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De Beers' new lab-grown line has shaken up the 

diamond trade. Here's a closer look at the implication 
of this controversial move. By Lara Ewen 
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ab-grown diamonds may �till be 
relative newcomers to the luxury 
market, but not since the dam1 
of the internet has a subject left 
the diamond industry so divided. 
That's why it was particularly 

c__ _ __. __ shocking when, in May 2018, 
diamond behemoth De Beers announced its 
Lightbox line of lab-grown mounted jewelry, which 
launched online direct to consumers in September. 

Industry reactions ranged from excitement to 
fear, and while it's still too early to know what the 
long-term impact ofLightbox will be, there is no 
shortage of opinions about the news. 

Popular fashion 
For its part, De Beers says Lightbox came to market 
only after significant consumer research, which 
it reports has largely shown that people take lab
grown diamonds less seriously than mined ones. 

"What we have seen increasingly over time is that 
there is really broad and growing confosion amongst 
consumers about what a lab-grown diamond is, 
and how they're produced, and how valuable they 
are, what they should cost," says David Prager, the 
company's executive vice president of corporate 
affairs. ''And we also identified that there was some 
interest in them as fashion jewelry, once people 
understood what they were, but that people really 
didn't see them as something suited to a life event of 
real emotional significance." 

Instead, he says, people "see them as pretty and 
sparkly and fun, and they should be marketed 
accordingly. You can buy Lightbox for a beach 
holiday, because you're not worried if you misplace 
one of yow- cliamoncl lab-grown studs. You can go on
the website and you can buy one to replace it." 

This more casual segment "wasn't being served 
by the lab-grown diamond producers [before now], 
because they were going for the kind of classic 
diamond territory," he explains. 

Nonetheless, he acknowledges that many 
customers may still consider Lightbox high-end. 
"There are going to be some people who feel like 
they're getting a luxury product," he says. 

Putting them in their place 
The idea that lab-created diamonds are not suitable 
for emotional purchasing is certainly not a new 
one, and De Beers' entry into this space has helped 
clarify the distinction for retailers that were ah-eady 
loath to carry them. 

"De Beers-produced lab-grown diamonds have 
been serving as a stabilizing and correcting force 
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• In 2014, about 97%

of the US industrial

diamond market was using 

lab·grown stones. since 

their properties could be 

customized for specific 

applications. 

• The lab·grown industry

currently has the capacity

to produce about 2 million

carats of gem-quality 

polished per year, the 

majority of which is under 

0.18 carats. 

• Output could grow to

between 10 million and 17

million carats per year by 

2030 if the sector sustains

its current annual growth

rate of 15% to 20%. 

• Today, it costs $300 to

$500 per carat to produce

a diamond via the chemical

vapor deposition (CVD) 

method, compared with 

$4,000 per carat in 2008. 

• The percentage of

consumers willing to buy 

an engagement ring with 

a lab-created diamond as 

a center stone rose from 

nearly 39% in 2016 to 

almost 70% in 2018. 

Sources: US government 

data. aa;n & Company, 
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in the lab-produced diamond ma.rket,just as they 
have in the mined-diamond market," says Elizabeth 
Doyle, co-founder of New York-based vintage and 
antique jewelry retailer Doyle & Doyle. 

Doyle, who does not stock lab-grown product, 
says the introduction ofLightbox has given these 
diamonds a level of acceptance they did not 
previously have, but has also helped put them in 
their place. "I believe this mainstream acceptance 
will grow as De Beers continues to market its 
product to the younger consumer. With that being 
said, their focus on lab-grown diamonds in a fashion
type product will likely reinforce the ,videly held 
belief that lab-grown diamonds are not appropriate 
for an engagement ring." 

A matter of marketing 
Indeed, with a consumer price tag of$800 per 
carat, Lightbox is not meant to compete with De 
Beers' core mined-diamond product, according 
to Prager. "You'll notice that on all the Lightbox 
marketing material and advertising and online, 
we don't use the De Beers brand to market it," 
he points out. "That's with a lot of forethought 
and clear intent, because we understand that in 
many consumers' minds, the name De Beers is 
synonymous ,vith diamonds. And we want to make it 
really clear what these are and what these aren't. We 
want to create a clear separation." 

While there may be marketing plans for Lightbox 
in New York and Los Angeles, Eric Swanson, sales 
manager at Neustaedter's Fine Jewelers in St. Louis, 
Missouri, reports that the midwest hasn't seen 
anything, so the product is effectively nonexistent in 
the eyes of his customers. In fact, he says. "90°0 of
millennials don't even know who De Beers is. Young 
people prefer brands that are small and independent 
and new and cutting-edge." 

