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Automobiles 

Is it really a minor impact? Tips for uncovering the 
true story of your client's property damage: 
Sidestepping the biomechanics debate 

b\ Paul Vl'flloll 

R(UT end ":Ollif1oiul1!'o lan cau!oot: a 101 uf 
dumal!c that dlJC!ln 'l look dramauc 

from an i~lIlal \"isual inspcclion A Bood 
bod~ ... hup ~an help you mold or aHacl.. D 
"Inw impelC:'" lkfcns.c with" u' ha\iny tu 
addre~'Ii Ihe p!ieooo""ience of biomel.hani 
La) cngjnecnll~ . lh.-n- are a few tip~: 

Ad,isc your client to repaIr the car 
One of (he firslthings your chenl will do 

.. fler a colli!'linn iii get un c:slimale (or (he 
d<Jmage tl1 their car When your client 
obtains their initial inc;,urancc cMi l1latl!. 

cSp!C'ially from the other dm'cr"s imurnncc 
company. the adJU,.lcr \\oill frcqucntt} write 
u cheel; on the spot When the dmrmge d()~ .. -s~ 
n', look bad from the uutlilde. your chent 
might C".t.."Ih thai initial damage ... -hc .. 'Ck to va}' 
bills or buy groceries or (Xl}' fur somt' other 
important rhing beside" repairing Ihe C:lr. II 
lhe) du, lhen yuu hll\C no idell ",hat d.unage 
ll~ vehicle actually .suITen:.J , 

The lhl:!ck "ill repreSt!nl thc minimum 
amOURl neces..~I)' 10 repair I~ damage the 
tldJUSICl t:un sec: on his or her millal visual 
in..'IpcC'uun. TIle initial \0 iSu.J.1 in~pcclinn 

wun' , include damag~d pan .. Ih.u are hid· 
uen under the humper l,,() \" er and nl:!) nnt 
identify SlruClUl'uJ damage and c\'idcncc of 
n morc o;c\cre impact 

When } our elicnl imtcad rl!'p:uf'ii Ihr 
,~hide, the bod)' shop ",ill issue a "sup
plement" that onen Jins more damage' 
OIlf..C the tc(hniclalL~ can lI l5.lS~mblc or 
··Iear down- the vehu:le Ollie only \\ il) to 
IC:lm the uCl1Iu l dnmage D ,·chicle li.ulitl1inC'd 
i ... In "blain II te.lr-down e\limale hefnre 
having it rep ... ired 10 pre-letS" condili"n 
Met."Clmmeod un Independent bod,· shop 

A shop's invoiec can describe l'e'oU'~nd 

d..imagc in difTerent 'o\.ly" am.I 'oil ilh differ
ent Ic ... eI:-. uf dcuil, In:-.urant..e I.;olllpanit: .. 
have "dln:'t repair" agreements With l;lrg
or. higher· volume repoir shops. These 
in"uruncc "din."C1 repair f;1ciJilies:' u.L u 
"prefc:rn:d .. hop .. ·• or "recU1nmt:mktl 
~hup .. - have an a:unmnic: incentiv~ to min 
imia the oppcar.uu:e ot rC'dN!nd d:lJIl.1l8C' 
on an IIlvoicc b.:callsc thai helps insurnncc 
companies, Iheir primal)' 'OUIl.-C of refer· 
rais, mini milt:: duim cu .. ls un hoth Ih~ 

prnpeny and Injury portions o r a claim. An 
indcpcndl!UI repair shop with fl!" or no 
insuranf.."C direct repair eonlract'i IS more 
IIlel) 10 dc-'-cribc the damage in det.liI on 
thdr invoice, identify all (he part!. Imll 

neod 10 be replaced. Ihoroughly inspecllh< 
rear slrUctUn: of lhe \ehide. take your 
phone ('all If )-ou ha\c qU(:~l i()ns about 
wh.\1 h::l p(X'oed 10 th~ car. pm\'i<k' phoro" 
of the dnmoge bc:fon! um.1 uftcr Ihey dis;;I.,
"ioCmhle the f.. .. r. write a brief sloltemcnl 
abuut hu" your i..lient'., reJr c:nc:rgy 
Ub!lOrplion system worls and hm.. the
C'rash affectcd II , lIond othc", isc roo~ratc 
in your effortlli ILl find out how ~enOU"i Ihe 
cullisinn dJmagc reall~ Wd'. 

Understand the imoice and whe,her the 
colUslon ... as actually .... t1nlmal .. 

Most \'chicles ~vc D common 54'1 of 
reilr end comJlOnenb ~ the humper a,:o\cr or 
fa'-Cia, Ih~ ub:-.orber (nonnall) pl J."lk or 
fOilm). the impact har or reinforcement. 
rear body pOind and floor pan (uuibody 
~truclUml pancl:-.) Your cl ient's 'vehicle 
mighl h:wc: D lOW hitch, ",hich dramRlicnl
I)' IIffects how it ah"itJrb" tht! energy fmm a 
collision "Budy nn fr,une" Ut!.\ibn .. (nur
llIall~ r~sC'f\et..ll or trot.L!. ) diller from murc 
common -unibody" passenger 
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Gregg Bertram has resolved thousands of cases In his 2S 
years as one of the Pacific Northwest's most recognized 
mediators and arbitrators. 

