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Compliance Risks and University Admissions

This update highlights the key compliance risks that universities face in the admissions context,
including the ever-broadening scope of U.S. economic sanctions; recent developments in FCPA
enforcement; sanctions and anti-corruption touchpoints in admissions processes; and how
universities with global campuses and highly international admissions can respond to potentially
increased sanctions and FCPA exposure.

l. Introduction

On February 12, 2026, the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control
(OFAC) fined a Florida-based private school, IMG Academy, more than $1.7 million for allegedly
violating U.S. economic sanctions—the first OFAC action against an academic institution in 20
years.[1] IMG Academy’s stated violations—accepting tuition payments for students from parents
subject to U.S. sanctions—are indicative of the increasing compliance risks for U.S. academic
institutions as they seek to attract non-U.S. students, expand their global footprint, and enter into
partnerships with governments around the world. These risks are not just limited to economic
sanctions—other legal frameworks such as the U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) can
implicate common institutional activities, especially for larger educational organizations like
universities. Nor is the expanding risk environment for academic institutions limited to tuition
payments. While the IMG Academy enforcement action penalized the school for accepting and
processing sanctioned persons’ payments for their children’s tuition, OFAC specifically flagged
the sanctions risks attendant to “courting and enrolling students from around the world.”
Admissions, which are often tied closely to fundraising, pose particular risks of interfacing and
transacting with sanctioned persons or foreign government officials interested in placing their
children and other family members at prestigious U.S. institutions.
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Indeed, several recent incidents underscore the legal and reputational risks of ineffective controls
in university admissions processes. Following the release of files documenting the efforts of
senior faculty and administrators at Columbia University’s College of Dental Medicine to admit
and onboard a girlfriend of Jeffrey Epstein through what it described as an “irregular

process ... coinciding with fundraising solicitations” by school leadership, the university cut ties
with one faculty member and removed another from all administrative duties.[2] Four additional
former faculty and administrators—including a past dean of the dental school—allegedly
participated in circumventing the school’s typical admissions process and arranging at least
$150,000 in donations to the school by Epstein. University admissions were also the subject of an
expansive 2019 DOJ investigation into a conspiracy by parents to bribe coaches and athletic staff
at top U.S. universities to exploit weaknesses in the admissions process and secure admissions
spots for their children; the “Varsity Blues” investigation resulted in more than 50 convictions and
years of intense media scrutiny.

Taken together, these various scandals and enforcement actions underscore that without
effective controls, training, and monitoring, the university admissions process can become a
source of legal liability and reputational risk—particularly as universities expand their global
presence and seek connections to private and public sector actors around the world. At the same
time as universities contend with these growing compliance risks, they face ever-increasing
scrutiny at home from a Trump administration intent on reshaping higher education in the United
States. DOJ investigations into affirmative action in admissions, diversity, equity, and inclusion
policies, and academic curricula, among other areas of focus, have resulted in threats to cut
federal funding and grants, additional taxation of endowments, high eight-figure fines,
agreements to revise admissions policies and curricula, and efforts by the Trump administration
to block universities from admitting non-U.S. students (historically an important income source for
many institutions).[3]

Economic sanctions and the FCPA—which carry the risk of both significant civil and criminal
penalties[4]—could serve as additional tools in the administration’s higher-education enforcement
toolbox. In this alert, we discuss the key compliance risks that universities face in the admissions
context, including the ever-broadening scope of U.S. economic sanctions; recent developments
in FCPA enforcement; sanctions and anti-corruption touchpoints in admissions processes; and
how universities with global campuses and highly international admissions can respond to
potentially increased sanctions and FCPA exposure.

Il. U.S. Economic Sanctions

As the IMG Academy case demonstrates, apparently routine transactions like tuition payments
can incur serious U.S. economic sanctions liability even for institutions with only a very limited
international presence. Against the backdrop of continued aggressive sanctions enforcement,
U.S. universities could end up in OFAC’s crosshairs if, as was apparently the case for IMG
Academy, they fail to implement appropriate procedures, training, and controls to conduct due
diligence on prospective students and their parents as well as donors and business partners.



