SUMMARY

Diamonds dazzle us with brilliance, ruby drenches us
in colour. Not so the pearl. No, pearl is more refined
and far subtler. Grading pearls is a different sort of
experience.
A pearl’s chief asset is its skin while a faceted
gemstone has no skin. The latter possesses a cold
surface polished to a hard lustre with rows of
precisely arranged facets. The skin of a pearl by
contrast is soft and glows rather than gleams.
The skin of a pearl can be silky smooth or blemished,
translucent, luminous and alive, or opaque, chalky
and lifeless.
Pearl grading uses a specific set of terms which are
different from those used to grade gemstones. The
criteria used to grade pearls are as follows:
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Body
Colour
Lustre
Overtone
Translucency
Nacre thickness
Symmetry
Texture
In 2019, the global pearl jewellery market was
estimated to be around USD 15 Billion growing at
13% a year to reach USD 20 Billion in 2025. During
the same year, the international trade in raw pearls
was measured at USD 903 Million. Therefore,
moving-up-the-chain multiplied the value of the
original raw product by 16.5 times.
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TECHNICAL ANALYSIS

SECTION A BODY COLOUR
Cultured pearls today come in many colours. Saltwater
akoya pearls may be grey, yellow or white. South sea
pearls may be white, cream, golden, or steel ray to
black. Chinese fresh water pearls come in plum,
bronze, peach and champagne. In pearls, the chromatic
colours – red, orange, yellow, blue, and violet – as well
as the non-chromatic hues of white, black, and even
brown and grey are included as possible body colours.
Pearls like faceted gems can be said to have hues made
up of primary and secondary components; thus plum
may be more precisely described as violetish red.
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criterion. In South Sea and Akoya white pearls, a green
tint in the body colour is considered a fault. With grey,
it is a bit more complex: is it greyish and dull or silvery
and bright? With grey it’s really a question of whether
the grey acts as a mask. A greyish pearl with a dull
lustre is less than desirable; a greyish pearl with good
lustre appears more silver than grey and is much sought
after.
The pearl’s body colour by itself is insufficient to
define the beauty of the gem. It is the combination of
the body colour, lustre, translucency, overtone and/or
orient with characterises a fine pearl.

