Certificate of Higher Education in Employability Skills
Problem Solving and Innovation
BMSW4014
Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry
Lecturer: Jaliya da Silva
Margarita Velasco Cabrera
S.I.D. 2427910

Introduction
The automobile industry faces criticism for promoting a false eco-friendly image through greenwashing: marketing strategies that exaggerate vehicle sustainability. Cases like “Dieselgate” reveal how such practices mislead consumers, undermine trust, and delay the transition toward truly sustainable mobility, driven more by economic interest than by genuine environmental concern.

Identifying the Root Causes of Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry
To understand the root causes of greenwashing within the automobile industry, this analysis applied two diagnostic tools: the Fishbone Diagram (Ishikawa Diagram) and the Five Whys technique. The Fishbone Diagram was employed to categorise the potential sources of the problem into major domains—namely, corporate strategy, marketing practices, regulatory frameworks, consumer behaviour, and technological limitations. This visual mapping revealed how interconnected these factors are, showing that greenwashing does not emerge from a single source but rather from a complex system of motivations and constraints. For instance, under the “corporate strategy” category, the diagram highlighted how profit-driven objectives often outweigh genuine sustainability goals. Within “marketing practices,” misleading green advertisements were identified as a primary driver of consumer misperception.
Following this stage, the Five Whys technique was applied to trace these surface-level issues to their deeper organisational roots. Starting with the question “Why do car companies engage in greenwashing?”, the initial answer pointed to the need to improve brand image in a sustainability-conscious market. Asking “Why do they need to improve their image?” revealed intense competition and pressure from investors seeking environmentally responsible branding. A further “Why?” exposed the limited regulatory oversight that enables companies to exaggerate environmental claims without facing substantial penalties (Walker, 2019). The final iterations of the Five Whys linked the phenomenon to weak enforcement mechanisms and the prioritisation of short-term financial gains over long-term ethical responsibility.

What is Volkswagen accused of?
The Volkswagen “Dieselgate” scandal revealed that the company installed software, known as a “defeat device,” in millions of diesel vehicles worldwide to cheat emissions tests. This allowed cars to appear low-emission during testing while producing far higher pollution in real-world driving. Around 11 million cars were affected globally, including Audi and Porsche models. The case exposed deliberate greenwashing through misleading marketing of diesel cars as environmentally friendly. 
Following the Dieselgate scandal, Volkswagen’s leadership admitted wrongdoing and pledged to restore public trust, with CEO Martin Winterkorn resigning and Matthias Mueller taking over. The company launched an internal investigation, recalled millions of cars worldwide, and set aside €6.7 billion to cover initial costs, posting its first quarterly loss in 15 years. Additional fines and legal claims could further increase financial liabilities.

Conclusion
Greenwashing is a misleading marketing practice where companies make false or exaggerated environmental claims to appeal to eco-conscious consumers. It undermines genuine sustainability efforts and misleads buyers. Combating greenwashing requires consumer awareness, reliable third-party verification, and strict regulatory oversight. Collective action by businesses, consumers, and regulators can promote transparency and ensure that environmental claims reflect real sustainability commitments.
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