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PHOTO CHRONOLOGIES IN LEGAL CASES: CHAIN OF CUSTODY 

Photo chronologies are powerful tools in litigation, especially in medical malpractice, personal 

injury, and nursing home cases. By comparing images from before and after an alleged event, they 

help illustrate changes in condition, injury progression, or environmental factors. But their value 

depends entirely on these things: accurate dates and metadata. 

One of the most common, and most damaging, mistakes is relying on photos with incorrect dates. 

This can happen when a device’s date settings were wrong, when file system dates are misleading, 

or when clients misremember when images were taken. File system dates 

(Created/Modified/Accessed) are not reliable for evidentiary purposes. Only unedited EXIF 

DateTimeOriginal (YYYY:MM:DD:HH:MM:SS) is considered authoritative. 

That’s why verifying EXIF (Exchangeable Image File Format) data should be a standard step for 

every LNC, plaintiff or defense. EXIF metadata includes the original date and time the photo was 

taken, the device used, and sometimes whether editing occurred. 

To locate EXIF data:  

• On a PC: Right-click the photo → Properties → Details tab.  

• On a Mac: Right-click the photo → Get Info → More Info. 

Beyond confirming dates, identifying the device used to capture each image is essential. EXIF data 

reveals whether the photo came from a smartphone or standalone camera, along with the model 

and software version. If a client no longer has the device, compare other photos from the same 

timeframe to check for consistency in camera information. This helps validate the chronology and 

supports defensibility. 

All original digital photos should be preserved on the firm’s computer or a flash drive as read-only 

files. Plaintiff LNCs should ensure clients provide photos through secure cloud storage or a 

file-transfer system. Screenshots, messaging apps, and emailed images strip or alter metadata, 

weakening evidentiary value. Photos should remain in their original formats, typically JPG or PNG. 

Avoid saving or printing them to PDF, as metadata is lost or replaced during conversion. Cloud 

platforms (Google Photos, iCloud) may also alter metadata on export unless the user selects 

“Download Original.” 

For defense work, request originals or true duplicates in JPEG or PNG format, ideally provided on 

a disk or USB flash drive. These formats maintain metadata integrity and allow for proper 

verification. 
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Accurate photo chronologies strengthen cases. Inaccurate ones create risk. By verifying metadata, 

preserving originals, and avoiding common pitfalls, LNCs help ensure that photo-based evidence 

remains reliable, defensible, and useful in litigation. 

 

 