The actual body colour of hue is no part of the
connoisseurship equation; no particular hue is more
beautiful than another. Compatibility with the skin of
the wearer (or the simpatico) is the more important
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SECTION B ORIENT AND OVERTONE
A fine pearl exhibits that subtle misty iridescence that
connoisseurs call overtone, a glow that seems to
emanate from inside the pearl, hover above and cling
to its skin, like sunlight through an early morning fog.
Lustre is caused by light reflection; orient is the result
of light diffraction. Nacre or pearl essence is
composed of translucent layers of aragonite, a type of
calcium carbonate made up of tiny polygonal crystals
mortared together by conchiolin, a protein which acts
as a binder.
In some types of mollusc, the structure of the nacre
includes a series of tiny grooves, as many as three
hundred to the millimetre, which acts as a reflection
(diffraction) gradient, breaking light up into its
constituent colours and creating iridescence or the
rainbow effect. The more grooves the more distinct
the orient. The number of grooves and the spacing
determine the colours we see. Some species and
varieties of molluscs have this groove structure, some
do not.
Overtone and orient often refer to slightly different
effects: orient is multi-coloured and effervescent. It
occurs in a number of rainbow colours at once, its
effect is akin to dispersion in a diamond, and it seems
to scintillate off the pearl’s surface. Overtone occurs in
large patches, appears to cling to some or the entire
pearl surface and is normally monochromatic.
Orient occurs most often in baroque pearls where light
interference cause by light reflecting off an uneven
surface adds to the effect.
Orient and overtone combined with lustre are the
qualities which give the pearl its air of mystery and its
life; it characterizes the finest of pearls. Overtone may
occur in any spectral hue or mixture of hues. For
example, the finer examples of black pearl will
normally appear greenish, bluish, pinkish, or in rare
cases purplish against a tonal continuum (body colour)
of grey through black. A pearl may exhibit contrasting,
overlapping overtones on different sections of the gem.
The apparent colour of the pearl, the colour we see is a
combination of the grey-black body colour and the
chromatic overtone. White South sea pearls may
appear pinkish. Overtone will appear in cultured pearls
only with a relatively thick nacre coating. Akoya pearls
are rarely left in the shell long enough to build up
sufficiently thick layers of nacre to exhibit true orient.
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Body colour and overtone can be separated by a fairly
simple procedure. Place the pearl under the light of an
incandescent bulb. The portion of the surface which
directly reflects the bulb’s image will have the orient
colour. In a round pearl that will be the centre of the
orb; the area outside and surrounding the reflection
will exhibit the body colour. This procedure works
particularly well with black pearls. With Chinese
freshwater pearls, however, this method may yield
exactly the opposite result. Concentrated incandescent
light will often bleach out the colour toward the centre
of a round pearl turning it brownish or greyish,
leaving the orient colour in the surrounding halo.
Chinese freshwater pearls look their best in natural
light. Another test is to immerse the pearl in a shallow
white bowl and the distinction will become evident.
SECTION C LUSTRE
Lustre is the reflection of light off a surface. Lustre in
a pearl is analogous to brilliance in a transparent
gemstone. In a fine pearl, the reflection off a pearl’s
surface is crisp, sharp and well-defined. As quality
decreases, the reflection becomes dull and fuzzy. The
proper way to evaluate a pearl’s lustre is to position it
under an incandescent light bulb. If the pearl is
particularly lustrous, you will be able to see the shape
of the light bulb clearly mirrored in the reflection off
the pearl’s surface. The more clearly defined the
image, the higher the lustre of the pearl. If the bulb is
clearly visible and well-defined, the pearl is of the
highest possible lustre. If you can read the trademark
on the bulb you really do have a gem.
SECTION D NACRE AND THICKNESS
A major difference between natural and cultured
pearls is the pearl’s nucleus. There are two types of
cultured pearls, tissue activated and bead nucleated.
The former is pure pearl, the latter is the result of a
bead, normally spherical cut from a clam shell that is
implanted into the mollusc, which secretes nacre over
the bead and thus creating the pearl.
A natural pearl may have a nucleus but it is usually
quite small while the bead inserted into a mollusc is
normally quite large, often ninety percent of the
pearl’s volume. If the nacre coating is too thin, the
dull surface of the implant will show through the
translucent nacre layers and the pearl will be little
more than a nacre-plated bead.
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Pearls with distinct orient will naturally have thick
skins; however, treated pearls such as the Japanese
akoya may display a pinkish overtone which is the
result of dyeing. Experienced dealers will often
examine the nacre thickness by shining a bright light
through the drill hole and peering through using a 10time loupe. A simple method to check the thickness of
the nacre in a strand is to roll the pearls on a white
surface under a strong lighting. Thin-skinned bead
nucleated pearls will wink; they will brighten and
darken as the pearl is rotated. This winking effect is
simply the mother-of-pearl bead showing through the
nacre.
Another method is called candling. The pearl is held
over a concentrated light source or placed on the lens
of a flashlight. The concentrated beam of a Maglite is
perfect for performing this test. Since nacre is semitranslucent, this will often allow the bead to be
visible. In thick-skinned cultured pearls, the bead will
appear as a roundish dark smudge. In thin-skinned
pearls, the bead will exhibit a series of parallel stripes.
These stripes are the growth layers of the bead insert
itself, which is normally cut from a clam or oyster
shell. Pearls that show such striations have very thin
nacre coatings and should be avoided. Black pearl,
because of the colour and opacity of the nacre, will
not show through. Think-skinned black pearls will
often exhibit a muddy brownish secondary hue.
Water, aptly connotes the combination of lustre,
translucency, body colour and overtone, which
characterizes the finest of pearls. Real translucency,
the ability to see light through a pearl is non-existent
in bead nucleated cultured pearls. However, tissueactivated Chinese freshwater pearls may exhibit
translucency to a very limited degree.

SECTION F SYMMETRY
Symmetry is of great importance. A perfectly round
pearl is the most desired aspect of all. In the world of
natural pearls, round pearls barely exist. However,
cultured round pearls are not that rare; they constitute
less than two percent of the crop of the average pearl
farm. The thin-skinned akoya pearl has accustomed
customers to expect spherical perfection of form that
few can resist. It is also observed that not many people
can resist the perfection of an oval or egg-shaped pearl
or the sensuous curves of a pearl shape.
The closer the pearl comes to achieving perfect
symmetry, the greater its value. In the marketplace,
round is the most desired shape followed by pearl, oval
and button. All other shapes are classified as baroque
whose prices can vary widely. Baroque pearls are
pearls with an irregular, non-spherical shape. Shapes
can range from minor aberrations to distinctly ovoid,
curved, pinched, or lumpy shapes. Most cultured
freshwater pearls are baroque because freshwater
pearls are mantle-tissue nucleated instead of bead
nucleated. The nuclei implanted in cultured pearls are
perfectly round and blemish-free but nature has no
commitment to symmetry and can play many little
tricks during the pearl’s growth.
Designers often find inspiration in off-shaped pearls.
Several historically important jewels such as the
Canning brooch were crafted from freeform pearls
whose shapes suggested sculptural forms.

