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1. Introduction

As sustainability becomes central to corporate strategy, automobile manufacturers are under mounting pressure to demonstrate credible environmental performance. Greenwashing occurs when organisations exaggerate or misrepresent environmental benefits to appear more sustainable than they are. Within the automotive industry, this issue has grown in prominence due to the global transition toward electric mobility and stricter emissions targets. This report analyses greenwashing through the lens of BMW, assessing its current impact, identifying key root causes, and drawing conclusions on how the company and industry can move toward greater transparency and accountability.



2. Impact of the Current Situation (BMW Focus)

BMW has made significant public commitments to sustainability, including a 40 % per-vehicle CO₂ reduction across its value chain by 2030 compared with 2019 levels (BMW Group, 2024). However, advertising watchdogs have challenged the accuracy of some environmental claims. In February 2024, the UK Advertising Standards Authority banned BMW advertisements describing electric vehicles as “zero-emission” because they omitted reference to emissions generated from electricity production and manufacturing (The Brussels Times, 2024). Similarly, Denmark’s consumer ombudsman reported BMW Denmark to the police for marketing vehicles as less harmful to the environment without adequate substantiation (Sustainability Beat, 2024).

Such controversies highlight reputational and regulatory risks. Research by Liao and Wu (2024) indicates that perceived greenwashing can significantly reduce consumer trust and willingness to purchase electric vehicles, not only from the offending brand but across the wider market. Consequently, misleading claims threaten both brand credibility and consumer confidence in the industry’s sustainability transition.



3. Root Cause Analysis (RCA)
A root cause analysis reveals several interlinked factors behind the rise of greenwashing in the automobile sector using the 5 whys technique:

1. Competitive and Market Pressure: With rising demand for sustainable vehicles, companies face intense pressure to showcase green credentials quickly, sometimes overstating progress to gain market advantage (Wheels & Motion, 2024).

2. Regulatory Ambiguity: Environmental marketing lacks consistent global definitions and enforcement. The ASA’s ruling against BMW underscores the consequences of unclear standards on what constitutes “zero emissions” (The Brussels Times, 2024).

3. Lifecycle Complexity: The automotive value chain from raw-material extraction to disposal is carbon-intensive. Marketing that highlights tailpipe emissions while omitting manufacturing and charging impacts can mislead audiences (BMW Group, 2024).

4. Reputational Incentives: Firms may prioritise sustainability narratives to maintain investor and stakeholder confidence, even when underlying practices remain unchanged (Shan, 2025).

5. Communication Simplification: To attract consumers, advertisers often use simple, emotionally appealing terms like “eco-friendly” or “zero emissions”, inadvertently (or deliberately) neglecting nuance (Sustainability Beat, 2024).

These root causes show that greenwashing arises from both systemic pressures and deliberate messaging choices shaped by marketing, regulation, and corporate image management.



4. Conclusion

Greenwashing in the automotive industry reflects the tension between genuine sustainability progress and the need for persuasive marketing. BMW’s case demonstrates that while technological advances are real, oversimplified claims can undermine credibility and attract regulatory penalties. Addressing this issue requires comprehensive lifecycle reporting, clear regulatory frameworks, and transparent communication with consumers. Only through evidence-based, verifiable claims can automakers maintain trust and drive a truly sustainable transition to low-carbon mobility.
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