



Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry – A Root Cause Analysis (RCA)

Greenwashing has been a major problem in automobile manufacturing nowadays. According to Delmas and Burbano (2011), greenwashing is the practice of businesses making false or exaggerated claims about their green corporate image. To attract customers who care about the environment, automakers often promote their "green" vehicles. However, a lot of these claims have been overstated and are more of a marketing scheme than a true commitment to sustainability. Volkswagen's 2015 Dieselgate scandal, which exposed the extent and nature of the disonesty that automakers could get away with while passing themselves off as environmentally friendly, made it a prominent topic (Kell, 2022).
The Dieselgate scandal high lights the negative impact of greenwashing on an entire sector. Volkswagen hacked their diesel cars' software to pass pollution tests, making them appear cleaner than they actually were (Boiral et al., 2022). The vehicles released up to 40 times the quantity of nitrogen oxide allowed by laws for real-world driving. Volkswagen faced billions of dollars in penalties, claims, and loss of consumer trust after revealing the truth. As noted by Koch and Denner (2025), the controversy also harmed the reputations of other car manufacturers, as buyers began to question the veracity of all "green" claims. This demonstrates how one company's unethical actions can have an impact on others throughout the sector.
A Root Cause Analysis (RCA) can help uncover why greenwashing occurs. There are several underlying cause. First of all, competitive pressure is a big motivator. Car firms are under intense pressure to innovate and achieve emissions limits while remaining profitable. To look sustainable and modern, several companies overstate their environmental claims rather than really committing to green technologie (Boiral et al., 2022). Second, regulatory inadequacies facilitate manipulation. Emissions testing processes are frequently conducted under controlled conditions that do not reflect real-world driving (Syal, 2025). This creates gaps for dishonest businesses to exploit.
Corporate culture is another contributing factor. Internal pressure to fulfil unrealistic targets at Volkswagen led to a culture in which deceit became normal. Employees feared failure and put performance ahead of ethics (Koch and Denner, 2025). Consumer expectations also play an important impact. As more people prefer "eco-friendly" vehicles, businesses leverage sustainability as a selling point. However, without openness, these marketing methods can readily devolve into greenwashing (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). Finally, the lack of transparency in sustainability reporting allow companies to hide behind ambiguous environmental statements that have not been independently verified (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015).
In conclusion, greenwashing in the vehicle industry is a deeper systemic issue rather than a marketing one. The Volkswagen story demonstrates how, when financial objectives, lax regulation, and immoral corporate cultures combine, firms can readily deceive the public. To address this issue, more transparency regulations, independent environmental reviews, and ethical leadership are required. The sector must move beyond symbolic gestures and towards actual sustainability. Only then will automakers regain customer trust and actually support environmental development.
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