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Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry: Problem Description
Introduction
Greenwashing in the auto industry means promoting products, policies or practices as environmentally friendly while not meeting these claims or providing misleading information (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). This issue has been more under the spotlight after major greenwashing scandals like Volkswagen’s Dieselgate emissions cheating (Kell, 2022). Greenwashing misleads consumers, damages the corporate image, undermines sustainability and can affect policy debates. In this presentation, we explore the root causes of greenwashing in the auto industry, including contributing factors, corporate incentives and industry pressures.
Impact of the Current Situation
The Volkswagen Dieselgate scandal, in which software was used to pass emissions tests while in reality, polluting more, showed the high costs of greenwashing. Volkswagen had to pay fines in excess of €30 billion and suffered severe reputation damage (Boiral et al., 2022). Consumers were sceptical about green claims of other auto manufacturers, and regulators tightened their emission monitoring. Mercedes, BMW and other companies have faced similar allegations of making too many green claims (Syal, 2025). The cost is not just financial, but public trust in companies’ sustainability reporting has been lost, and greenwashing can even deter real environmental efforts by creating the narrative that all claims can’t be trusted.

Root Cause Analysis (RCA) – Key Factors
By applying RCA methodology, we can identify the following key factors that drive greenwashing in the automobile industry:
Competitive Pressure
Companies are under market pressure to offer low-emission vehicles but are not ready to invest in technology, which creates incentives for greenwashing claims (Koch & Denner, 2025).
Regulatory Complexity
Environmental regulations are different in different regions and create opportunities for manipulation (Boiral et al., 2022).
Consumer Perception and Marketing
Marketing teams want to create a positive brand image, which is why they are prioritizing it over transparency, and exaggerating the actual green credentials to make their cars appealing to eco-friendly consumers (Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
Corporate Culture and Ethics: Incentives in the companies are set to provide better results in a short period of time while the internal compliance monitoring system is non-existent or weak, which drives to enable the short-term greenwashing wins (Kell, 2022).
Technological Limitations
Some greenwashing claims are possible in lab conditions (testing the car emissions), but their real-world performances are not close to these advertised environmental benefits (Syal, 2025).
The combination of the factors described above create systemic incentives for greenwashing, which is why to stop it, the internal control system and company leadership have to be ethical and provide robust and trustworthy data. It is also important for regulations to be clear and provide guidance, including on how companies can best report on their sustainability performance.
Conclusion
Greenwashing in the automobile industry is the result of a combination of competitive pressure, regulatory complexity, consumer perception, corporate culture, and technological limitations. The solution to this problem requires a better internal control and compliance system, transparency in reporting and a company culture that is not incentivised by short-term wins and is ready to be transparent even if that would be at the detriment of short-term marketing goals. Businesses should incorporate ethical considerations into the decision-making process to ensure that greenwashing is a less attractive option and all green claims are verifiable. By understanding the underlying causes, the industry can move forward with more accountability and restoring trust in sustainability efforts.
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