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Courtney 
Davis Curtis
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As the assistant vice president for risk manage-
ment and resilience planning for the University of 
Chicago (UChicago), Curtis manages the enter-
prise-wide insurance programs for a higher educa-
tion enterprise that includes several schools and 
facilities and brings in annual revenues of $5.2 
billion. The enterprise consists of the University of 
Chicago, UChicago Medicine and its clinically inte-
grated network, UChicago Ingalls Memorial Hospi-
tal, the Marine Biological Laboratory, UChicago 
Laboratory Schools, UChicago Charter Schools, 
and several global centers and institutes.  

One of the world’s leading research universi-
ties, UChicago’s locations are not limited to the 
Windy City. In addition to its campus in Chica-
go’s Hyde Park neighborhood, UChicago has 
campuses and centers in Beijing, Delhi, Hong 
Kong, Paris, London and Egypt. Between them 
all, the enterprise has 18,000 undergraduate and 
graduate students, 3,600 pre-K through grade 12 
students, and 26,000 academics and staff. The 
University also participates in more than $750 
million in sponsored research annually and is 
ranked number six on the U.S. News & World 

Courtney Davis Curtis has already accomplished much,  
though still in the early stages of her risk management career. 
Her ability to resolve major enterprise-wide challenges, 

commitment to diversity and inclusiveness, and leadership among 
professionals in higher education over the past year have earned  
her the title of 2022 RIMS Risk Manager of the Year.

University of Chicago
by Justin Smulison 
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Report ranking of national U.S. colleges and universities. 
Whether they know it or not, those students, faculty and staff 

are impacted by a small yet mighty risk management team of four. 
Led by Curtis, the risk group is responsible for UChicago’s insur-
ance programs, including related procurement, claims manage-
ment and alternative risk financing for self-insured programs and 
captive operations. 

Overseeing the insurance portfolio of an organization of UChica-
go’s size and complexity can be quite challenging. “Just maintaining 
our casualty limits requires a complex strategy,” said Curtis, who 
has been with UChicago for more than seven years. She manages 
more than 100 individual policy placements as part of a portfolio 
that includes a multifaceted network of hospital professional liabil-
ity and physician medical malpractice coverages insured through 
a combination of self-insurance, trust, commercial/reinsurance 
markets and a captive. Specifically, she has had to work diligently to 
protect the institution’s catastrophic limits and maintain key areas 
of coverage, such as traumatic brain injury, sexual abuse and moles-
tation, and COVID-related exclusions. 

In order to help accomplish this, she led a three-year enterprise-
wide professional liability risk financing evaluation that concluded in 
2021. The strategy protected the agency risks by separating insurance 
programs for UChicago and the community hospital and was further 
compartmentalized between faculty and other health system physi-
cians. In that same period, she also created a new captive in 2020. 

“We established the captive by novating risk from the previous 
one and a legacy trust to a newly established nontaxable segre-
gated portfolio captive,” Curtis said. This transition allowed for 
better separation of risk and governance for the community hospi-
tal, which will also aid in legal arguments. “The captive was formed 
with updated actuarial assumptions, higher probability levels and 
discounted interest rates, and a new investment policy—all of which 
were aligned with strategies across the enterprise for continuity. 
This also minimized the likelihood of insolvency or future contri-
bution to maintain the minimum capital requirements.”

Strengthening Resilience
Curtis also leads resilience planning across UChicago, working to 
anticipate threats, cope effectively with adverse events, and adapt 
to changing conditions, with a strong focus on COVID-19 plan-
ning and response.  

Like other school systems, since the pandemic took hold, 
 UChicago had to regularly update COVID-19 guidelines by moni-
toring the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, as well 
as the World Health Organization to help protect the University’s 
global locations.

UChicago created various methods for how it would address and 
adapt to changes during the pandemic. Dedicated microsites, webi-
nars, newsletters and other announcements needed to be refined 
and distributed regularly to update staff, students and the public. 
Curtis collaborated with campus partners to coordinate these efforts 
and ensure consistent messaging. As part of these responsibilities, 
she and a small team responded to more than 4,000 individual 
email inquiries via the dedicated account regarding the Universi-
ty’s COVID-19 health requirements.

Curtis produces bi-weekly webinars that 
provide relevant information for deans, officers, 
senior administrators and other employees with 
key roles in their units’ COVID-19 plans. She ulti-
mately became a major engine behind COVID-19 
planning at UChicago. 

“As awful as the pandemic has been, it provided 
the opportunity to engage with stakeholders on 
every point on the spectrum,” she said. “They 
understand the value the risk department brings 
to the dialogue, and we were uniquely fortunate 
to leverage direct insight from UChicago Medi-
cine’s experts.” 