SECTION E SIMPATICO
The pearl has another quality, unique among gems: its
beauty can be enlivened or subdued by placing it in
contact with a woman’s skin. A pearl no matter how
beautiful in itself, will seem to come alive if it is placed
next to skin of a certain colour, texture, and tone with
which it is compatible (or simpatico). The simpatico
test can be determined with a simple test. The pearl or
pearl strand should be placed against the inside wrist of
the intended wearer because it’s a protected area of the
skin which rarely tans and is the same texture as the
area around the throat and ears. Simpatico is a test of
compatibility, not quality.
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SECTION G SIZE
All factors being equal, the larger the pearl the more
valuable it will be.
Cultured pearl prices increase in an arithmetic
progressions up to seven and one half millimetres.
From eight millimetres onward, the prices become
higher. South sea cultured pearls, both black and
white, are seldom seen under 8 millimetres. This is
because the mollusc itself is larger than the oyster
which produces the akoya and freshwater pearl. And
is capable of accepting implants of up to 10
millimetres. In the warm waters of the South Pacific,
nacre will accumulate at roughly five times the rates
that it accumulates in the relatively cool waters off the
coast of Japan. The physical and economic conditions
in the South seas are right for the production of larger
pearls. For this reason, akoya pearls above 8 mm will
increase dramatically in price whereas South sea
pearls will not increase in price until they reach 12
mm; when, at that size, pearl prices take another giant
leap. A 16 mm cultured pearl is considered quite rare;
a fine round pearl over 20 mm is a museum piece.

imperfections will still be visible if the pearl is set.
The best face-up position is found by rotating the
pearl. In baroque and button shapes, imperfections
visible on the backside are of much less concern.
However, pearls with surface cracks anywhere on the
skin are considered almost worthless.
It may be that we are entering another golden age of
pearls. In Roman times, pearls were ounce for ounce
the most valuable thing on earth. The fashion for
pearls has waxed and waned over the centuries, at
times eclipsing the value of diamonds and other
crystalline gems. In the 20th century, pearl production
and demand reached its height in the 1920s, only to
plummet in the early 1930s under the twin pressures
of the stock market crash and the uncertainty
generated by the introduction of the cultured pearls.
Today there are greater quantities of more varieties of
pearls available than at any time in history. The
American freshwater, the Chinese and the black south
sea pearl are available in quantity. South sea pearls
from the Philippines and Indonesia are new to the
market. Burmese and Baja California pearls are reentering the market.

SECTION H TEXTURE
A pearl’s surface may be bumpy or smooth or
textured. Texture on the skin may be interpreted as
coarse and if it detracts from the pearl’s beauty, a
distinct negative. But many bumpy baroque pearls,
particularly freshwater pearls from China, exhibit
excellent lustre coupled with rainbow-like orient
caused by light rays refracting and colliding with each
other as they bounce from the pearl’s surface. Perhaps
this is a visual mea culpa to make up for the baroque’s
lack of formal perfection. This phenomenon is distinct
from orient, and is caused by light entering the
translucent crystalline layers of nacre. Technically
described as light interference, this rainbow
iridescence is rarely found in a smooth skinned,
symmetrical pearl.
Bumps, blemishes, tiny pits, or anything intruding on
a perfectly flawless skin is considered something of a
negative. The skin should be smooth and silky. Most
pearls will have slight imperfections visible
somewhere on the skin or the surface of the pearl; the
issue is how much they disturb the eye. In the case of
symmetrical pearls, connoisseurs are most concerned
with how the pearl will “face up”, that is, if
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SECTION I HINTS ON THE APPRECIATION
OF PEARLS
Perfectly round cultured pearls are either an extreme
rarity or a highly-processed fraud. The point is that
most pearls are not round, not white, nor are they
perfectly matched. Pearls, even the cultured variety,
are a natural product. We have become so enamoured
of the highly processed, thin-skinned Japanese akoya
pearls that we are unable to appreciate the virtues of
unprocessed pearls. Baroque pearls are not to be
disparaged. Symmetry is only one part of the value
equation. As with all gemstones, beauty is a balance
of factors. The most valuable and expensive pearls on
the market today are the South Sea pearls because of
their larger sizes; they naturally occur in shades of
white and gold.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION
SECTION J THE MAKING OF A PEARL

SECTION L SOURCE MARKETS

There are two basic types of pearls: natural and
cultured. In either case the method of production is
essentially the same. An irritant in the form of a tiny
marine animal or a spherical shell implant introduced
by man is placed, or wormed its way into the soft
mantle tissues of the host mollusc. The oyster in the
case of saltwater pearls or clams in freshwater pearls
secretes a substance called nacre, a calcium carbonate
composed of alternating layers of flattened aragonite
crystals and conchiolin, a sort of calcium glue that
acts as a binder.

Natural pearls are still fished from the old pearling
grounds of Bahrain, the South Pacific, Gulf of
Mexico, the Philippines and other sources. Much of
the high-end pearl market centres around old stock,
pearls sourced hundreds of years ago.