The IMG Academy enforcement action comes at a time of continued growth in the scope and
application of U.S. economic sanctions. Over the last 20 years, sanctions have become a “tool of
first resort” for “a dizzying array of international policy problems from the Iranian nuclear program
to global human rights abuse.”[5] While some sanctions programs are designed to advance U.S.
national security and foreign policy goals by countering long-term U.S. adversaries such as North
Korea and Iran, others—such as the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act—exist to
sanction “foreign persons identified as engaging in human rights violations or corruption” and can,
at times, address the same legislative purposes as anti-corruption laws like the FCPA [6]
Enforcement of U.S. sanctions programs also varies depending on administration priorities: the
IMG Academy enforcement action, for instance, is likely an example of the Trump
administration’s increased focus on enforcing sanctions against narcotics cartels and
transnational criminal organizations (TCOs).[7]

The numbers bear out the importance of economic sanctions in the Trump administration’s
enforcement toolkit. In 2025, OFAC brought 14 enforcement actions totaling over $265 million in
civil penalties (a fivefold increase over 2024) against persons who transacted with sanctioned
individuals and entities in violation of OFAC’s myriad sanctions programs.[8] And the number of
parties subject to U.S. sanctions has continued to grow dramatically over the last five years, with
designations to U.S. sanctions lists reaching more than 17,000 as of January 2026 and sanctions
programs countering Iran, Venezuela, Russia, narcotics cartels, and TCOs seeing the greatest
increase in designations.[9] In short, economic sanctions remain a key part of U.S. national
security, foreign, and economic policy, and their ever-expanding scope poses challenges for U.S.
persons—including academic institutions—seeking to operate outside of the United States.

While U.S. sanctions programs vary in scope, jurisdiction, and prohibited actions, all programs
generally bar any U.S. person from providing or receiving funds, goods, or services to or from
sanctioned individuals.[10] Violating these prohibitions does not require intent—a U.S. person
can be liable civilly for violating U.S. sanctions by transacting with a designated person even
when the U.S. person did not know it was doing so. While accidental or unknowing conduct can
mitigate the civil penalty amount, it does nothing to vitiate the underlying violation and can still
result in substantial fines. As a result, due diligence is key: U.S. institutions should maintain
policies and procedures to screen potential donors, students (and their parents), and non-U.S.
business partners; train and involve employees—including fundraising officials, admissions
officers, and administrative staff—in implementing these procedures; and continually monitor
transactions with third parties to ensure ongoing compliance with applicable U.S. sanctions.

The enforcement action against IMG Academy demonstrates the substantial sanctions risk that
academic institutions incur when they fail to implement appropriately focused sanctions
compliance programs.[11] From 2019 to 2025, IMG Academy allegedly unknowingly provided
“financial support and services” to two individuals listed in the Specially Designated Nationals
(SDN) and Blocked Persons List pursuant to the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin Designation Act for
providing financial support to designated “Mexican Drug Trafficking Organizations.”[12] The
SDNs enrolled their student-athlete children at IMG Academy and remitted substantial tuition
payments to IMG pursuant to “tuition enroliment agreements.” According to OFAC, these
arrangements constituted “transactions for the benefit of’ sanctioned individuals, all of which were
prohibited under the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin Sanctions Regulations.



IMG Academy was not actually aware of the SDNs’ sanctioned status, provided no special rates
or services to the SDNs, and did not otherwise act outside the ordinary scope of its business. But
because U.S. sanctions operate under a strict liability regime for civil enforcement, IMG’s lack of
actual knowledge did not vitiate its duty to avoid transactions with the two SDNs. Indeed, OFAC
found that IMG’s conduct was reckless—the sanctioned parties apparently used their true names
when communicating with IMG Academy, and basic due diligence would have indicated their
sanctioned status. And IMG was aware of the transactions themselves, actively communicating
directly with the sanctioned parties while facilitating the tuition payments via credit cards and wire
transfers under non-designated third parties’ names. Despite finding that IMG’s failure to conduct
basic due diligence on its admitted students was an aggravating factor, OFAC noted mitigating
factors including the absence of past sanctions violations; immediate remedial steps and
implementation of a sanctions screening program; and the school’s extensive cooperation with
the investigation. IMG ultimately paid civil penalties amounting to approximately $1.7 million.