CALL US rOR YOUR MEDIATION OR ARBITRATION NEEDS. 

Visit www.bertrlllMdr.com or scan the OR cod~ 
to learn why BOR 15 right for your ADR needs. 

Reo;eanh ~our client" 'Ii. cnr online or n(1.. 
lh~ shop fur in(ormath.lll about il!\ COII ~ 

struction to undt.~tzmd what parts I re sus· 
cqllihlc In w.una@e in " rear end colli!oion 
10 ~l Ye Ihe repair invuk"C and c.l:unuge phu
(OS contexi 

O htaln "tear down·' or 
'·Jiupplcment·· photos 

In .. ur.mel: cOlllpanic!l nnd n:'p.ur !.hups 
WIll almosl nlw.ys lake "Inla~e" pholos 
\\hen lhe)' "rite their estimale hcfnre Ih!!y 
disn'i'iemhlt.! the .. ehicle Somelime'i thuse 
phOlo~ \\ ill be llIislC'adinl,; the pla!.lic 
hllmpt.'r cover Inigln !>how Iwo punuurcs 
(rom Ihe licen\e plate hohe; In front of t~ 
dcfendant's car. hUI i .. lh.1l i1lllhc damage" 
Once Ihe shop dN1."i~mblc:-. the bumper. 
the h:chmcians coulu find J uad.cd cner· 
g) ah.~or~r or reinforcement har. or they 
l~luld lind d.tmage lO Ihe n.-.lr bod) pand 
ur floor pun TIIUM! part:-. may shuw up un 
the final im·oice, but a line item d~ribing 

t\\O hou" of reJYodr to the ecOir hody p.:mc:l 
i'm' , a!l helpful il!ol i.I photo uf the lIcnt the 
shop h.xohniL1DIl§ had 10 pull or the: cr.ld .. c:d 
mC'cal bumper n:inforccmcnt You nMy 
need III he rrnacl1\'e to gCI the shoplu luke 
tht.":-.e phuto ... ami even if the 'thor lal..cs 
Iltcm ~lthoUI your asking, )'00 mny necd 
If' n"f,;,- for Ihem spccificnll) !o.ince they mlly 
nOl be in the pnmary colleclion of " iOtuke" 
da11la~c ph\llt\'~ 

CoIl.ctthe ,·aluuble .. ·idence 
MaLe "lire In ohtnin Ihe "lina' invuice·· 

ur ··ri nal ~uPfll~lHel1l: nutJu~1 ··eo,umale\." 
If your client ~ocs Ihnlllgh the cffon of 

gcuin); the "'ehlcle repllired. Ihio; fl nDI 
in'OI\.~ i .. tJ1t: llayuITc ... idcm:c 

Be curious and ask questions 
Body shop estimators. lcchnician ~. and 

nlun:q!er.: dun ' , gcnentlly ",unt 10 lulL In 
law),cr.. Qnd \\hen lhey do,th~} dun' t ~n

CHllly ~'1I1l 10 !op~a" in lay lerm:-. ahuul 
cJanUlge. Caillhe shop an)\\ay , Asl.. qUC'!l ~ 

lions :Ibout whal the items on the repai r 
invok c mean, Whal pan~ wCle damOlgcd') 
lIo" ,hlt'" Ihe rear hump.!'r uf Ihis car 
work') I" your dienl's Cilr de!. igneu to 
crumplc in 10"' I!ncr~y colli~ion:. , tem· 
porarily defoml and bounce: back. or 
remilin s1iff (cach tendency will lr.tnsft r :1 

different amount of collision energy 10 
your clienO'! 5"'01110\\ your pride ami 
d~lIIanc.l the ··village idioC cAplanalion III 
plam English. If you de\'elop a good rap
port with the body shop m.1nager or e.s:ti· 
mlltur who can explain the damnge ttl yuur 
clienl's vc:hide in a 'o\ay the a ... er.lse eus· 
IUInt.' r ~or jumr) can umJcr.ilam..l, Ihen yuu 
ma)' find a sohd "' ilness you can call 10 

rcbor D biomcchamcal dc fen~ 
What .11 fi~t blush may appear lu be "low 

speed" nr "In", en~rg)" rear end l'olho:ion .. 
often are nnl.. Attnmc)s and t..Ioctor!' spc!mI a 
101 of timc provmg the bioml!C'hank.'S of 
"Iow speed" colliSIOns. bUI spending a fme· 
lion of 'h ill lime learnmg the true "lOry or 
your d ienl's pnlpC'ny dumag~ can !oome-
time~ help you side~tep the entire debJle. 

f.u/ V.illon. WSAJ EAGLE member. practIces 
law at Oin~ Beam & Gm/lsh In Seattla 
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30 years of practice: 17 years bar review professional responsibility 
lecturer; former member ABA Ethics WId Discipline committces: member 
ABA Commission· drafting new judicial code: fellOW, ABA Center for 
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