A pearl’s colour will be the same as the molluscs’ lips
in which it grew8.
Although a perfectly round pearl has always been the
most desired, many of the historically most important
pearls were not. La Peregrina is pear-shaped as was
another Venezuelan pearl, the Phillip II.
In cultured pearls, a spherical bead normally
comprises fully 90% percent of the mass with the
average thickness of the nacre usually less than 2 mm.
Natural pearls in contrast are almost 100% nacre.
Cultured pearls represent more than 95% of all pearls
sold though wealthy elite also understand nonnacreous natural varieties like the conches available at
the most upscale stores.
SECTION K TYPES OF PEARLS
There are many types of natural pearls found in
freshwater and saltwater in both univalve and bivalve
molluscs.
Most bivalve molluscs (oysters, clams) produce
nacreous pearls. Univalves (conchs, snails) produce
mainly porcelainimous pearls which have a porcelainlike lustre.
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SECTION M MATCHING
The building of a natural pearl strand takes many
years. The two strands that comprise the celebrated
Baroda pearls were distilled from seven strands
containing 330 pearls owned by the Maharaja of
Baroda.
SECTION N BODY COLOR
Natural white pearls are often greenish when first
removed from the shell. Pearls are normally sunbleached to drive off the green. Natural pearls are
frequently mottled with spots or other colours, uneven
distribution of hue and patches of inconsistent lustre.
The effect on quality and price depends upon the
prominence of these defects and their location. If a
slight blotch can be hidden in a setting, it has less
effect than one which remains prominent.
SECTION O ENVIRONMENTAL
CONDITIONS3
Natural pearls need specific environmental conditions
(such as those available in the Kingdom of Bahrain in
particular) to prosper. Research points to:
− Shallow waters that ensure ample light on the
beds,
− Good salinity,
− A high number of parasites oysters can ingest
during the filtering process; warm-water parasites
are good for producing little pearls,
− Warm water encourages oysters to reproduce,
− Stable conditions such as the lack of typhoons or
rough oceans to disturb the oyster beds,
− Few oyster predators (such as octopuses).
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Producers can only produce high-quality pearls by
working in pristine marine environment. Climate
change is having a huge impact on the pearl industry.
The increased regularity of typhoons and hurricanes
can wipe out whole harvests. Ocean acidification
from higher CO2 levels make it harder for oyster
shells to form; and rising water temperatures can hurt
sensitive oyster shells5.

equal, a worked pearl will be subject to discounts of
25% and sometimes more. The discount depends on
the extent and visibility of the working. Some dealers
suggest that up to 90% of natural pearls are worked to
some degree.