IMG Academy’s unknowing transactions with designated parties are emblematic of the sanctions
risks that confront U.S. academic institutions today. U.S. academic institutions and universities, in
particular, are attractive destinations for students from around the world, including the children
and other family members of individuals designated under the various U.S. sanctions programs.
Even if the students are not designated, universities run the risk of violating U.S. sanctions when
transacting with those students’ parents or other family members, as IMG Academy did. Beyond
enroliment, today’s highly internationalized research ecosystem all but requires international
collaboration, where the exchange of information, funds, and goods increasingly blurs national
boundaries. Research funding for or from non-U.S. persons, partnerships with non-U.S.
enterprises, and international campuses in or close to high-risk jurisdictions all create further
opportunities for U.S. universities to unwittingly engage in transactions (whether in goods, funds,
or services) with sanctioned individuals. Fundraising, too, is an area of concem: taking a
generous donation from an unvetted benefactor could result in exposure if in reality it is the
blocked property of a sanctioned person.

The IMG Academy enforcement action shows that OFAC is capable of and willing to investigate
academic institutions’ admissions practices and other operations, and that it will not hesitate to
levy significant fines against academic institutions when those fines align with this presidential
administration’s policy priorities. Universities should therefore carefully evaluate whether their
admissions and fundraising practices expose them to sanctions liability. In an environment of
increased political focus on U.S. universities’ practices, proactive steps to limit the risk of
sanctions violations will be particularly important to reduce the likelihood of incurring substantial
investigative costs and steep penalties for avoidable sanctions violations.

lll. FCPA

Sanctions are not the only compliance risk that can implicate the U.S. university admissions
process. Despite major changes in DOJ’'s FCPA enforcement policy since President Trump’s
second inauguration in January 2025, violations of the FCPA'’s anti-bribery provisions remain key
risks for U.S. persons—including universities—engaged in activities outside the United States. In



particular, DOJ’s enforcement actions against companies that hired the children of senior non-
U.S. government officials could offer a blueprint for enforcement against an educational institution
that allegedly admit students related to a non-U.S. official to elicit donations from their
government or to curry business relationships between the university and the government.[13]
And DOJ's recent decision to require political appointees’ approval to even initiate an FCPA
investigation could increase the likelihood that institutions already facing significant political
pressure in other domains could be subject to greater FCPA scrutiny as well.[14]

The FCPA'’s anti-bribery provisions make it illegal to offer or provide money or anything else of
value to officials of foreign governments, foreign political parties, or public international
organizations with corrupt intent for the purpose of obtaining or retaining business.[15] The
prohibitions apply to, among others, “domestic concerns”™—including entities, such as U.S.
universities, organized under the laws of, or with their principal place of business in, the United
States—and other persons acting while in the United States.[16] U.S. universities can become
liable for the corrupt acts of their non-U.S. affiliates and agents when they are acting on the U.S.
university’s behalf.[17]

U.S. universities are particularly exposed to FCPA anti-bribery risk in light of their often extensive
activities outside the United States. In addition to domestic fundraising, many U.S. universities
raise millions of dollars from non-U.S. governments and private donors, a practice which has
drawn the attention of the Trump administration and Department of Education and resulted in
investigations into alleged violations of the Higher Education Act’s foreign funding disclosure
requirements.[18] The admission of well-connected non-U.S. students to domestic universities in
exchange for donations from non-U.S. governments (which can include sovereign wealth funds,
state-owned enterprises, and public universities and institutions) poses a particular risk of
violating the FCPA'’s anti-bribery provisions if offering something of value—admission to a
prestigious university—is intended to elicit donations or other benefits from the public entity in a
corrupt or improper manner.

