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Producers  of natural diamonds  push back agains t the idea that synthetic diamonds  are indis tinguishable from the real thing. Image credit: DPA

 
By DANNY PARISI

Lab-grown diamonds have been gaining popularity in recent years among those who prefer a more affordable
alternative to mined diamonds, but new research shows that many consumers recognize the inherent differences
between the two and do not treat them as interchangeable.

The Diamond Producers Association, along with The Harris Poll, surveyed American consumers on their
impressions of lab-grown and mined diamonds, in particular whether they believed them to be identical and if lab-
grown stones were as authentic as the real thing. Nearly 70 percent of consumers believe that lab-grown diamonds
are not "real," lacking the natural authenticity of diamonds taken from a mine.

This runs contrary to other recent research, which has shown that consumers, particularly millennials, show
significant interest in the potential of lab-grown diamonds (see story).

The main concern that consumers seem to have is with sustainability and ethics. While proponents of lab-grown
diamonds purport that the synthetic alternative is less wasteful and eliminates the issue of conflict diamonds, the
DPA has pushed back against this idea, countering that mined diamonds have made large strides to become more
sustainable and ethical.

"Diamonds are billion-year-old treasures of the Earth that came to us very, very slowly, which makes them uniquely
meaningful in today's on-demand world," said Jean-Marc Lieberherr, CEO of the DPA. "At a time when everything
artificial' aims to compete with, and replace, natural' and real,' these results show consumers care about the
inherent value, authenticity and symbolism that a diamond carries."

In this Q&A, Mr. Lieberherr speaks in greater detail about the differences between lab-grown and mined diamonds,
public perception between the two and his view on why mined diamonds are superior.

What is the difference between a laboratory-grown diamond and a natural diamond?
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A natural diamond is 1 to 3 billion years old, and can take millions of years to form. A laboratory grown (also
known as a synthetic) diamond is effectively an industrial replica of a real diamond. It is  produced and reproduced
in a few weeks in a factory, and has no inherent emotional or monetary value.

In practice, they have very different growth structures and their imperfections are of a different nature. The
accelerated, industrial growth process of a synthetic diamond leaves very recognizable marks in the stone, which
are visible when using professional equipment.

Equally, synthetic diamonds' imperfections, or inclusions, are rejects from the production process. In the case of a
natural diamond, natural inclusions often contain perfectly preserved elements with significant value to scientists
who study the formation of the Earth.

What are some common misconceptions regarding the two?

The main misconception is that they are identical. But, in addition to the physical marks indicating the difference,
consumers increasingly view natural and synthetic diamonds as entirely different products.

This is demonstrated by their respective prices. In the past year, studies show that the price differential between 1.0-
carat natural diamonds and 1.0-carat synthetic diamonds has grown by 71 percent. Synthetic rubies and sapphires
sell at about 10 percent of the price of natural stones. We are heading in the same direction with synthetic diamonds.

The DPA asserts that mined diamonds are completely sustainable. Image credit: Diamond Foundry

Another misconception is that synthetic diamonds are more eco-friendly. Claims of synthetic diamond producers
that their products are eco-friendly are unsubstantiated and are currently being challenged. Most synthetic
operations, especially in China, involve large quantities of fossil fuels.

The reality is that large mining companies, which operate sustainable operations, in very close partnership with
local governments and communities, mine the vast majority of diamonds. Diamond mining involves no chemicals
and all large mining companies have policies and programs to preserve natural resources, minimize their carbon
footprint, conserve land and protect biodiversity.

Finally, the diamond industry has made significant progress in the past 15 years and continues to work toward even
greater levels of transparency. Conflict diamonds are largely a thing of the past and the diamond sector today
supports approximately 10 million people worldwide. Diamonds are an engine for job creation and economic
growth in some the most disadvantaged regions of the world.

Can the average person tell the difference between the two? If not, does it really matter to consumers?

Yes, synthetic diamonds can be distinguished easily with proper equipment. Moreover, it matters a great deal to
consumers whether they are getting the real thing, inherently precious and valuable, or an industrial replica.

The DPA's #RealisRare campaign

Besides the difference in monetary value (including resale), consumers greatly value the natural origin of the
stones. According to a new survey conducted by The Harris Poll, nearly seven in 10 American consumers believe
that diamonds created in a factory are not "real diamonds" because they are "not naturally occurring." Authenticity
and naturalness matter to today's consumers.

Diamonds have been a symbol of love and commitment for hundreds of years. That heritage, that preciousness, that
emotion, cannot be replicated by technicians in a factory.
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What do you think is the future of natural diamonds if laboratory-grown diamonds continue to get more popular?

To be sure, global consumer demand for diamond jewelry hit a new all-time high last year, climbing to $82 billion,
according to industry insight data published recently by De Beers Group. Indeed, natural diamonds are appreciating
as they become increasingly rare.

Meanwhile, a study from Morgan Stanley shows that synthetic diamonds account for less than 1 percent of the global
diamond market. Similarly, the price and value of laboratory-grown diamonds are declining, and will likely
continue to do so as production increases.

Consumers are becoming more aware of the differences between synthetic diamonds and real diamonds. They
value natural diamonds for their inherent value and their emotional symbolism, which makes them irreplaceable
when it comes to fine jewelry and celebrating life's most important moments.

Consumers seem to value synthetic diamonds for their low price, which makes them attractive for fashion jewelry
and accessories.
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