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For twenty years, insurance claim photo evidence worked on a simple assumption: a photograph of a damaged vehicle
was a record of what happened. That assumption is gone. In March 2026, Verisk published its State of Insurance Fraud
study, built on surveys of 1,000 U.S. consumers and 300 insurance claims professionals. It found that 36% of
consumers would consider digitally altering a claim image or document even knowing it violates insurer rules, and that
98% of insurers now agree Al-powered editing tools are driving an increase in digital claims fraud.

If you are filing an honest claim, none of that is your doing. It is still your problem. Y our photos now enter a review
pipeline that was rebuilt around the premise that images cannot be trusted on their face, and the practical burden of that
shift has landed on claimants who never edited anything.

What the Data Actually Says

The consumer side of the study is the part that changed insurer behavior. Willingness to alter claim evidence is not
concentrated among career fraudsters. It breaks down sharply by age:

» 55% of Gen Z and 49% of millennials said they were at least somewhat likely to make a small, rule-bending edit
to aclaim photo or document.

» 12% of baby boomers said the same, which is a spread wide enough to tell you thisis a generational shift in norms
rather than a crime wave.

* 41% of consumerssaid they know someone who has used Al editing tools to alter mediafor financial gain, rising
to 64% among Gen Z respondents.

» 44% of consumers who had used Al editing tools described their results as very redistic.

On the insurer side, 76% reported that manipulated media submissions have become more sophisticated over the past
year, while only 32% said they feel very confident detecting deepfakes at scale. That gap between perceived threat and
detection confidence is what drives over-screening. Roughly 65% of insurers surveyed reported using third-party Al
detection tools and 50% reported using internally devel oped ones.

The structural problem: insurers are confident the manipulation is happening and not confident they can identify
it precisely. A system built under those conditions errs toward suspicion, and suspicion falls on whoever cannot
prove otherwise.

Why a Small Edit Is the Real Problem

The fraud that makes headlines involves fabricated damage. The volume problem is much smaller and much more
common: brightening an underexposed photo, sharpening a blurry one, cropping out a cluttered background, running an
auto-enhance filter before sending.
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Most people making those edits do not think of them as fraud, and in intent they are not. But a detection system does not
read intent. It reads whether the file was re-encoded after capture. An image that was brightened in a photo app and an
image that had damage added in a photo app produce similar forensic signatures at the file level.

There isafurther wrinkle that almost nobody accounts for. Modern smartphones do not produce raw records of what the
sensor saw. Computational photography merges multiple exposures, applies noise reduction, sharpens edges, and
adjusts tone before the file is ever written. The photo has been processed before you touch it. Detection tooling has to
distinguish between manufacturer processing and user editing, and it does not always get that right.

How Photo Evidence Gets Screened Now

Understanding what the screening looks at tells you how to avoid tripping it. The main techniques in commercial use:

Screening Method What It Examines What Falsely Trips It

Capture time, device model, GPS, edit

Metadata analysis Screenshots, messaging app transfers, re-saves

history
Compression forensics Re-encoding artifacts across the image Any app that opens and re-saves the file
Device fingerprinting Sensor noise pattern unique to a camera Photos taken by a shop or another person

Reuse of images across claims and

Duplicate matching Legitimate reuse across a supplement or reopen

databases
Synthetic detection Markers of generated or heavily edited Aggressnve phone processing and enhance
content filters

Look at the right-hand column and the pattern is obvious. Nearly every false trigger comes from how the file was
handled after capture, not from what the photo shows. Sending your photos through a messaging app instead of
attaching the original filesis enough to strip the metadata that would have verified them.

What This Means for an Honest Claimant

The practical shift is that a photograph no longer carries a claim on its own. It supports a claim. The weight has moved
to evidence generated by parties other than the claimant, because third-party evidence does not depend on trusting the
claimant's phone.

That reorders what actually mattersin aclaim file:
» Repair facility documentation outranks owner photos. The line-by-line repair order, teardown notes, and
shop-taken photographs come from a business with its own records and liability.
» Adjuster inspection records are the insurer's own evidence and cannot be challenged as manipul ated.
» Independent appraisal reports carry alicensed third party's inspection and methodology behind them.

