
Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry

The automobile industry now promotes itself as central to sustainable mobility, highlighting terms like “eco-friendly,” this emphasis has also led to increased greenwashing exaggerating environmental claims for marketing purposes. Greenwashing erodes consumer trust and hinders environmental progress. Research by Kell (2022) and Koch and Denner (2025) shows that many automakers misrepresent emissions and efficiency, revealing a disconnect between image and actual sustainability performance.
The Case of Volkswagen
Volkswagen’s “Diesel gate” scandal is a notable example of greenwashing in the auto industry. As detailed by Kell (2022) and Boiral et al. (2022), the company falsely promoted its diesel vehicles as environmentally friendly while using software to cheat emissions tests, resulting in nitrogen oxide emissions up to forty times above legal limits. This led to major fines, recalls, and reputational harm, while also undermining consumer trust and prompting stricter regulatory oversight. Syal (2025) notes that this case highlighted widespread misleading sustainability claims within the industry.
Root Cause Analysis (RCA)
A root cause analysis reveals multiple interlinked factors behind the persistence of greenwashing in the automobile industry:
1. Regulatory Pressure and Compliance Gaps: Severe environmental regulations, such as the EU’s CO₂ emissions targets, have placed immense pressure on automakers to prove compliance. When faced with technological or financial limitations, some companies have resorted to manipulation rather than genuine innovation. Weak enforcement mechanisms and loopholes in testing protocols have also helped deceptive practices (Boiral et al., 2022).
2. Competitive Market Dynamics: The automotive market is highly competitive, with sustainability now a key differentiator. Companies eager to keep market share and investor confidence may exaggerate green credentials to align with consumer expectations and ESG standards (Koch and Denner, 2025).
3. Technological Limitations: Transitioning to low-emission or electric vehicles requires massive investment in research, development, and infrastructure. Firms that lag technologically may use marketing strategies to create an illusion of progress while still relying on traditional, polluting technologies (Syal, 2025).
4. Corporate Culture and Short-Termism: Boiral et al. (2022) argue that corporate decision-making often prioritizes short-term profits and reputation management over long-term environmental responsibility. This culture encourages symbolic gestures like sustainability reports and green advertising over substantive operational change.
5. Information Asymmetry and Consumer Misunderstanding: Many consumers lack the technical knowledge to critically assess environmental claims. This allows companies to use vague or misleading terminology such as “eco,” “sustainable,” or “zero emissions” without providing verifiable data (Koch and Denner, 2025).
Lessons Learned and Preventive Measures
To prevent future greenwashing, companies like VW must address the root causes found through RCA. Key recommendations include:
· Fostering Ethical Leadership: Companies should cultivate a culture of transparency and integrity, ensuring that sustainability goals are pursued authentically.
· Investing in Genuine Innovation: Rather than relying on shortcuts, businesses must prioritize research and development to create truly sustainable solutions.

Conclusion
Greenwashing in the automobile industry stems from regulatory, economic, and cultural pressures. The Volkswagen case shows that misleading sustainability claims may provide short-term benefits but lead to lasting reputational and financial harm. Root causes include not just corporate actions but also ambitious regulations, technology gaps, and consumer demand for fast change. Addressing these issues requires stricter oversight, transparent reporting, and better consumer education. Achieving true sustainability means prioritizing integrity, innovation, and accountability over marketing.
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