Swanson, whose store stocks both lab-grown and
mined stones, says he was "expecting that within a 
month or two of the announcement, people would 
ask me why our lab-grown stones were three times 
the cost ofLightbox, but not one person has said 
anything at all [about the brand]. So we haven't had 
to change anything. Yet." ► 

"WE WANT TO MAKE IT REALLY 

CLEAR WHAT THESE ARE AND WHAT 

THES� /�REN'T. WE WANT TO CREATE 

A CLEAR SEPARATION" 
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of its mounted stones similarly to Lightbox (see 
box). And many lab-created products are certified 
- a category that, like loose diamonds, isn't on
Lightbox's agenda.

"We're not grading [Lightbox stones]," Prager 
states. "The idea of grading a mass-produced 
product simply is nonsensical to us." 

At the very least, VanderLinden doesn't expect 
the price of mounted lah-growns to fall any further 
than current Lightbox rates. He stresses that "$800 
a carat for lab-grown is the bottom. I don't see how 
it'll go below that, because there's stil I the fixed cost 
oflabor and polishing, plus growth, and wages aren't 
going back down, either." 

Plans for the future 
Are other high-end jewelry brands likely to follow 
De Beers into the lab-grown space? Prager doesn't 
believe they'll want to. 

"I think Tiffany has such a fabulous brand, is 
well regarded and trusted as another byword for 
diamonds," he says. "And I don't see a time when 
you're going to see that Tiffany brand linked to lab
grown diamond, in the same way you're not going to 
see the De Beers name linked to Lightbox." 

For consultant Golan, the question is what mid
market retailers will do. 

"Cunently, Blue Nile and Signet are not offering 
lab-grown diamonds, but they may change their 
minds," he says. "I won't be surprised if Signet 
decides to make the jump if it finds that it is missing 
out on a category that independent jewelers across 
the country are benefiting from." 

Yet even De Beers sb·esses that Lightbox wi.11 
only play a small role in its overall operations. "De 
Beers has always been a natural-diamond company 
and will always be a natural-diamond company," 
declares Prager. "When you look at the investment 
we're making in Lightbox . .  .you can't even compare 
the two." 

Of course, that investment is far from small. "Over 
the ne�t four years, we'll spend about $94 million 
in building our [lab-grown diamond] production 
facility in Oregon, just outside of Portland. It'll be 
able to produce 500,000 carats of rough a year. So 
it's a serious statement of intent." 

But to put those numbers in perspective, he 
continues, "the natmal-diamond industry mined 
many, many times that - 34 million to 36 million 
carats, I think, was our latest production. 0 bviously, 
the majority of that is indush·ial-quality. And over 
the ne:>..1. five to seven years, we'll spend something 
in the order of $10 billion in capital investments 
bringing mined diamonds to market and marketing 
mined diamonds." 

So while Lightbox may be "gaining people's 
attention and headlines," he says, "for us, it's never 
going to rise to the level of our natural business." 

It is. howe,-er, enough to make the industry 
question its relationship with luxury lab-grown 
diamonds. 

''This is here to stay," says VanderLlnden. 
"·And tho� who were highly against it are now 
inrnh-ed with it. Things change, and if you're not 
inrnh-ed v.;th lab-grown, you're going to miss an 
opportunity. - ■ 

DIAMOND FOUNDRY, 

OVERWHELMED 

WITH DEMAND 

The announcement of 
lightbox was encouraging 
news for Martin Roscheisen, 
CEO of California-based lab· 
grown producer Diamond 
Foundry. 

"De Beers was long 
fearful of man made 
diamonds in jewelry," says 
Roscheisen. "So their entry 
into the market really 
signified that this was a 
segment that would not go 
away and could not be 
ignored. De Beers' entry into 
the market has instantly 
multiplied our business. We 
are truly overwhelmed with 
demand now." 

In fact. demand is 
"increasingly outstripping 
supply," he reports. 

One way the company, 
which has been in business 
since 2012, plans to address 
the supply-chain issue is 
through the new foundry it 
opened late last year in 
Wenatchee. Washington. 
"This will produce an 
additional 1 million carats," 
says Roscheisen. "We 
believe this will barely meet 
the demand, based on 
existing orders." 

The company's products 
fall into two main categories: 
program diamonds - which 
are cut to spec for jewelry 
manufacturers - and 
certified uniques. The latter, 
which make up 93% of 
Diamond Foundry stones, 
"have certification and 
warranties associated 
with them that program 
diamonds do not," 
Roscheisen explains. "As 
a result, the pricing is 
different." 
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