But not all risks in 2021 were COVID-related. In 
June 2021, the University experienced two large 
property losses exceeding $2 million within a week 
of each other. The biggest loss originated from 
a hot water pipe bursting underneath the main 
gymnasium, which caused extensive water and 
mechanical damage. This was only five weeks 
before student-athletes and coaches were return-
ing to practice and only nine weeks prior to the 
start of the academic year. In tandem with the 
facilities services department and other campus 
groups, Curtis dispatched her teams to address 
cleanup, restoration and communications for a 
critical venue for athletics, students and fans. 

“Campus partners and restoration had to be 
quickly engaged to address the water damage and 
prevent further loss from occurring—importantly 
including the gymnasium floor, which can be costly 
and extremely disruptive if it had to be replaced,” 
she recalled. “There were a lot of competing prior-
ities, with safety being chief among them.”   

This event required ongoing conversations as 
she negotiated and advocated on the University’s 
behalf. Curtis facilitated thrice-weekly calls for 
nearly three months with 10 campus stakeholders, 
a forensic accountant, the insurer and other compa-
nies who helped with the loss mitigation measures 
to keep all parties informed as she worked to over-
see the recovery process. 

“We had high-level decisions to make that we 
knew would influence the dialogues we would 
have with students and their parents,” she said. 
“We moved as quickly and efficiently as possible 
to avoid having to cut off access to a key facility or 
a marquee building.”

For Curtis, the past two years have been a 
“whirlwind experience,” she said. “Navigating the 
pandemic is certainly unprecedented, and I don’t 
know if I’ve ever worked so hard in my life with 
so many different people. It’s been a comprehen-
sive team effort that has created a lot of challenges 
and opportunities.”



Curtis said the goal of 
URMIA’s DEI program is to help 
remove biases and lead to a more 
informed community of risk and 
insurance professionals charac-
terized by increased personal 
accountability. Further, they want 
to create opportunities through 
scholarships for members and 
students of diverse backgrounds 
and for historically black colleges 
and universities. 

As an URMIA member, she 
co-chaired three regional confer-
ences and presented at numer-
ous in-person and virtual events. In 2021, 
Curtis took advantage of opportunities to 
lend her insight on higher education, DEI and 
other risk-related areas through appearances 
and presentations at the National Association 
of College and University Business Officers, 
RIMS Live 2021, RIMScast, and various insur-
ance brokerage and RIMS chapter events. 
She also contributed to a 2021 URMIA white 
paper titled Identifying, Valuing and Protect-
ing Research at Universities. Throughout the 
pandemic, she has also worked with local 
public health and governmental agencies to 
help inform published guidance.

Looking to the Future
After graduating from Northern Illinois 
University in 2007, Curtis expected to embark 
on a career in sales. She began an internship at Gallagher with very 
little insight into risk management and insurance. Once she was 
exposed to the profession, however, she realized that it was some-
thing she could excel in by applying her natural skills and intu-
ition. She returns to Gallagher annually to engage with newly hired 
interns and insurance professionals to offer a unique perspective 
as a former broker and now risk manager and client.

“I enjoy returning to speak with students and recent graduates 
to help them assess what I’m looking for now in the profession,” 
she said. “I can trace so much of my own growth and success back 
to that early experience and dabbing my toe in the water. Speaking 
with the next wave of students about the steps or risks they can take 
in their careers is important. Because that’s the time to make bold 
moves and also fail—when you’re young.”

While Curtis has already received several accolades throughout 
her career, the Risk Manager of the Year award is extraordinarily 
special. “Any success I have had is the result of efforts of several teams 
that I am proud to be on,” she said. “It also reflects all the different 
pieces of who I am. I’ve made sacrifices, and so has my family, and 
to receive this prestigious award is very gratifying. It came at the 
best time. But like risk itself, this is not just something I check off 
the list. This award is something I will strive for again.” ◆
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ERM Adoption
A staunch believer in the efficacy and benefits of 
enterprise risk management, Curtis also co-led the 
sourcing and adoption of a new framework for the 
school system. In collaboration with the universi-
ty’s internal audit and compliance function, Curtis 
completed the initial three-year ERM cycle using 
a risk inventory that was informed by the inter-
nal audit risk assessment process. 

This cycle covered 10 ERM risk topics, organized 
by functional area. Curtis and the internal audit and 
compliance function partnered with risk asses-
sors in each area to review ERM risks, as well as 
current and future reduction plans. Together they 
prepared detailed presentations to the Integrated 
ERM and Compliance Committee and the Audit 
Committee of the Board of Trustees. 

“We use a framework based on COSO custom-
ized to fit our operations,” she said, adding that 
it began as something of a version 2.0 and is now 
approaching 2.5 or 3.0. More than 150 ERM risks 
were identified across all areas over a three-year 
cycle, which ended earlier this year. “Basing 
assessments off the ‘probability-times-impact’ 
equation fit us better, as did the compliance pieces 
that we integrated.”