Some institutions also use third-party agents working on commission to recruit international
students likelier to pay full tuition for attendance at U.S. universities.[19] Often, institutions lack
meaningful oversight over these agents, whose commission reportedly comprises a percentage
of each accepted student’s freshman-year tuition.[20] In already high-risk jurisdictions such as
China, the combination of lucrative potential commissions for agents and limited oversight by
U.S. institutions could increase the risk of corrupt payments by recruiting agents to gain access to
promising applicants from state-run secondary schools.[21]

Finally, nearly 100 U.S. institutions of higher education have launched international campuses
outside the United States, a number that will likely grow year over year as universities seek to
diversify revenue streams and tap into global demand for U.S. higher education.[22] The need to
obtain regulatory approval, accreditation, financing, and the participation of host country
authorities in the establishment and operation of these international campuses—especially in a
highly competitive global educational marketplace—carries significant potential for violations of
the FCPA’s anti-bribery provisions if institutions fail to implement adequate internal controls.
Aside from admissions and enroliment, universities engage extensively with foreign governments
on cross-border research collaboration and commercial activities; here too, the risk for corrupt
payments by agents of the U.S. universities in exchange for greater collaboration,
commercialization, or regulatory approvals is acute if not appropriately mitigated through rigorous



compliance processes. [23

Indeed, even at institutions with sophisticated compliance policies and functions, internal controls
can sometimes fail to prevent unauthorized or unlawful actions by administrators, faculty, and
other university employees, as both the Epstein and Varsity Blues scandals illustrate. In the
Epstein case, a Columbia development official at least once directed other administrators and
faculty not to solicit Epstein’s donations; his six-figure donations were nevertheless accepted by
the school shortly after Epstein’s girlfriend was admitted.[24] And in several instances in the
Varsity Blues case, athletics personnel bypassed or deceived admissions committees and other
administrators to facilitate the admission of students falsely portrayed as student athletes in
exchange for bribes or contributions to athletics programs.[25] Robust controls surrounding the
integrity of the admissions process—especially as it relates to non-U.S. nationals—are critical in
reducing the risk of a potential FCPA exposure.

Analogously to university admissions, quid-pro-quo arrangements of employment or internships
in exchange for favorable treatment by non-U.S. public officials have resulted in FCPA
enforcement. In the so-called “Princeling Cases,” for example, DOJ entered into non-prosecution
agreements with several major financial institutions for providing employment for family members
of senior non-U.S. government officials allegedly in exchange for corruptly winning and retaining
business.[26] DOJ fined one financial institution $72 million for the purported violations after
executives and senior bankers allegedly circumvented the company’s internal compliance and
hiring review processes by misrepresenting the benefit to the bank that was to be derived from
the employment of sons and daughters of senior government officials.[27] In another case, DOJ
secured a $47 million criminal penalty against a bank for similarly engaging in so-called
“relationship hires” of the children and relatives of Chinese government officials allegedly to gain
unfair business advantages and generate profits.[28] Analogous admissions policies or
decisions—in which admission is granted in exchange for donations, regulatory approvals for
university activities, or lucrative commercial partnerships with non-U.S. government entities—
could incur DOJ scrutiny under a similar theory of FCPA liability.

