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This essay analyses what greenwashing is in the automobile industry, its impact on the current environmental situation and how green technologies called electric or hybrid vehicles are promoted to contribute to environmental well-being, but which ultimately end up being the biggest polluters on the planet, as is the case with the company VOLKSWAGEN, which we will study specifically as one of the companies that project a ‘green’ image while in practice the opposite is true, since in September 2015 it admitted that it had manipulated the emissions data of its diesel vehicles in several markets, promoting clean diesel engines while concealing the real condition, forming one of the biggest scandals to date, known as ‘Dieselgate’.
Greenwashing in the automobile industry is the practice of making misleading or false claims about the environmental benefits of a vehicle or the sustainability of the company to improve its image, offering environmental sustainability or ecological responsibility that does not correspond to the company's actual actions. In the specific case of Volkswagen, where the company sold vehicles for a long time, almost 600,000 to be specific (Leggett, 2018). These vehicles had software installed that was designed to alter the results of pollutant emission tests on diesel engines to give a low reading, but in normal driving conditions they emitted up to 40 times more pollutant gases (Batista; Vieira; de Lima, 2020).
These articles describe how a company not only exaggerated its environmental credentials, but also took the time to implement technology to cheat emissions tests. We see that this goes beyond simply projecting a green image, as a brand that promotes itself as environmentally responsible but internally manipulates standards in order to sell environmentally friendly cars through greenwashing.
The consequences of this specific company's scandal are many and, unfortunately, far-reaching. The main ones are as follows:
Financial. These losses were massive, exceeding £19 million between the collapse of shares and compensation payments (The Guardian, 2025). 
Legal. Facing multiple accusations, lawsuits, fines, sentences, among others (SWI, 2019).
Reputational damage. Significant damage to its image of integrity and honesty, resulting in a strong negative reaction and mistrust on the part of customers and the general public towards the brand (Meagher, 2023).
Environmental. The manipulation of this company's emissions tests resulted in those manipulated cars emitting more than one million tonnes of atmospheric pollution, an alarming figure (Mathiesen & Neslen, 2015).
To better understand Volkswagen's scandalous greenwashing, we will examine it through a root cause analysis. 
Definition of the problem: Volkswagen installed software in millions of diesel vehicles to detect emissions tests and reduce pollutant levels, while promoting these vehicles as clean diesel using greenwashing. 
Data collection: Technical engine records and laboratory test results were analysed and compared with real-world conditions. Actual emissions exceeded legal limits by 40 times.
Identifying the possible root cause: The main hypotheses included technological limitations in complying with standards, management pressure to compete in the US, and weak internal controls, among others. 
Determining the root cause: The analysis revealed that the root cause was not only technical but also organisational, as it was stated that Volkswagen's senior management was fully aware of these practices, highlighting their low ethical standards by allowing software installations to cheat regulatory emissions tests. 
Possible solutions: External software and emissions audits, real-world testing, strict internal controls, CEOs ethically committed to transparency and accountability, and honest marketing.
In conclusion, the Volkswagen case shows us how greenwashing can seriously damage not only the environment, but also public trust and corporate integrity. The use of software to manipulate emissions tests reveals profound ethical failings and a corporate culture focused on image rather than real responsibility. The financial, legal, reputational and environmental consequences highlight the high cost of these practices and invite us to reflect on the essential need to strengthen internal controls, promote ethical leadership and ensure real and verified sustainability strategies in order to prevent episodes such as these from happening again.
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