In Bahrain for example, there are beds that remain
largely untouched since the 1950s. It is thought that
harvesting oysters actually helps keep the beds at a
healthy rate of population growth.
Pearl oysters grow above each other, and they kill the
next one down if they are not harvested. The more
divers collect, the better the regeneration of oysters,
which makes pearls a sustainable source of jewellery.
There are guidelines to harvesting pearl molluscs;
oysters must be at least three fingers big to be plucked
from beds. This practice ensures that spat, or young
oysters, have a chance to develop.
SECTION P WORKED PEARLS
The thin layers of nacre in cultured pearls exclude
peeling though surface bumps are sometimes ground
down and most pearls are polished. Natural pearls
subjected to peeling (if the outer layers of nacre are
opaque and dull). In this case, natural pearls are
known as worked pearls. All quality factors being
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THE OTHER TYPES OF PEARLS
SECTION Q CONCH PEARLS
Unlike pearls produced from bivalves, pearls
produced by univalves are non-nacreous. Conch
pearls are calcareous concretions and are
distinguished from true pearls. Nonetheless, they have
become increasingly popular in jewellery. Round
conch pearls hardly exist. The preferred shape is a
symmetrical oval preferably with tapered ends.
Conch pearls occur in a range of colours, pink are
usually the most desirable. Conch pearls over 10
carats are rare.
SECTION R TAHITIAN BLACK CULTURED
PEARLS
Tahitian pearls are bead-nucleated. The finer
examples of black pearl will normally appear
greenish, bluish, pinkish, or violetish in tones of grey
through black. This appearance is a combination of 2
factors: body colour and orient. Black pearls are
usually not as demanded as their white counterparts
but greenish pearls are perhaps valued higher than any
other coloured pearls if they have the proper orient;
this is partly owing to their rarity.
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SECTION S FRESHWATER CULTURED
PEARLS FROM CHINA
The Chinese are producing 2 types of freshwater
pearls: tissue nucleated and bead nucleated. Tissuenucleated pearls that are by far the largest group
produced, are mainly baroque pearls and are available
in many bizarre and amazing shapes. Bead nucleation
has produced pearls as large as 14 mm. Today,
Chinese pearls are filling a niche market hitherto
occupied by Japanese biwa and akoya pearls.
SECTION T SOUTH SEA CULTURED PEARLS
In addition to black pearls, the sultry waters of the
South Pacific also produce pearls that range from
white to silver white through yellow to a distinct
golden blue. As opposed to the Japanese akoya pearls
that rarely produce pearls over 9 mm, South Sea
pearls can regularly exceed 15 mm up to 20 mm.
These pearls are produced by Australia, the
Philippines and Indonesia.
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MARKET SIZE AND PRICING
SECTION U PRICING FORMULA2
Perhaps the most influential formula to value pearls is
Tavernier’s Law. First, it’s necessary to establish a
base price that is the price of a one-carat pearl. Once
that’s established, the formula squares the weight of
the given pearl and then multiplies the product times
the base rate. The base rate increases by a third for
pearls weighing above 11 carats (44 grains) or 11.5
mm. (A grain is one-twentieth of a gram).
A 4-grain pearl (1 carat) is approximatively 5.23 mm
in diameter. A 1-grain pearl is 3.32 mm.
Compared to cultured pearls, natural pearls are in
another price league entirely. For example, a 5 mm
round natural pearl will cost 2000% more than its
equivalent cultured akoya pearl. Using the same
principle, a 9 mm natural pearl may cost 990% more
than its cultured counterpart. Why the drop in
percentage at 9 mm? At that size, the increased rarity
of the cultured product dictates that its prices begin to
increase geometrically.
SECTION V MARKET SIZE AND PRICES5
As of 2019, the global pearl jewellery market size was
expected to reach USD 20 billion by 2025, growing at
a CAGR of 13% during the forecast period. The
stability in the global economic situation, resulting in
the growth of disposable incomes, is driving the global
pearl jewellery market. Moreover, the increasing
female working population and the growing
penetration of brands are contributing to the growth.
The APAC region accounted for the largest share in
2019 and is expected to witness the fastest growth rate
during the forecast period. The saltwater pearl segment
is observing growth due to the high demand for
luxurious and high-quality ornaments.
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A large-scale shift to the e-commerce platform is
another major factor boosting the growth of the global
pearl jewellery market. Consumers are becoming
extremely comfortable shopping online. Major sellers
are capitalizing on business opportunities by offering
innovative strategies, ranging from personalization to
curation to home trial options to address the
consumers’ concerns. The online fine jewellery sales
accounted for approximately 4–5% of the global
market and are projected to reach around 10% by 2020.
The online segment, however, accounted for a larger
share with approximately 10–15% share by 2020.
In 2017, cultured seawater pearls constituted 5 per
cent of global production by volume, not value. In the
same year, global production of cultured saltwater
pearls was worth around USD 400 Million according
to a veteran pearl wholesale trader. The South Sea
pearl accounted for USD 230 Million of that.
The eventual halting/revival of taste for pearls took an
unexpected form. While the earlier fashion had been
for gently graduating strings of pearls, in the 1990s
“big South Sea cultured pearls” were desirable, said
another expert. This resulted in the “ridiculous
scenario” where a large South Sea or black Tahitian
cultured pearl necklace would sell for £150,000 while
a natural pearl one — much rarer — would sell for
£15,000.
Since 2000, however, natural pearls have again
assumed their primacy. A necklace that may have cost
£10,000 in the 1990s sold for £100,000 in 2017.
Cultured pearls will wear out if you use them heavily
but because of the nacre — the substance which
makes up the outer layers — of a natural pearl, it
won’t wear out for generations.
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One can follow the rise in interest in pearls at auction.
Once given by Napoleon to his second wife, the dropshaped 302.68-grain pearl La Regente has been sold
three times by Christie’s. In 1987 it went for
$143,000; a year later, once its provenance was
confirmed, for $859,000; and in 2005 it reached $2.5
Million, making it the most expensive single pearl
sold at auction. (The most expensive diamond is the
Pink Star, sold by Sotheby’s earlier in 2017 for $71.2
Million). The peak in pearl prices at auction was in
2015.
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Estimates on the number of pearls found annually
with population in the GCC vary widely, from one
million to 50 million. DANAT institution of Bahrain
tests upward of three million pearls a year to
determine whether they are natural or cultured –
though this includes specimens from other countries,
and the lab does not keep track of how many are
newly acquired as opposed to heirloom.
In the UAE, at the source end, pearls farmers used to
sell their products for anywhere between AED 200
(USD 55) and AED 50,000 (USD 13,612)7 in 2019.
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How much are pearls worth?
Get to know their value
Pearl type

Frequency
of
occurrence

Average
price
(USD)*

Cultured11

50 – 60
times per
100 oysters

300 – 1,500
per pearl

Wild12

1 time per
10,000 –
15,000
oysters19,20,21

200 – 700
per carat

Average price per strand (USD)
Smallersized
pearls

Notes

100 –
10,000

Mostly
freshwater
varieties –
Akoya and
South sea
pearls
(white and
gold)

