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In a recent WONKHE 
article, Professor Jonathan 
Grant1 posed the question 
“Are universities ‘civic 
washing’?
In response to comments he 
acknowledges that universities are on a 
journey in relation to civic responsibility, 
but he argues that ‘civic washing’ 
matters because if civic commitment is 
not matched by demonstrated action, 
it generates a false impression that 
will result in reputational damage of 
universities and the sector. 

While Grant’s central proposition is 
entirely reasonable, the use of the 
term ‘civic washing’ is worthy of 
interrogation. As an attention gaining 
trope, ‘civic washing’ probably works, 
but it immediately evokes a sense of 

deceit on the part of universities and is a 
potential trigger to further contributions 
to deficit narratives of the higher 
education sector.2 To avoid slippage into 
the realm of fake news, we should hope 
the term does not gain traction until 
there is a more robust evidence base 
and careful consideration of the impact 
of ‘civic washing’ as an accusation.   

Without such robust evidence, Grant’s 
default position is to focus on the 
negatives. Apparently of the 59 
UK universities that made a public 
commitment to their local communities, 
only 14 had actually developed the 
formal agreements proposed by the 
University Partnerships Program (UPP 
Foundation) by the end of 2021. Grant 
considers a second indicator: payment 
of the ‘living wage’ to the universities 
lowest paid staff. He suggests that only 
23 of the 59 (39 per cent) universities 

that made a public commitment to their 
communities are accredited as paying 
a living wage with the Living Wage 
Foundation, and another 19 (32 per 
cent) claim they are paying a living wage 
but are not accredited.  

He reserves particular scorn for 

… those 14 institutions that have 
committed to a civic university 
agreement but have not delivered 
on that and apparently don’t pay a 
living wage. It’s the worst example of 
opportunistic instrumentalism in the 
sector. [Emphasis added]

There is no doubt that this is 
accusation. Is it reasonable or 
constructive?

Even though ‘civic washing’ is a 
nascent addition to the ‘white washing’ 
lexical lineage that has spawned 
‘green washing’, ‘blue washing’, ‘purple 
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washing’, ‘red washing’ and more 
recently ‘sports washing’, a Google 
search for ‘civic washing’ produces little 
more than pages of services associated 
with cleaning (in particular a brand of 
car). 

In contrast, it is noteworthy 
that the widely used term 
‘green washing’ had an 
established provenance 
prior to being introduced 
to the climate change /
sustainability dialogue. Some 
sources suggest that the 
term may have been used by 
ecological activists since the 
1970s. In 1986, the term was 
used by environmentalist Jay 
Westervelt in an essay about 
the hospitality industry and 
the questionable motives 
behind introduction of hotel 
towel re-use. 

Used widely in the media 
and with a significant 
presence in academic 
journals, ‘green washing’ 
is now regarded as multi-
faceted, employing selective 
disclosure, decoupling of symbolic and 
substantive corporate social actions, 
pragmatic legitimacy, and more recently 
‘executional green washing’ involving 
the evocation of nature and natural 
colours and sound tracks. Elaborate and 

expensive advertising campaigns and 
glossy annual reports and publications 
are employed by large corporations, 
especially those whose activities have 
generated significant environmental 
or social damage or when deceptive 
practice has been disc,losed. Media 

research indicates that promotion of 
social and environmental responsibility 
generates tangible financial returns.3

In 1999 the term ‘green washing’ was 
added to the Concise Oxford English 
Dictionary that defines it as:

Disinformation disseminated by 
an organisation so as to present 
an environmentally responsible 
public image; a public image of 
responsibility promulgated by or for 
an organisation, etc., but perceived 
as being unfounded or intentionally 

misleading.4

The important distinction 
here is that of deliberate 
disinformation dissemination 
by organisations to 
intentionally mislead. De 
Freitas Netto et al (2020) 
express this more strongly:

As green washing was first 
accused in 1986 by Jay 
Westerveld, an activist who 
noticed an organisational 
communication with a 
misleading trait, the element 
of accusation is key in the 
process. … Without the 
accusation element, the 
definition of the phenomenon 
is incomplete.5 

A further important 
consideration is timing. 

Professor Grant has coined this term at 
a time when many UK universities have 
publicly committed to civic agreements 
that are both co-created and jointly 
agreed with partners through the UPP 
Foundation.6 It is also a time where, 

Used widely in the media and with 
a significant presence in academic 

journals, ‘green washing’ is 
now regarded as multi-faceted, 
employing selective disclosure, 

decoupling of symbolic and 
substantive corporate social 

actions, pragmatic legitimacy, and 
more recently ‘executional green 
washing’ involving the evocation 

of nature and natural colours and 
sound tracks.

“
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in a post-pandemic ‘quiet revolution’, 
UK vice-chancellors are reported to be 
giving priority to moving beyond being 
place-based anchor institutions through 
more direct engagement to support 
local and economic needs.7 

Richard Calvert, DVC Strategy and 
Operations at Sheffield Hallam 
University, lead of the Civic Universities 
Network, observes in response to 
Grant’s challenge (WONKHE 21.1.22):

The pandemic has also thrown the 
impact of universities into sharp 
focus. Across the board, universities 
have made an overwhelmingly 
positive contribution to their local 
community in the last two years. 
From running vaccination centres, 
supporting business, and increasing 
testing capacity, to fast-tracking 
healthcare students for the NHS 
frontline, it’s a long and impressive 
list. 8

It is clear that these contributions are 
not simply crisis mode responses. Many 
are generating important discussions 
around how to achieve greater 
collaboration between colleges and 
universities; revisioning collaboration 
with the NHS; reinvigorating the arts 
and cultural precincts; and addressing 
the parallel crisis of climate change.9 All 
begin with the premise that the intention 
is to find forms of collaboration focused 

on new and emerging challenges and 
to avoid simply resuming pre-pandemic 
relationships, and one might add pre-
pandemic measures of accountability. 