« Owner photos remain valuable, particularly pre-loss condition photos, but they now function as corroboration
rather than proof.
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This matters most where photos drive money directly. In a total loss valuation, condition rating is partly set from
photographs, and condition is worth thousands of dollars in the final number. Our partner site covers how insurers
calculate total loss value and where photo-based condition judgments enter that calculation.

How to Submit Photo Evidence That Holds Up

« Do not edit anything. At all. No cropping, no brightening, no filters, no auto-enhance. An underexposed original is
worth more than a corrected copy.

» Send original files, not screenshots. A screenshot of a photo isanew file with none of the original capture data
and all of the forensic markers of are-save.

» Avoid messaging apps asthetransfer method. Most compress images and strip metadata by default. Email the
originals as attachments or use the insurer's upload portal.

» Leavelocation and timestamp enabled. Capture metadata is the strongest thing you have to establish that a photo
iswhat it claimsto be.

» Shoot a sequence, not a highlight. Wide shot of the whole vehicle, medium shot of each damaged panel, then close
detail. A coherent sequence from one device is much harder to doubt than three isolated close-ups.

» Captureidentifying elements. VIN plate, odometer, and window sticker in the same session tie the photos to the
specific vehicle.

» Keeptheoriginals on the device. Do not delete them once uploaded. If the file you sent is questioned, the original
on the phone is the answer.

For repaired vehicles, the same discipline applies to the before-and-after record that supports alossin market value. Our
guide on how to document diminished value covers what that file should contain.

Where an Independent Appraisal Fits

An independent appraisal solves the verification problem structurally rather than defensively. A licensed appraiser
inspects the vehicle, documents condition under a stated methodology, and issues a report under their own professional
name. The evidence originates outside the claimant, which is exactly the category insurers are weighting more heavily
right now.

That has always been the argument for independent appraisal. What changed in 2026 is that the alternative got weaker.
When photo evidence was accepted at face value, awell-documented owner file could carry a dispute on its own. Under
the current screening posture, it frequently cannot.

If you are heading into a valuation dispute, our insurance claim FAQ on appraisals, diminished value, and total loss
covers the process, and our guide on how to get a higher ACV from insurance covers how to present the evidence
once you haveit.

Documentation That Does Not Depend on Your Phone
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Appraisal Engine performs independent inspections and issues certified valuation reports that stand on

their own as third-party evidence in a claim dispute.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Can my insurance company reject my claim photos as manipulated?

They can flag them for review and request additional verification, which delays the claim and shifts the burden onto
you. Outright rejection over a suspected edit is less common than a request for origina files, device access, or
supplementary third-party documentation. Either way the practical effect is a slower claim and a weaker negotiating
position.

Is it a problem if | cropped or brightened a photo before sending it?

It can be, even though the edit was innocent. Detection tooling reads whether a file was re-encoded after capture, not
why. If you have already sent edited copies, keep the originals and offer them if the insurer raises a question. Going
forward, send unedited originals.

Does sending photos over text or WhatsApp cause problems?

Frequently, yes. Most messaging platforms compress images and strip metadata by default. The insurer receives a file
with no capture timestamp, no device information, and compression artifacts consistent with re-encoding. Attach
origina filesto an email or use the carrier's upload portal instead.

Should I turn on location tagging for claim photos?

For claim documentation, yes. Location and timestamp data are among the strongest available signals that a photo is
authentic and was taken when and where you say. You can disable it again afterward if you prefer not to have it on
generally.

Are professional appraisal photos treated differently than mine?

In practice, yes. Photos and findings from a licensed appraiser, arepair facility, or the insurer's own adjuster originate
outside the claimant and carry a documented chain of inspection. That is precisely why third-party documentation has
become more valuable as owner photo evidence has come under more scrutiny.

Does this affect diminished value claims as well as total loss claims?

It affects both, and arguably diminished value more. A diminished value claim depends heavily on establishing damage
severity and repair quality, and much of that evidence is photographic. When photographic evidence carries less weight
on its own, the repair order and an independent appraisal carry proportionally more.
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