
appraisalengine.com Page 1

The car in your driveway is almost certainly older than the one you owned ten years ago, and that single fact is quietly

rewriting how insurers decide what your vehicle is worth after a crash. The average light vehicle on U.S. roads hit 12.8

years in 2025 and is on track to cross 13 years in 2026. As the aging vehicle fleet keeps getting older, the math behind

total loss decisions and diminished value claims is shifting under everyone's feet, and most drivers never see it coming

until an adjuster hands them a number that feels wrong.

This is not an abstract industry trend. It changes whether your car gets repaired or written off, how much the insurer

pays, and how much leverage you have in the conversation. Here is what the data shows and what it means for your next

claim.

The U.S. Fleet Is the Oldest It Has Ever Been

The numbers behind the aging fleet are not subtle. According to S&P Global Mobility data cited in CCC Intelligent

Solutions' 2026 Crash Course report, the average age of light vehicles reached 12.8 years in 2025, up from 11.4 years a

decade earlier. The number of passenger cars registered in the United States dropped below 100 million for the first

time since the 1970s.

The reasons are economic and practical. New vehicle prices sit near record highs, financing costs climbed with interest

rates, and for millions of households a paid-off car with a few maintenance bills a year beats a six or seven year loan. So

people are holding on. Vehicles seven years and older now make up roughly 70% of the fleet, with 27 million more of

them on the road than in 2020.

That structural shift lands directly on the claims process. When an older car gets hit, the gap between what it costs to fix

and what the car is actually worth narrows fast, and that gap is the entire basis for a total loss decision.

Older Cars Are Driving a Record Total Loss Rate

In 2025, total loss frequency reached 23.1% of all claims, the highest figure in industry history. Nearly one in four

damaged vehicles is now written off rather than repaired. The aging fleet is a central reason why.

The logic is simple. A total loss happens when repair costs cross a threshold percentage of the vehicle's actual cash

value. On a newer car with high market value, a bumper and a fender rarely get near that line. On a ten year old sedan

worth $6,000, a moderate collision with modern parts and sensor calibration can blow past it in a single estimate.

Average repair costs hit $4,818 in 2025, nearly double the 2010 figure, while older car values stayed low. The two lines

cross far more often than they used to.

CCC's data makes the fleet shift visible inside the total loss pool itself:
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Vehicle Age Group Share of TL Valuations 2020 Share of TL Valuations 2025

1 to 6 years old 33.1% 25.4%

7 to 12 years old 33.4% ~41%

Average age, total loss vehicle 10.0 years 10.6 years

The share of total loss valuations for seven to twelve year old vehicles jumped nearly eight points in five years, while

the newer bucket shrank. Older cars are now the center of gravity in the total loss economy, and that is exactly the

population of vehicles where a lowball actual cash value settlement does the most damage to owners who cannot easily

replace them.

Why the Valuation Number Matters More on an Older Car

When a newer car is totaled, a broad market of comparable listings anchors the actual cash value. When a twelve year

old car is totaled, the picture gets murkier. Condition varies wildly between two cars of the same year and mileage. One

was garaged, dealer serviced, and rust free; the other was neglected. The insurer's valuation software does not

automatically know the difference, and if it defaults to a generic figure, the owner of the well kept car eats the loss.

On an older vehicle, the difference between a software generated actual cash value and a properly documented

one is often the difference between replacing your car and coming up thousands short. Condition, options, service

history, and regional demand all move the number, and none of them show up automatically in a default valuation.

This is where an independent appraisal earns its cost. A generic online estimate or an insurer's internal tool tends to

underweight the specifics that actually drive an older car's value. A certified appraisal builds the number from real

comparable sales, verified condition, and current regional market data, giving you something defensible to put on the

table. Our guide on how to get a higher ACV from insurance walks through the specific steps that move a settlement.

The Diminished Value Side of an Aging Fleet

Total loss gets the headlines, but the aging fleet also reshapes the diminished value conversation, and the two often get

confused. Diminished value applies when a car is repaired rather than written off. The vehicle keeps its title, but the

accident history now shows up on every report a future buyer runs, and the market discounts it accordingly. That loss in

resale value is what a diminished value claim is designed to recover.

Here is the tension an older fleet creates. As more cars cross into total loss territory, the pool of repairable vehicles

skews toward newer, higher value cars where diminished value is largest in absolute dollars. Yet a well maintained

older car that gets repaired still suffers a real, documentable value hit that insurers are quick to call negligible. Neither

situation should be left to a default assumption.

