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Greenwashing in the automotive industry.
Growing concern about climate change and air quality has put this industry in the spotlight. Manufacturers advertise “green” solutions, proclaim investments in electric mobility and celebrate emissions reductions; however, scandals such as the well-known Dieselgate have highlighted the difference that sometimes exists between public discourse and actual practice. Drawing on the debates and studies of (Kell, 2022), ( Boiral et al. 2022), (Syal 2025) and (Koch and Denner 2025), this reflective essay applies root cause analysis (RCA) to understand why greenwashing persists in the sector and what measures can effectively combat it.
The environmental consciousness among the consumers and companies has its origin in mid 1960‟s which led to the adoption of green marketing strategies by companies worldwide. The environmental disasters such as Bhopal gas tragedy (1984), Chernobyl nuclear power-plant disaster (1986), Exxon Valdez oil spill (1989), etc. prompted the companies to practice greenwashing in an attempt to improve their distorted image. The term “Greenwashing” was coined in 1986 by the environmental activist Jay Westerveld of United States. According to a report by CBS News (2008), the eco-friendly products in US have increased approximately 65 times from 2002-2007. (Aggarwal, P., & Kadyan, A. 2014). 
At its root, greenwashing is the result of a combination of misaligned incentives and external pressures. Companies today face growing expectations: regulators demand lower emissions; investors seek responsible portfolios, and consumers demand cleaner products. However, the technological transformation towards electrification and carbon decarbonisation requires high investments and prolonged periods to obtain returns. When communicating goals exceed actual delivery capacity, some companies choose to emphasis partial achievements or use technical communication that hinders public understanding. The Volkswagen case demonstrated the extent to which the pursuit of competitive and market advantages can lead to deliberately deceptive practices that sacrifice integrity for immediate gain.
A root cause analysis distinguishes between visible symptoms and structural factors. The former includes exaggerated advertising, the use of opaque metrics, selective data presentation, and reliance on certifications of dubious independence. Syal documents how many claims about emissions and efficiency have been formulated in a misleading way, exploiting technical loopholes or confusing terminology. The root causes, however, are more systemic: insufficient corporate governance, executive objectives geared towards short-term results, the absence of harmonized standards, and the lack of external verification mechanisms. These conditions create an environment in which communication is less risky than transforming.
[bookmark: _Int_SD7rgPc8]The consequences of greenwashing affect reputation, the economy, and public governance. Koch and Denner show that the loss of trust following the discovery of deception leads to sanctions, litigation and reputational damage that can last for years; it also increases the cost of capital and reduces the effectiveness of legitimate sustainability campaigns. Socially, the phenomenon generates scepticism and information fatigue: consumers and policymakers may mistrust even hugely beneficial innovations. Ethically, greenwashing undermines the transparency necessary for markets and regulators to function properly and can transfer environmental costs to future generations.
[bookmark: _Int_e3Rcup2S][bookmark: _Int_ZWmiEbHC][bookmark: _Int_Wb8JWP3X]Tackling the problem requires addressing the root causes and not limiting oneself to fines or corrective statements. First, it is essential to establish clear, comparable and mandatory standards for measuring environmental performance, accompanied by independent audits and public disclosure of data. Second, corporate incentives must be reconfigured: linking executive compensation and goals to verifiable long-term environmental results will align interests. Thirdly, strengthening internal reporting channels and protecting whistleblowers facilitates the early detection of irregularities. Finally, civil society and consumers must demand real transparency, support reliable labelling and reward companies with a verifiable record of accomplishment.
Collaboration between regulators, academia, non-governmental organizations, and industry itself is essential to build an ecosystem in which sustainability is measurable and enforceable. Only then can environmentally impact claims be verified, and rhetoric cease to be a communication escape valve.
In conclusion, greenwashing in the automotive industry is a symptom of systemic failures that require structural responses. The studies and articles by Kell, Boiral et al., Syal and Koch, and Denner converge on a clear lesson: consistency between discourse and action, independent verification, and the reorientation of incentives are indispensable conditions for regaining public trust and making the ecological transition a reality. It is not enough to communicate intent; it is necessary to transform it into verifiable and sustainable facts.
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