Largesize
pearls
(USD)
1,000 –
100,000

Notes

Tahitian
pearls
(USD)

Notes

Akoya
pearls
(USD)

Notes

Freshwater
pearls
(USD)

Notes

Very large
South Sea
pearls
(white and
gold)

500 –
25,000

Exotic with
dark colors;
come in a
variety of
qualities and
sizes and
stunning
colours

300 –
10,000

Smallestsize classic
and round
white peals
farmed in
seawater
mollusc
farms

50 – 2,000

Look like
akoya
pearls but
are less
expensive.
They are
farmed in
freshwater
mussels

*indicative prices only

While some pearl types are certainly more valuable than others, the value
of pearl jewellery also depends on the type of the jewellery. Pearl earrings
typically feature only two pearls and hence are less expensive. Pearl
necklaces, on the other hand, feature many more pearls, but the number of
pearls can vary based on the necklace lengths. If a person really desires
ultra-premium Handama pearls, for example, but the budget doesn’t allow
for a long rope, he or she can consider other Handama pieces such as
earrings, chokers, and bracelets that use fewer pearls and are still
extremely dazzling.
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Pearls tend to hold their value fairly well. The highest quality pearls are
quite durable, which is why vintage pearl jewellery continues to be worth
a lot of money today. If one invests in pearl jewellery, he or she will be
able to pass it along to future generations in their family, and it can be a
beautiful and valuable heirloom piece.
Shorter strands of pearls cost less than longer strands – even if they are
the same quality.
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INTERNATIONAL TRADE
STATISTICS11
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CONSUMER BEHAVIOR
Buyers are being more selective now, they are buying
better quality. Collectors will pay a lot for perfection
in pearls because it doesn’t really exist. Hong Kong
and the Middle East are the most prominent places for
buyers, followed by India. It is thought that prices will
stay high because natural pearl are so genuinely rare.

Scientific intervention is allowing more spectacular
pearls to be created. Chinese freshwater producers
have grown hollow soufflé pearls, which come in
iridescent colours, as well as giant fireballs, ripples,
Ming pearls and Edisons, all formed using different
nuclei and culturing processes.

Like all markets, the pearl market fluctuates a little bit
but after 100 years of solitude, from the early 20th
century to the early 21st century. . . the world has
moved on and realised how precious pearls are.

Some of China’s freshwater pearls come in colours,
sizes and lustres comparable to South Sea pearls. J
Hunter Fiji’s rare coloured pearls are also cultivated.

Prominent and influential women wearing pearls have
aided the revival. In 2017, London jeweller
Annoushka Ducas said pearls are among the
bestsellers across her 13 boutiques, including a
diamond hoop and freshwater baroque pearl drop
earring for £1,115. Former U.S. First Lady Michelle
Obama changed a lot about the way people viewed
pearls. She wore a lot of pearls in big chokers, in a
cool, modern way. She probably did a lot for making
pearls modern again. Taste in diversifying beyond
traditional colours and being able to tell a story of
provenance is now attractive too. Some traders source
golden pearls from Iloilo in the Philippines, where
they are cultivated with minimal intervention. They
buy them directly from the farmers, not “by the
bucketload” from wholesale dealers and harvests
8,000 a year, numbering each one in their collections.
“There is a real warmth about golden pearls that is
incredibly flattering”.
J Hunter Pearls Fiji, established in 1999, produces
some new, very rare colours, including chocolate
brown, peacock green, cranberry and pistachio. It
benefits from the unique shell colours of Fiji’s blacklipped oyster subspecies, alongside modern hatchery
techniques. Partnering with Savusavu villages has
helped locals to retain their traditional way of life and
the natural environment needed to produce the pearls.
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Not everyone approves of the Chinese approach. Mr
Shor of the Gemological Institute of America says
Chinese pearls are “a cheap alternative” because they
come from mussels, which produce pearls much faster
than oysters. “It’s really ‘fakeland’ when it comes to
pearls,” he says. All cultured pearls are ultimately
“fake” to one degree or another, beauty augmented by
science, but that argument was settled a century ago
by Chanel and other tastemakers. Pearl sales have
increased dramatically in this decade and the
consumer has become more accepting of variations in
size, shape and colour.
The pearl horizon seems sunnier than at any time in
the past sixty years. However, a few dark clouds lurk
just at the edge of the horizon. Pearl treatments have
also multiplied. In addition to bleaching, a venerable
treatment stretching back into history, dyeing,
irradiation, waxing, coating, heating and other
treatments are proliferating as the demand for pearls
increase. Although treated pearls are of little interest
to the connoisseur, treatments are acceptable as long
as they are disclosed to the consumer. But in many
cases, these treatments are not disclosed.
Cultured pearls are rarely sold with laboratory reports;
natural pearls are rarely sold without one. If the
aficionado is contemplating a significant purchase, it
would be wise to insist upon a report from a wellknown independent lab.
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SEGMENTATION
By product types

By jewelry types

The growing production cost and declining supply
have increased the price of freshwater pearls. The
demand is expected to grow due to the increasing
popularity of inexpensive pearl jewellery, especially
among youth and first-time buyers. Saltwater
pearls are expensive; hence, they are preferred by highend consumers with greater disposable income. APAC
accounts for the largest share, with China, Japan, and
India emerging as the leading regions. However, the
increasing water pollution and overharvesting of
saltwater ornaments have declined the production,
which in turn is increasing the global average price.

