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USC Paid Former Medical-School
Dean, Accused of Drug-Fueled Double
Life, Nearly $1 Million in Severance

Dan Bauman
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Carmen A. Puliafito, former dean of the U. of Southern California’s
medical school, in 2014Tibrina Hobson, Getty Images

Following a 2017 bombshell report in the Los Angeles Times on
illicit drug use by the University of Southern California’s onetime
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According to the Times’s reporting, Puliafito’s double life came to
light in 2016, when the police were called to a hotel room in
response to reports of an overdose by a young woman, whom the
Times later learned was working as a prostitute. The police
reported that Puliafito was in the room at the time of the overdose,
and they also found methamphetamine there. Neither Puliafito nor
the woman, who was rushed to a hospital and survived, were
arrested at the time. Three weeks after that incident, Puliafito
resigned as medical-school dean.

In addition to on-the-record statements by Sarah Warren, the
woman who overdosed, the Times obtained photographs and
video footage of Puliafito allegedly taking illicit drugs. In one video
clip, Puliafito reportedly sticks out his tongue, which cradles an
orange pill. “Thought I’d take an Ecstasy before the ball,” he says
to the camera, before swallowing the pill. Some clips and photos
reportedly show Puliafito and others partying in his office at USC.
Others allegedly show him with a pipe for smoking
methamphetamine in his hands and then in his mouth.

Parade of Controversies

C.L. Max Nikias, the university’s president at the time, later
acknowledged that, “over the course of his nearly 10 years as
dean, we received various complaints about Dr. Puliafito’s
behavior, which were addressed through university personnel
procedures; this included disciplinary action and professional-
development coaching.”

At the time of Puliafito’s resignation as dean, Nikias said the
university was not aware of any illegal activities by the former
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