
 

 

Brokers Guide: Using Photoshop 

The basics 

Sure, image editing tools like Photoshop make it easy to make changes to photographs. 
But when it comes to using image manipulation in listing photos, though, there’s a fine 
line between making a photo a bit “better” and making changes that constitute an 
ethical violation. 

Most people would realize that making a substantial change using Photoshop is a no- no 
— you can’t add windows or turn a dirt driveway into a paved one. But subtle changes 
can also cause trouble if a buyer agent or potential buyer feels like he’s been misled by 
the listing. 

Here is the problem: There isn’t any way to be 100 percent sure that what seems like a 
legitimate and Code-compliant use of Photoshop won’t be seen as an unethical 
manipulation by a buyer agent or potential buyer. Furthermore, VAR does not 
encourage the use of Photoshop to manipulate photographs. Every time you alter an 
image electronically, your risk goes up – even with what appear to be slight alterations. 
If you are going to alter a photograph electronically you should disclose what you have 
done. 

An example of a minor alteration may be if you simply brighten or sharpen the entire 
photo to make the details of the house more visible. So long as you do not go too far and 
made the house look different, there is a lower-risk for an ethics violation – not no risk. 

On the other hand, if you made the lawn greener or virtually removed some weeds, you 
are changing the property. The house the buyer purchased would not be the same as 
what was in the photo. (He would need to fertilize the lawn or dig up the weeds.) In this 
example, your risk would go up substantially. 

Is there an unattractive telephone pole distracting from the property that you want to 
remove? That’s changing the property. Ditto for fixing a shingle that’s out of place. 
Making the actual house look like the photo would take work or money on the part of 
the buyer. This is another example of a high-risk alteration. 

 

This WorkSmart Kit will help ensure your agents remember these critical parts of the 
law — and stay out of trouble. 



 

 

Presentation Q&A 

Which of these scenarios are uses of Photoshop that (probably) don’t violate Article 12 
of the Code of Ethics? 

We can’t say this enough: There are no guarantees that any manipulation will be seen as 
acceptable by a buyer agent or potential buyer. Tread carefully. 

 

Virtual decluttering 

 

 

May be acceptable. 

Removing something from the lawn that isn’t fixed in place such as a portable sprinkler 
or a child’s toy may be okay, as long as you aren’t using the opportunity to make other 
“fixes.” Again, an electronic alteration carries risk. If you can, though, retake the photo. 



 

 

Environmental changes 

 

No way. 

Using Photoshop to change reality in any way that could conceivably affect the value of 
the property is a big no-no, and that includes changing things that are not part of the 
house itself. 

 

The grass is always greener 

 

Not a chance. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Blue skies 

 

May be acceptable. 

Because you aren’t changing the reality of the property this probably isn’t misleading, 
although it could be a step on a slippery slope. Why not just take the photos on a better 
day? 

Color corrections 

 

May be acceptable. 

If the changes are made to make the photograph clearer (not improve the property), it 
shouldn’t violate Article 12. However, if the changes are enough to substantially alter 
the appearance of the home, it could be seen as misrepresentation. 

Remember 

Making any changes to a photograph is a risky business. If possible, reshoot. 

If you are going to alter images electronically it is best to disclose what you have done. 
When in doubt, always err on the side of caution. We don’t want to see you before an 
ethics panel, or even possibly the Real Estate Board!  

 

 


