Provenance systems struggle to maintain attribution for viral images amid social media's editing practices
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For photographers, the hardest part of a viral image is often not taking it but being recognised for it. A picture can race across the internet in minutes, yet the creator’s name can disappear almost as quickly if the file is detached from any reliable trail of origin. That is the problem content provenance systems are meant to solve, and it is why C2PA has been promoted as a major step forward. The open standard embeds cryptographically signed metadata into media files so authorship and editing history can be verified later. 
In theory, that should make attribution far easier. In practice, the system depends on the information surviving the journey from camera to platform to viewer. Several analyses of social media workflows say major services routinely compress, resize and re-encode uploads in ways that remove embedded provenance data, including C2PA manifests. That is a serious weakness for a standard whose value rests on metadata remaining intact. 
The scale of the problem also matters. News organisations and platforms handle staggering volumes of images every day, so preserving extra metadata is not just a technical question but an economic one. A recent explainer on C2PA notes that the standard works best when it is widely adopted, while the Reuters Institute has found that fewer than 1% of news images or videos published globally currently carry C2PA information. That suggests the ecosystem is still far from the tipping point needed for universal provenance tracking. 
That has led some photographers and technologists to look at perceptual hashing, or pHash, as a more practical route. Rather than attaching a file of descriptive metadata, pHash creates a compact fingerprint derived from the image itself. Because the fingerprint can still match a picture after cropping, compression or reposting, it can help a platform or app identify the original file even when the surrounding metadata has been stripped away. In that sense, it is less fragile than a system that depends on every intermediary preserving hidden tags. 
The two approaches are not necessarily rivals. C2PA offers a structured, standards-based record that can be useful in controlled environments, while pHash may be better suited to the messy realities of social sharing. The practical lesson for photographers is straightforward: if their goal is provenance, they may need to think beyond a single solution. C2PA can still be worth enabling on a camera or phone, but if the aim is to retain attribution after an image has been copied, screenshotted and reposted across platforms, hashing-based systems may prove more resilient. 
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