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Greenwashing in the Automobile Industry: A Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 
Greenwashing has become an increasingly concerning issue in the automobile industry, especially as companies feel pressure to showcase their environmental credentials. The Volkswagen Dieselgate scandal is one of the clearest examples of how far a company can go to appear “green” when, in real driving conditions, they emitted far higher levels of nitrogen oxides (Environmental Defenders Office, 2023). This incident reshaped public trust and raised important questions about how committed automotive manufacturers are to sustainability. 
To explore the deeper issues behind this scandal, I used Root Cause Analysis (RCA). RCA is useful because it helps us look past the surface of what happened and focus instead on the underlying reasons, or the system failures, that allowed such behaviour to take place (Adair, 2019). I applied two tools: the Fishbone Diagram, which helped me break the causes into categories and the Five Whys, which pushed me to question each cause more deeply until a clearer root explanation emerged. The Fishbone Diagram highlighted five main areas: management, organisational culture, internal processes, external regulation and technology. 
From a leadership perspective, Volkswagen was driven by highly ambitious goals and strong competitive pressure. Research shows that when performance targets are prioritise above ethical judgement, the risk of organisational misconduct increases significantly (Liu, 2023). This aligns with Keough’s (2019) argument that high-pressure environments tend to replace ethical reasoning with a focus on hitting results at any cost. Within Volkswagen, this created a culture where employees felt unable to challenge questionable decisions and obeying senior management was the safest option. 
The company’s internal processes also contributed to the problem. Weak auditing systems and selective disclosure made it easier for the software manipulation to go unnoticed for years (Gao et al., 2025). When information is tightly controlled and only a small group understands what is really happening, the chance of early detection falls dramatically. 
External factors mattered just as much. Volkswagen faced conflicting regulatory environment. The US had stricter Nox limits, while European testing relied heavily on manufacturer provided data. This regulatory inconsistency created gaps that companies could exploit. Zheng (2024) highlights: where regulatory scrutiny is weaker, greenwashing behaviours become more common. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2024) argue that inconsistent international rules make it difficult to maintain accountability across markets. 
Technology also played a role. Volkswagen had committed to diesel technology that struggled to meet both emissions standards and customer expectations for power and fuel efficiency. Instead of rethinking their technological approach, the company opted for manipulation. This is a common pattern in greenwashing cases where technical limitations clash with commercial pressure (Environmental Defenders Office, 2023). 
Using the Five Whys, I traced the issue back to a core problem, a company culture and governance system that rewarded results more than honesty. Everything else, technological shortcuts, weak auditing, regulatory gaps that fed into this deeper issue. 
Overall, genuine progress in the automobile industry requires transparent reporting, independent verification, stronger global regulation and leadership that values long-term responsibility over short-term gains. As he (2021) notes, sustainability only becomes meaningful when organisations back their claims with evidence rather that presentation. 
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