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Signed, Sealed and Unverified 
The Identity Risk Behind Electronic Signatures and Why It Matters to 
a/e ProNet Members 

By Nada Belhadfa, VP Professional Ecosystems 

 
A professional seal has always meant something. It tells a client, 
regulator, lender, or member of the public that a licensed professional 
stands behind the work and can be held accountable. But in a digital 
workflow, what looks like a seal may be nothing more than an image on 
a PDF. If that image can be copied or separated from the signing 
process, it may no longer prove who approved the document, whether 
that person was authori ed to sign it, or whether the document changed 
afterward. 

 
That disconnect is where risk begins. For a/e ProNet members and their 
architecture and engineering firms, that gap creates a practical risk: when 
identity, authority, and document integrity cannot be verified, claims become 
harder to investigate, and disputes can begin before the quality of the work is 
even considered. 

 
AI Has Industrialized Document Fraud 

 
AI has made it easier to create convincing documents, identities, and 
credentials. Professional seals and signatures are no exception. The real 
question is not whether a document looks authentic, but whether the identity, 
authority, and integrity behind it can be verified. 

 
When Seal Misuse Becomes a Professional Liability Risk 

 
Recent cases show the risk is real. The Florida Board of Professional 
Engineers reported allegations involving another engineer’s PE number, a 
deceased parent’s seal, and fabricated digital seals. In California, employees 
were convicted for using an employer’s seal and signature without permission. 
Another federal case involved the alleged use of licensed engineers’ names 
and stamps on fraudulent inspection reports 

 
Once a seal is challenged, the issue is no longer only professional 
judgment. It becomes an evidence question: Who signed? Under what 
authority? Can the document’s integrity be demonstrated? 
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Not All Electronic Signatures Are Equal 
 
A scanned signature, a pasted seal image, and a certificate-based digital 
signature may look equally official, but they do not carry the same legal 
weight from a burden of proof perspective despite being all valid way to sign. 
Many electronic signature tools capture intent to sign without independently 
confirming an active license, professional standing, or signing authority. A 
signature may be legally valid and still leave critical questions unanswered 
when a claim arises. 

A professional digital signature adds independent verification. A Certificate 
Authority verifies identity, while a Registration Authority, such as a 
professional licensing body, validates professional status. The resulting 
credential links the signer to the document and makes post-signing changes 
detectable. 

Four Questions That Make Document Risk Easier to Assess 
 
Four simple questions can be used to assess whether a signed document 
will withstand scrutiny. They are not technical questions. They are 
governance and risk questions: 
 
Identity and authority: Who signed, and in what professional capacity? 

Integrity: Can changes made after signing be detected? 

Authenticity: Is the proof of signing bound to the document itself? 

Longevity: Can the signature and credential still be verified years later? 

 
In underwriting and claims terms, these questions address attribution, 
change control, evidence quality, and long-term reliability. If any one of them 
cannot be demonstrated, confidence in the document begins to erode. 

What This Means in Practice 

For brokers and insurers 

 At renewal, ask how professional signing credentials are issued, 
protected, controlled, and revoked. Asking whether the firm uses 
electronic signatures is not enough. 

 At underwriting: treat document authorization and integrity as genuine 
risk controls, alongside established quality-assurance and quality-
control procedures. 

 At claims intake: identify what evidence is available to verify the 
signer’s identity and authority and to detect any changes made after 
signing. 
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For architecture and engineering firms 

 Confirm that your signing process produces independent, verifiable 
proof of who signed, not simply an image of a seal. 

 Protect digital signing credentials as you would protect a physical 
stamp or license number. 

 
Put simply, if trust cannot be proven, it becomes a liability. 

 
Three Questions Worth Asking Before Insuring the Work 

At renewal or during a risk review, three questions can quickly reveal 
how much a firm really knows about its signing process: 

 How do you prevent unauthorized reuse of seals and signatures? 

 Can you prove a signed document has not been altered, even 
years later? 

 Are signing credentials issued and independently verifiable 
through a trusted professional framework? 

 

 
Trust should not be assumed. It should be verifiable. 

 
To learn more about professional digital signatures and our free 
signature-validation tools, scan the code below or visit 
portagecybertech.com. 

 

 
PORTAGE CYBERTECH | DOCUMENT TRUST 
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a/e ProNet is an international organization of 
insurance agents who specialize in Design 
Professionals.  Membership is by invitation 

only. We are pleased to provide you with this 
newsletter.  Professional Underwriters, Inc. is a 

member of a/e ProNet. 