Gold pearl necklaces are more expensive than silver or
other material types. However, the increasing
acceptance of Tahitian pearl necklaces is expected to
aid the growth of the segment during the forecast
period. Saltwater necklaces accounted for the largest
pearl jewellery market share in 2019; however, the
segment is expected to decline during the forecast
period owing to the growing price and the increasing
availability of high-quality freshwater pearls.

By material types
The global gold jewellery demand has observed a
decline in the last couple of years. The decrease can be
mainly attributed to several regional challenges and
global economic trends. The rise in gold prices is
expected to emerge as a major challenge as middleclass consumers are less likely to purchase gold
ornaments. However, retailers are implementing
several new strategies, including offering heavy
discounts on making charges and providing easy
instalments to improve the sales of gold pearl
ornaments.
Fluctuations in gold prices worldwide are driving
several designers to opt for silver and other materials.
High affordability of silver among consumers with low
disposable incomes is driving the silver segment. The
integration of silver jewellery with new fashion trends
is expected to influence silver demand during the
forecast period. Designers are coming up with trendy
designs to enhance the appeal and increase the sale of
silver ornaments. Moreover, silver ornaments with
cultured pearls are inexpensive and are widely
preferred by first-time buyers.
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Pearl rings have been popular standard ornaments for
centuries. With the increasing availability of several
contemporary ring designs, the popularity is growing
in the young generation. Owing to the low price of
freshwater rings, the demand is expected to grow
during the forecast period. The highest incremental
growth is expected to come from APAC due to
improving economic development, increasing
purchasing power, and the growing middle-class
population in the region.
The diversity in design and quality with high-profit
margins is expected to boost the demand for pearl
earrings during the forecast period. Celebrities such
as Kate Middleton and Michelle Obama have been
spotted to wear these earrings, which have become a
strong factor for their popularity and adoption.
Designers are introducing trendy designs to enhance
product appeal. The high demand from China, Japan,
and India is primarily leading to market growth.
By geography
While the pearl jewellery market in developing
economies is driven by the growth in the population,
rise in household incomes, and change in lifestyles,
developed economies are boosting the demand for
luxury and fine designer ornaments. The region is
expected to grow at the fastest CAGR during the
forecast period. The rising economic development, the
growing middle-class population, and high net worth
individuals, especially in China and India, have
increased the demand for fine pearl jewellery.
The Seven Wise Men

Key vendor analysis
Europe is the second-largest market worldwide. The
region is witnessing growth on account of increasing
economic stability, the rising female working
population, the increasing fashion consciousness, and
the growing e-commerce retailing sectors.
The casualization of dress codes at workplaces and
social spaces is driving the North American market.
However, several factors increasingly influencing the
growth include the rise in economic development, an
increase in disposable incomes, and the rise in the
number of the high net worth population.
The major factors that are contributing to the growth in
MEA include the rise in per capita disposable income
and aggressive promotional strategies by industry
players. Further, the growing brand consciousness and
the increasing inclination toward western brands are
resulting in the emergence of stylish and exclusive
designed ornaments, which is expected to boost
demand for costume and luxury pearl ornaments in the
region. Latin America constitutes a small percentage of
the market. However, the region is expected to observe
growth on account of the rise in the sale of fine
jewellery, with Brazil emerging as the largest economy
in the region.
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The global pearl jewellery market share is highly
fragmented with the presence of a large number of
global and regional players. Vendors are competing
based on product designs, quality, and competitive
pricing. Due to the highly competitive and volatile
environment, future growth mainly depends on the
ability to expect, gauge, and adapt to constantly
changing fashion trends and successfully introduce
new or improved products on time. Global retailers are
increasingly trying to integrate with more than one part
of the supply chain. Vertical integration will allow the
company to establish a competitive advantage while
considerably lowering the cost of manufacturing and
making business models more efficient and costeffective. The market is highly dynamic and fastgrowing. With the rising consequential changes in both
consumer behaviour and the industry, vendors are
required to be responsive to changing trends and
developments.
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THE FARMING PROCESS
More than 98 per cent of the pearls produced
worldwide are freshwater cultured pearls grown in
China. Meanwhile, Japan, French Polynesia,
Indonesia, and Australia are leading producers of
saltwater pearls, including Akoya, Tahitian, and South
Sea pearls17.
− It takes up to 6 years from spawning tiny little
oyster larvae in specialized hatcheries to finally
harvest a pearl.
− The oysters are generally around 2 to 3 years of
age before they are able to be seeded to start the
pearl culturing process,
− Then it takes another 18 months to two years
before the pearls are fully-grown and ready for
harvesting.
− From there, it can be another whole year for the
pearls to be sorted, graded and set in to jewellery
designs ready for sale16, 22.

