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Greenwashing in the Automotive Industry 

     Greenwashing in the automotive industry occurs when companies promote vehicles or technologies as environmentally friendly while their real environmental impact is higher than suggested. This practice influences how you understand sustainability and can shape your buying decisions. As demand for eco-friendly products grows, car manufacturers have strong incentives to appear sustainable, even if the improvements they claim are minimal or misleading. 
     A major example is the Volkswagen Dieselgate scandal. In 2015, the United States Environmental Protection Agency discovered that Volkswagen installed software designed to cheat emissions tests (EPA, 2015). These vehicles were heavily promoted as “clean diesel”, yet real driving conditions showed nitrogen oxide emissions up to forty times above legal limits (Hotten, 2015). This case demonstrated how marketing can hide the true impact of a vehicle and cause you to trust a product based on claims rather than verified data.
     Studies show that cars advertised as efficient often emit more in real-world conditions than in lab tests (ICCT, 2017). This difference between reported and actual performance can influence your trust and lead to choices that do not match your values. Greenwashing, therefore slows the progress toward effective environmental solutions. 
     After applying a Root Cause Analysis, you can understand why greenwashing has become common in the automotive industry. Root Cause Analysis helps you identify the main source of a problem instead of focusing on the visible effects. The Fishbone Diagram supports this process by organising possible causes into clear categories, such as marketing decisions, competition, regulation, or consumer expectations. When you use these two tools together, you can see where the problem starts, how it develops, and why it continues. This makes it easier to explain the real reasons behind greenwashing. 
     The core problem behind greenwashing in the automotive industry comes from the gap between how companies present their vehicles and the actual environmental performance of those vehicles. Manufacturers often promote small improvements while avoiding full discussion of the total environmental impact across production, use, and disposal. This happens because marketing evolves faster than technical change, and companies want to appear sustainable before they have fully redesigned their systems (Dauvergne, 2016). Competitive pressure strengthens this behaviour. When one company claims environmental responsibility, others feel the need to match that image to maintain market position, even if the improvements are limited (Wells and Nieuwenhuis, 2012).
     Another root cause is the lack of transparency. You usually do not receive complete lifecycle data, particularly regarding real-world emissions or battery manufacturing impacts, which makes it easier for companies to highlight benefits and hide costs (ICCT, 2017). Regulation also contributes to the problem. In many regions, companies are not required to prove environmental claims with independent verification, which allows exaggerated or selective messaging to continue without significant consequences (Advertising Standards Authority, 2024). These factors create a situation where claims appear positive and convincing while the real environmental impact remains unclear. When misleading claims are exposed, trust is damaged, and consumers become more sceptical of genuinely sustainable technologies. This slows progress toward real environmental improvement, because confidence and understanding play an essential role in the adoption of cleaner technologies (EPA, 2015).
     In conclusion, greenwashing in the automotive industry remains a persistent issue because companies want to appear environmentally responsible while maintaining current production models. Marketing often focuses on selective information and presents sustainability as a feature of brand identity rather than a measurable outcome. When the public receives information in this form, it becomes difficult for you to understand the real environmental effect of a vehicle. The goal is not simply to identify misleading practices, but to support progress toward more responsible production and informed decision making.
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