Community Connections 
Beyond her role at UChicago, Curtis has had a 
positive influence in the risk community, with 
memberships in CPCU Society, National Afri-
can American Insurance Association and Lloyd’s 
Risk Owners Council. She also sits on the board 
of directors of two captives. 

In addition, Curtis serves as the 2022 president 
of the University Risk Management and Insurance 
Association (URMIA), which provides education, 
and resources to an international community of 
almost 2,700 members across 550 institutions. As 
URMIA president, she is making a truly distinc-
tive mark by instituting a new diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) program that is certain to pave the 
way for future risk leaders in the education sector. 

“Back in 2019, we began adopting a plan that 
would reflect the social issues we saw and continue 
to see—such as the Black Lives Matter move-
ment—and we wanted to align it with our stra-
tegic plan and be more intentional about it,” she 
said. “We are focusing on connecting the orga-
nization’s actions to the long-standing values of 
our members. We want to dispel the idea that the 
risk manager cannot influence these sorts of ideas 
and programs at their own institutions. It’s about 
empowerment and creating positive change, and 
it all starts from a simple dialogue.” 

“As awful as  
the pandemic 
has been, it 
provided the 
opportunity to 
engage with 
stakeholders on 
every point on 
the spectrum.”
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Vu was originally hired by the 
Fund as an analyst in 2015, when 
the organization had launched 
its Emerging Leader Program. 
He demonstrated a deep foun-
dation of risk knowledge and 
continued to build on it. Upon 
completing the program, he 
joined the risk department 
with a focus on enterprise risk 
management and has steadily 
moved up its ranks.

When he first joined the Fund, 
its ERM program had been 
developed to ensure compliance 
with the Own Risk and Solvency 
Assessment (ORSA) regula-
tions. Over the years, he helped 
transform the program from a 
compliance-based perspective 
to one that ties risk manage-
ment to the strategic objectives 
and success of the organization.

He was promoted to manager 
of the ERM and business conti-
nuity groups, managing four 
employees across those two 
highly active teams.

“Our risk management group 
serves a unique organization, 
one that is a not-for-profit public 
fund competing in the private 
insurance market,” Vu said. 

“The risk team has shown our 
business partners the value in 
engaging with us to be success-
ful. Part of the excitement was 
connecting our internal stake-
holders—everyone from audit to 
heads of the business opera-
tions—to truly talk about risk 
management and strategy. We 
take a lot of pride providing a 
forum for different perspectives 
on risk and uncovering emerg-
ing risks they might not other-
wise see.”

In addition to his ERM lead-
ership role at the Fund, Vu 
has used every opportunity to 
enhance his risk knowledge. At 
the urging of one of his earliest 
vice presidents at the Fund, he 
achieved the RIMS-CRMP  
certification in 2019. 

He has also taken on an active 
role in RIMS. He was named 
a member of the 2022 RIMS 
Annual Conference Program-
ming Committee (ACPC); and 
volunteered to act as vice presi-
dent for the planning commit-
tee of the 2022 RIMS Western 
Regional Conference. 

His greatest impact so far, 
however, has been his abil-

ity to elevate the presence and 
engagement of OCRIMS while 
serving as chapter president. 
The chapter had traditionally 
been one of the most active 
in RIMS, but was significantly 
impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Despite the recruiting 
and retention challenges faced 
by volunteer organizations 
worldwide, Vu was undaunted. 

“The pandemic has changed 
and made things more chal-
lenging for volunteers,” he said. 
“I see that instead as a chance to 
redefine how we, as RIMS, can 
further engage with our volun-
teers to create a more effective 
community.” 

Vu and his board spear-
headed the revamping of the 
OCRIMS website to make it 
easier to navigate and devel-
oped regular chapter reports. 
He also led virtual and in-person 
events that maintained OCRIMS 
membership levels from 2020 to 

CHARLES VU
 RISING STAR AWARD
 by Justin Smulison

Over the past two years, risk professionals have  
had to step up their roles and responsibilities. RIMS 
Rising Star Award winner Charles Vu is no exception,  
having demonstrated a clear ability to meet and 
exceed these new expectations while in his full-time  
position at the California State Compensation 
 Insurance Fund and through his work as president of 
the Orange County Chapter of RIMS (OCRIMS). 
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2021. This dedication paid off, as 
OCRIMS was honored as RIMS 
Chapter of the Year in 2021.

“OCRIMS is like a home away 
from home,” said Vu, whose term 
as president concluded at the 
end of 2021. “I see it as a great 
opportunity to learn the differ-
ent facets of risk management 
and create lasting relationships 
with our constituents—every-
one from experienced profes-
sionals to students starting their 
careers in the insurance indus-
try. Maintaining enthusiasm and 
connectedness was an oppor-
tunity area throughout the past 
two years—we’re not unique in 
that regard.

“More broadly, it has allowed 
my board and me to think about 
the resources, technology and 
events—beyond just virtual 
meetings—that our chapter can 
deliver to drive engagement  
in our risk management 
community.” ◆