Universities should be held accountable 
for realising civic ambitions and they 
should be accountable, especially 
to their communities, if they fail to 
meet the expectations envisaged for 
civic university agreements, or fail to 
negotiate with their partners how these 
may now need to be re-designed.  But as 
Grant acknowledges, capturing the wide-
ranging nature of that civic engagement 
is complex. It also frequently eludes 
quantification. University groups like 
the Talloires Network of Engaged 
Universities and the Carnegie 
Classification of Institutions of Higher 
Education provide frameworks for 
documentation and assessment of 
the role universities have to work in 
partnership with their communities 
in a spirit of reciprocity;10 as does 
the Civic University Network, which 
supports universities with resources to 
develop and implement Civic University 
Agreements.11 The challenge now is to 
design measures of accountability that 
reflect a dynamic, disrupted and rapidly 
changing environment.

The Carnegie classification, now 
being trialed in Australia, provides 
a comprehensive framework for 
universities to provide evidence to 

gain accreditation on the basis of their 
engagement activities, and evidence 
of alignment with a university’s core 
mission. Firth and Nyland (2020) 
note that this encourages universities 
to reflect on their relationships with 
industry, community and government 
and gain insights into how the university 
can improve its engagement practices.12 
The pandemic years are amplifying this 
dynamic because the nature of that 
engagement has changed dramatically 
and has not always been led by the 
usual suspects. There has undoubtedly 
been disruption to many engagement 
activities but there have also been 
hugely positive, unplanned changes 
characterised by significant impact 
rather than deceit.

The sector has contributed to all facets 
of the pandemic response at the highest 
levels of policy, modelling and practice 
through application of deep expertise 
garnered over decades.13 We can now 
identify by name epidemiologists, 
infectious disease, intensive care and 
public health experts, and economists 
from a range of universities. Expertise 
in medical science and technology have 
provided the basis for health control 
measures. We have all become ardent 
consumers of epidemiological data and 
admirers of those who compile and 
present this real time data. Science has 
informed policy decisions.
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Our staff, graduates and students have 
bolstered the public health workforce 
and provided the skills required for 
contact-tracing and vaccination 
programs, often providing specialist 
knowledge drawn from international 
experience. Our graduates and staff 
have enabled transitions to and from on-
line and hybrid learning, and those with 
mental health expertise are now dealing 
with the less visible repercussions of 
the pandemic and lockdowns.   

Professional and academic university 
staff have willingly embraced social 
responsibility. Staff have committed 
to salary sacrifice, not just to sustain 
their institutions and jobs, but through 
contributions to student welfare 
and scholarship funds. They have 
manned foodbanks for students and 
communities, and have volunteered to 
provide support as tutors. Those with 
networks in overseas jurisdictions, 
especially those that have been ravaged 
or isolated by COVID, have not just 
employed their expertise to document 
and analyse, but have been actively 
involved in supporting those in need.

As Richard Calvert notes ‘…it’s a long 
and impressive list’. 

COVID has been disruptive and it 
has changed much in our sector, 
but one of the great strengths of 
universities is that they are not just 

transactional or credentialing, they are 
social organisations. This has proven 
an essential attribute that sustains 
students, staff and communities, 
not as atomised individuals, but 
through resilient communities of 
practice – academic and professional 
communities within communities 
shaped by history, geography and 
economy, and now being reshaped by a 
pandemic.

Firth and Nyland (2020) conclude 
their article on universities and social 
transition by proposing that COVID-19 
has the capacity to renew the social 
license of universities. I would argue 
that the pandemic has already re-
focused universities on their social 
contract. 

COVID has also exposed the weakness 
of ‘small government’ in a major crisis, 
even when coupled with high cost 
partnerships with professional services 
companies. Universities generate the 
most credible and current scientific 
knowledge and understanding of how 
our societies work. During the pandemic 
this has been applied in the most 
innovative ways, informed by vital global 
academic and professional networks.  
As post-pandemic challenges loom 
large, especially for the disadvantaged,14 
it is essential that as a sector we not 
just meet our civic commitments but 
that we retain and nurture our pandemic 

activism to address inequality and its 
local and global consequences together 
with the existential threat of climate 
change.

We have a collective responsibility 
to ensure that, for the moment, the 
term ‘civic washing’ is subsumed to a 
footnote in our dialogue, a reminder of 
a potential risk factor. Our focus should 
be not on what we have not achieved, or 
documented or reported through these 
demanding years, but on the ground-
work we have laid to ensure that the 
next ‘peak’ of higher education,15 the 
pandemic and post-pandemic evolution 
of our institutional values and scholarly 
and professional practices, is a pinnacle 
of civic achievement. The pandemic 
has shown us that this next ‘peak’ is not 
just premised on institutional growth or 
research revenue generated, but through 
the impact of our graduates, the quality 
and dissemination and translation of our 
research and education, and through the 
nature of our organisational cultures… 
and yes Professor Grant, reflected in 
the dignity we offer to all our employees 
through equitable employment practices 
and conditions.

Professor Sharon Bell 
Emeritus Professor 
College of Asia & the Pacific 
ANU
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