SECTION W PRODUCTIVITY
Natural pearls are rare; they are unplanned, and divers
find them by chance.
As for cultured pearls, “if you collect 1,000 oysters,
on average you will find one pearl in every 50 – 60
oysters,” says Prof. Robert Carter of University
College London’s UCL Qatar program. Seasoned
divers offer more conservative estimates, saying it’s
more likely to be one pearl in every 100 oysters3.
In the Gulf climate, a single successful pearl farm that
cultivates an average 80,000 to 100,000 oysters can
produce around 20,000 pearls annually in the best
case scenario14.
Cultured pearls are more abundant because they are
farmed en masse. After being “seeded”, some 60
percent will produce pearls.

First generation grafted oysters
Survival rate of oysters
Morbidity rate of oysters
Total

Year 1

Year 2
Rejection rate (oysters that reject the nuclei)
Success rate (oysters that produce pearls)
Morbidity rate
Total
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Percentage
76%
24%
100%
Percentage
28%
28%
44%
100%
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SECTION X THE PROCESS OF FARMING PEARLS13
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IN FOCUS
THE BAHRAIN PEARLING TRAIL
The Bahrain Pearling Path is a serial cultural heritage
site inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage
List on June 30, 2012. It consists of three oyster
beds in the northern waters of Bahrain, a segment of
the coast and the seafront Bu Mahir fort in the
southern tip of Muharraq Island and 17 buildings in
historical section of Muharraq connected by a 3.5 km
visitor pathway. The site is Bahrain's second World
Heritage Site after the Bahrain Fort.
The Pearling Path encompasses 330,000 square
meters including oyster beds and buildings related to
the 19th century pearl industry. In 2013, the Bahrain
Authority for Culture and Antiquities set out to
preserve and revive the spirit of this historical area,
highlighting its social and economic importance,
especially in relation to the historical pearl trade. In
addition to preserving and restoring historical
structures, the urban regeneration project aims to
ensure any new construction in the area is sensitive to
heritage conservation and contemporary public space
planning.
The revitalization project includes conservation
projects, new buildings, and plans for public
space along with social and economic mandates. As
part of the project, the Bahrain Authority for Culture
and Antiquities is maintaining the city's public areas,
streets, car parking, facades and reintroducing
contemporary programs.
The buildings listed by UNESCO were the residences
and majlises of pearl merchants, traders, divers, along
with trade establishments, storage houses and
the Siyadi family mosque.
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Pearl diving in Bahrain was first mentioned
in Assyrian texts dating to 2000 BC, referring to "fish
eyes" from Dilmun (ancient polity encompassing
Bahrain). Bahrain (as Tylos, Bahrain's Greek name)
was mentioned by Pliny to have been, "famous for the
vast number of its pearls". The golden age of pearling
is stated to have been between the 1850s to 1930,
when pearls were more precious than diamonds and
had attracted jewelers like Jacques Cartier to the
country.
There were around 30,000 pearl divers by the end of
1930, as pearling was the principal industry in
Bahrain prior to the discovery of oil in 1932. After the
collapse of the pearling industry, most divers
switched to the newly founded oil sector. Currently,
the trading of cultured pearls in Bahrain is prohibited.
The revitalization of Muharraq was one of six
recipients of the 2019 Aga Khan Award for
Architecture. It was recognized for its role in telling
the history of the Arabian Peninsula pearl industry
throughout the centuries, especially its peak in the
19th century. According to Farrokh Derakhshani,
Director of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture,
"The Revitalization of Muharraq is a visionary effort
to maintain the spirit of this historic city. The project
demonstrates a sensitive approach to heritage
conservation and contemporary public space
planning." The Aga Khan Award for Architecture
recognized this project as being a community-based
approach to urban regeneration, (i.e. a project that
brought along the contribution of contemporary
architecture into the conservation of traditional
buildings).
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PUBLICATIONS
“On AI and Energy: The Hidden Costs” and other publications are available for download from our publications
page.
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HOW CAN WE HELP
SERVICE RANGE
The Seven Wise Men can help you build your
company to the top and to export strong brands. All
of this can be done in a fraction of the time and many
times the quality of work and return on investment.
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The Seven Wise Men focuses exclusively on
developing strategic plans for companies in a
variety of sectors.
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