These risks arise in a moment of significant changes to FCPA enforcement policies under the
second Trump administration. After temporarily pausing FCPA enforcement pursuant to an
executive order in the first half of 2025, DOJ has shifted its stance on FCPA enforcement,
pledging to “limit[] undue burdens on American companies that operate abroad” and to “target[]
enforcement actions against conduct that directly undermines U.S. national interests.” In a much-
awaited policy memorandum released on June 9, 2025, by Deputy Attorney General Todd
Blanche, DOJ reiterated its prioritization of FCPA enforcement against narcotics cartels and
TCOs, and reduced scrutiny of U.S. businesses operating abroad. The memorandum instructs
DOJ prosecutors to consider how “foreign officials’ demands for bribes” harm U.S. companies,
and asserts that “[tlhe most blatant bribery schemes have historically been committed by foreign
companies,” suggesting that DOJ’s FCPA enforcement may be redirected toward non-U.S.
violators.[29] Finally, DOJ’s updated FCPA enforcement policy directs prosecutors to focus on
misconduct bearing “strong indicia of corrupt intent tied to particular individuals—large bribes,
efforts to conceal the corrupt payments, fraud, and obstruction of justice—rather than “routine
business practices.”[30] As we noted in a previous client alert, these new directives leave DOJ
“significant leeway to implement” the updated guidance, particularly given that DOJ’s revised
policy now places the ultimate decision-making authority over initiating FCPA investigations in the
hands not of DOJ career prosecutors, but political appointees.[31]



Given that the first FCPA enforcement action since lifting the pause was filed in August 2025, it
remains to be seen how exactly DOJ will implement these new enforcement guidelines.[32] But
there is little reason to believe that DOJ’s updated approach to FCPA enforcement reduces
universities’ FCPA enforcement risk. As noted above, U.S. universities have drawn significant
scrutiny from the Trump administration’s DOJ and other agencies (including, for example, the
Department of Defense and the Department of Education) across a range of areas, including for
compliance with civil rights, government procurement, and foreign funding disclosure laws.[33]
These investigations can be time-consuming, costly, and disruptive—and FCPA violations can
incur millions in civil penalties, as well as the risk of criminal prosecution. Further, the second
Trump administration’s general lack of enthusiasm for U.S. soft power tools such as foreign
assistance programs, cultural and educational exchanges, and publicly funded international
broadcasters, bely any notion that U.S. universities’ international activities may receive lenient
treatment from the current DOJ.

IV. Strategies to Mitigate Risk

While it remains to be seen whether the IMG Academy enforcement action is the first in a pattern
of increased enforcement against educational institutions around student admissions and
enrollment or a one-off event, what is clear is that U.S. universities sit at the confluence of
continued internationalization in higher education, powerful U.S. economic sanctions and anti-
corruption laws, and a political climate in which U.S. universities are subject to far greater scrutiny
than has historically been the case.

Academic institutions can take steps now to manage these compounding compliance risks and
avoid the pitfalls highlighted in the IMG Academy, Epstein, Varsity Blues, and Princeling cases.
First, universities should ensure that they have comprehensive, organization-wide compliance
policies in place that require risk-based due diligence on prospective students, donors, faculty,
business partners, and agents and consultants, as well as non-U.S. public officials with whom
university officials are collaborating. These policies should include automated screening tools to
identify sanctions and anti-corruption red flags, and the integration of those tools into onboarding
or admissions workflows to detect potential compliance concerns before they generate liability for
the institution.

Second, policies are most effective when employees are equipped with the knowledge to
recognize red flags, the ability to conduct due diligence, and the means to report and document
potential compliance concems. This is particularly true for employees in higher-risk positions:
administrators should consider the myriad touchpoints with non-U.S. persons that can generate
compliance risk. Officials in admissions and fundraising, athletics personnel, faculty, researchers,
and others all have roles to play in a university’s compliance framework.

Third, many of the cases we describe above occurred because of inadequate internal controls. It
is prudent for institutions of higher education to maintain diligent, consistent, and audited records
of their transactions, carefully monitor the activities of their agents and representatives outside of
the United States, and implement strong controls over any interactions with non-U.S. public
officials. Clear structures and channels to report potential compliance issues upward—and a
strong culture of oversight and accountability in institutional leadership—can foster an
environment in which potential compliance issues are addressed before they become material



risks for institutions.

Fourth and finally, universities should continue to monitor sanctions and FCPA enforcement
actions as well as statements and guidance by OFAC, DOJ, and other senior administration
officials. While compliance with sanctions and anti-corruption laws was always relevant for U.S.
universities, its importance has only increased as the challenges that universities face become
more complex and multifaceted.
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