 

their duty to the victims. These children were raped within Penn State’s own walls, and nobody 

inside the University ever lifted a finger to try and aid the victims, a fact which is all the more 

damning of Paterno when he made his public comments about the scandal, and consistently 

asked people to “pray for the victims”. The critics of Paterno will always be able to answer that 

statement with a statement of hypocrisy on the part of Paterno and Penn State. That Joe Paterno 

and Penn State were regarded as the pillars of morality and all that is good in college athletics 

was forever tarnished by the hypocrisy of a system that placed the short term reputation of a 

University over the lifetime of damage that was done to children within their own walls. Kantian 

philosophy does not cover those actions, yet as was the case at Nuremberg, would no doubt be 

used as a justification for the exoneration of Paterno. 
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 These are the main points that exemplify the issues of this case study. Moreso than a 

discussion on social utilitarianism, the nature of power and influence, as well as the definition of 

character and duty go much farther in describing the actions taken in this case. Ultimately this 

case was the result of the actions and decisions of powerful people who chose to use their power 

for their own good, rather than for the good of those who could not protect themselves. As a 

result, not only did children suffer in anonymity, with some victims still not being identified even 

a decade later, but the University ultimately did suffer an even greater amount of shame than any 

of these men involved could have imagined. 
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