Understanding which bucket your vehicle falls into changes your entire strategy. If the car is repairable, you are

pursuing diminished value. If the damage pushes it over the line, you are fighting for an accurate actual cash value. Our

breakdown of appraisals, diminished value, and total loss lays out the distinctions, and the way diminished value

varies by vehicle segment shows why a one size fits all number rarely reflects reality.

https://appraisalengine.com/appraiser-blog/how-to-get-a-higher-acv-from-insurance/
https://appraisalengine.com/appraiser-blog/insurance-claim-faq-appraisals-diminished-value-total-loss/
https://appraisalengine.com/company/diminished-value-loss-by-vehicle-segment-2026/
https://appraisalengine.com/company/diminished-value-loss-by-vehicle-segment-2026/
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Repairs Are More Complex, Which Pushes More Cars Over the Line

The aging fleet is not the only force at work. Even older cars now carry technology that makes repairs more expensive

than the same fix would have been a decade ago. Roughly 28% of repairable estimates now include ADAS sensor

calibration, each adding several hundred dollars to the bill. Cameras, radar, and parking sensors that were once premium

features on new cars are now standard on the seven to twelve year old vehicles filling repair shops.

Stack calibration costs, higher parts prices, and elevated labor on top of an older car's lower market value, and the total

loss threshold gets easier to cross every year. A crash that would have been a routine repair in 2018 can be a write off in

2026 on the exact same model, simply because the repair side got more expensive while the value side stayed flat.

The consequences flow in a predictable chain:

• Older vehicle plus complex repair pushes the estimate toward the total loss threshold.

• Once totaled, the payout is the actual cash value, which is easy to undervalue on an older car.

• If repaired instead, the accident history still triggers a diminished value loss.

• Either path leaves money on the table unless the number is independently documented.

For drivers who bought a total loss vehicle back from the insurer, there is a further layer around salvage and rebuilt

titles that follows the car for the rest of its life. If you are weighing that decision, the total loss threshold by state guide

from Total Loss Appraisals breaks down where that line sits in your state.

What This Means for Your Next Claim

If you own an older vehicle, and statistically most drivers now do, this trend is not a background story. It affects

whether your car gets repaired or written off, and how much you are paid in either case. The insurer's incentive is to

close the file at the lowest defensible number, and on an older car that default number is often below the car's real,

documented value.

The most effective countermeasure is an independent, certified appraisal that reflects your specific vehicle rather than a

generic estimate. Whether you are disputing an actual cash value settlement or documenting diminished value after a

repair, a defensible number is the only thing that shifts the conversation from the insurer's terms to yours.

Is Your Settlement Based on Your Car or a Generic Estimate?

Older vehicles are the easiest for insurers to undervalue. Get a certified, defensible appraisal built on real
market data before you accept any number.

Get Your Free Quote Read the Full Article Online

https://totallossappraisals.com/total-loss-threshold-by-state/
https://appraisalengine.com/contact-us/
https://appraisalengine.com/appraiser-blog/aging-vehicle-fleet-total-loss-value
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why is my older car more likely to be totaled than repaired?

A total loss happens when repair costs cross a set percentage of the car's actual cash value. Older cars carry lower

market values, while modern repair costs, including parts, labor, and ADAS calibration, keep climbing. That

combination pushes the repair estimate past the threshold far more often than it did a few years ago. In 2025, a record

23.1% of all claims ended as total losses.

Can I dispute the actual cash value the insurer assigned to my older car?

Yes. The insurer's valuation is an opening position, not a final ruling. Insurer software often relies on generic

comparables that miss condition, options, service history, and regional demand, all of which matter more on an older

vehicle. An independent appraisal gives you a documented figure to negotiate from, and most policies include an

appraisal clause that lets you formally challenge the number.

Does an older vehicle still qualify for a diminished value claim?

It can, as long as the car was repaired rather than written off and the accident was not your fault in states that allow third

party diminished value recovery. Older, well maintained vehicles do lose resale value after an accident, though the

dollar amount is usually smaller than on a newer car. The key is documenting the loss with a professional appraisal

rather than accepting an insurer's claim that it is negligible.

Is it worth getting an appraisal on a car that is only worth a few thousand dollars?

Often, yes. Even a modest percentage swing on an older car's value can amount to more than the cost of the appraisal,

especially when the insurer's initial number is low. Because older cars are the most frequently undervalued in today's

fleet, the documented gap between a generic estimate and a real market value is frequently worth pursuing.


