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Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry

Greenwashing is a dishonest marketing tactic in which businesses lie to the public about how their goods and services are good for the environment. As the automobile industry builds up itself as an industry that leads the way in sustainable mobility with ideas like “eco-friendly,” raising the level of greenwashing which is making exaggerated environmental claims for marketing and promotional goals. Greenwashing erodes consumer trust and hampers progress in environmental sustainability. Kell (2022); Koch & Denner (2025) revealed that many automakers often lie about emissions and efficiency because they lack in their promises about sustainability effectiveness, a mismatch between image and reality. 
Volkswagen's “Diesel gate” scandal is an example of greenwashing in the automobile industry. As noted by Kell (2022) and Boiral et al. (2022), the company fabricated the environmental credentials of its diesel vehicles by misleading customers with an emission test which involved using software to induce a test of nitrogen oxide emissions up to forty times above legal limits. Consequently, massive fines, recalls, and reputational damage followed and the trust of the consumers as well as tighter regulations. According to Syal (2025), this incident exposed a broad industry-wide pattern of misleading sustainability claims.
 Root Cause Analysis (RCA)
A root cause analysis explains why greenwashing still takes place in the automobile industry:
· Strict environmental standards, such as the EU’s CO₂ emission goals, have given manufacturers immense incentive to prove compliance. Lack of better technology, some companies have resorted to manipulation instead of real change. Weak enforcement mechanisms and loopholes in testing protocols have made fertile ground for fraudulent practices (Boiral, et al., 2022). 
· The automotive industry is extremely competitive and intense with sustainability, now being one of the main differentiators among them. Companies keep their position and may exaggerate their green credentials to meet consumer demands and ESG commitments (Koch and Denner, 2025).
· Boiral et al (2022) showed that companies often prioritise a quick return and protecting their reputation and non-taking a long-term environmental responsibility. 
· Consumers allow companies to misleading terms like “eco,” “sustainable,” or “zero emissions” without solid data (Koch and Denner, 2025).
In the future to avoid re-greenwashing, companies, such as VW, need to deal with the underlying causes seen through RCA.
The most important aspects include the following: 
· Transitioning to low-emission or electric vehicles needs spending tens of millions in research, development, and infrastructure. Marketers with low technological capabilities may manipulate to put forward technological advancements but then backtrack by using old, dirty technologies, which would conclude to lack of progress (Syal, 2025). 
· Organizations should focus on creating a climate of transparency and integrity, where sustainability goals can be in real time. 
· Businesses need to stop taking shortcuts and focus on research and development, so they can make true sustainable products instead. 
Volkswagen’s case shows how deceptive sustainability claims can produce short-term gains, at the cost of permanent damage to reputation and finances. Root causes are not just corporate actions, but a sweeping approach to regulation, technology blind spots, and customers’ request for quick change. 
Sustainability, in its true sense, is putting integrity, innovation and accountability ahead of marketing. ahead of marketing.
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