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Operation Varsity Blues: Compliance Considerations  
in the Wake of the College Admissions Scandal 

FEATURED EXPERT 

Guillermo Christensen, Partner, Data Security and Privacy and White Collar 
Defense Groups, Ice Miller LLP

The culmination of a federal investigation into alleged widespread college 
admissions fraud — dubbed Operation Varsity Blues — this week led to charges 
against a wealthy parents, college coaches and administrators accused of bribery, 
fraud, money laundering and obstruction of justice in the course of securing spots 
for incoming college students at prestigious institutions across the United States. 
While news of the investigation and ensuing arrests have sparked conversations 
about the college admissions process, the role of athletics, reputational challenges 
and questions of economic inequality, organizations may also have an interest in 
reviewing some of their internal processes and practices. RANE Expert Guillermo 
Christensen addresses some key points for institutions of higher learning, as well 
as other organizations, to consider going forward.

THE INVESTIGATION MAY NOT BE OVER

The US Department of Justice on March 12 announced felony charges against 
50 individuals alleged to have participated in a conspiracy to unlawfully 
influence the college admissions process through a series of illegal payments 
made by parents and/or other intermediaries to either fix admission test 
scores of prospective students or secure fabricated athletic scholarships. (A 
brief description DOJ’s allegations, can be found here.) 
 
Several US Attorney’s Offices have dedicated significant resources to this 
investigation — including the widespread use of investigative tools such as 
wiretaps commonly used for pursuing narcotics or public corruption cases. 
Given the level of effort expended by the government to date, it is likely 
that, both at the federal and state level, more inquiries will emerge 
beyond the universities named in this week’s indictments. To this end, it 
is likely that the US Attorney’s Offices, or their state counterparts, may begin 
to dig more deeply and across a wider landscape for other instances of similar 
misconduct. 
 
As a result of the government’s enhanced efforts in this area, higher education 
institutions and related third parties involved in college admissions may 
receive subpoenas from the federal government or a state attorney general’s 
office. In addition, universities may see an uptick in whistleblowing allegations 
from faculty or staff, and threatened civil suits on behalf of students denied 
admission, or even threatened claims arising under the False Claims Act.
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RE-EVALUATING PROCESSES AND PRACTICES 
 
This is an opportune time for universities to consider reviewing their 
compliance programs across the board — including ensuring that they have 
protocols for responding to a government inquiry, such as a subpoena, and 
protecting legal positions and privileges of the institution, to making sure that 
hotline complaints — early warning indicators — have been carefully reviewed 
to ensure that allegations are looked at professionally. 

As with many enterprise-level compliance concerns, including those involving 
corruption, the key areas of concern will be around the “supply chain” for the 
universities — in particular, academic advisors, prominent individuals involved 
in spotting and recruiting talent — anyone, in fact, who may be in a position to 
tip the balance in individual admission decisions.

• The more complex the “supply chain” for the university’s admissions 
process, the higher the risk that third parties will have found means 
to influence decisions inappropriately.

HOW INSTITUTIONS CAN RESPOND 
 
Should a university or an associated third party believe there may be “red 
flags” or warning signs of potential concerns, a recommended best practice 
is for the institution or the board to undertake an internal investigation by 
outside legal counsel aimed at providing the institution with a confidential and 
privileged assessment of any liabilities. 

With the conclusions of such an inquiry in hand, the institution can take the 
necessary steps to consider whether to disclose an issue to the government 
or to undertake remediation internally. Because of the sensitivity of the 
allegations and the prominence of the persons that could be involved — 
alumni, sports figures, wealthy donors — it is imperative that any inquiries 
hew closely to best practices, including the ethical use of investigators, the 
protection of personal data, protection of applicable legal privileges, and 
avoiding the pressure to procure positive-sounding conclusions that fail to 
take into account the interests of the institution over those of individuals in 
exposed positions. Confidentiality of that process is key, but so is speed.
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ABOUT THE EXPERT

Guillermo Christensen, Partner, Data Security and Privacy and White Collar 
Defense Groups, Ice Miller LLP

Guillermo Christensen combines his experience as an attorney, a former CIA 
intelligence officer and a diplomat with the US Department of State to shape and 
inform the advice he provides to clients including boards, on various enterprise 
risks involving compliance, anti-corruption, data  privacy and national security 
law. He has advised clients on creating compliance programs from the ground 
up, and in helping companies facing government investigations to respond 
internally and externally.  He is also frequently involved in providing training on 
ethics and compliance programs and conducting diligence on high risk third party 
relationships, primarily in international transactions..

ABOUT RANE

RANE (Risk Assistance Network + Exchange) is an information and advisory 
services company that connects business leaders to critical risk insights and 
expertise, enabling risk and security professionals to more efficiently address their 
most pressing challenges and drive better risk management outcomes. RANE clients 
receive access to a global network of credentialed risk experts, curated network 
intelligence, risk news monitoring, in-house analysts and subject matter experts, 
and collaborative knowledge-sharing events.
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