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A replica is not just a harmless imitation, it’s a calculated 
deception, crafted to defraud consumers by posing as the 
genuine article.  This is especially concerning in the world of secondhand designer jewelry, where 
high-value pieces are frequently replicated with alarming precision.  From counterfeit maker’s 
marks and hallmarks to copied logos and even falsified certificates, counterfeiters have become 
increasingly sophisticated.  This makes it more difficult than ever for the average buyer to 
distinguish between real, and a real good fake.  For consumers, the risk isn't just overpaying for a 
worthless item, it’s unknowingly participating in a global web of intellectual property theft, fraud, 
and sometimes even organized crime.


REAL OR REPLICA? 
How to protect yourself as branded counterfeits  
flood the industry.

Van Cleef & Arpels is one of many luxury 
brands targeted by fraudulent companies 
that counterfeit their designs, often 
replicating brand logos and trademarks, as 
seen above.
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While I’m not a brand authenticator, my experience as an independent 
appraiser, pawnbroker, gemologist, jewelry buyer, and 
expert witness has given me the opportunity to 
examine a wide variety of luxury brand items, both 
genuine and counterfeit.  As a result, my Appraisal 
Reports often include observations regarding 
concerns of authenticity, supported by examples 
where the quality and workmanship fall short of 
the standards typically associated with the brand. 


A significant portion of my time is spent valuing 
jewelry and watches seized by federal law 
enforcement agencies, including the U.S. Secret 
Service (USSS), Internal Revenue Service (IRS), Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS), Customs and Border Protection (CBP), Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE), and the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG).  And while I 
haven’t quite decided whether it’s a good thing or a bad thing, I regularly 

examine replica jewelry during this work, 
often featuring counterfeit branding and 
copyrighted designs.  On one hand, it’s 
reassuring to know that federal agents are 
intercepting so much of this 
counterfeit material.  But on 
the other hand, it’s alarming 
to consider how much more 
may still be circulating 
undetected.


The quality of the replicas I encounter varies dramatically, from 
low-end, “gas station quality” fakes with obvious imperfections 
to near-flawless copies of premier luxury brand jewelry.  Some 
are even crafted using genuine 18K gold and natural diamonds, 
with certain examples replicating not only the jewelry itself, but 
also the designer box, certificate, manual, and accompanying 
accessories with remarkable accuracy.  These near 1:1 copies 
are often convincing enough to fool not only consumers, but 
also seasoned jewelers and appraisers.


So what does this mean for you, the consumer, when the 
fakes are getting good enough to fool the pros?  It means 
you have to do your research.  It means making sure the 
person you’re buying from has an established reputation 
within the industry.  And unfortunately, in today’s digital age, 

Cartier is another luxury brand frequently targeted by 
counterfeiters who exploit the brand’s global recognition 
and market value to deceive unsuspecting buyers.

“the fakes are 
getting good 
enough to fool 
the pros”

Rolex and other luxury watch brands are 
often replicated with near-identical 
specifications, making some counterfeits 
difficult to distinguish from the real thing.
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impostors are everywhere.  That’s why it’s more important than ever to not 
only do your homework before making a purchase, but also to follow up 
afterward.


That follow-up means having your jewelry evaluated by a 
reputable, independent appraiser—someone with 
verifiable credentials from a recognized appraisal 
organization.  Not a complimentary “appraisal” from the 
jeweler, or worse yet, the dreaded feel-good appraisal, 
where your jewelry is deliberately overvalued to make 
you feel good about yourself, in the hope that you’ll 
return to have more pieces appraised.


While there’s no guaranteed way to avoid being misled, 
my goal in writing this article is to help you become a 
more informed consumer, and to reduce the risk of being 
taken advantage of.  One of the best ways you can 
protect yourself is by working with a vetted, credentialed 
member of the trade.  To help guide your search, I’ve 
included a list of reputable organizations for jewelers, 
gemologists, and appraisers at the end of this article.


And to sum it all up: yes, buying preowned luxury items can be intimidating, 
even without the added concern of counterfeits.  But awareness is your best 
defense.  As long as you understand that replicas exist and take the proper 
steps, both before and after making a purchase, you can avoid costly mistakes 
and make confident, informed decisions.


Replicas of luxury Swiss watches, like the Patek 
Philippe pictured above, have become so 
convincing that counterfeiters are confident 
enough to leave the movement visible through 
transparent case backs.
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JEWELERS ORGANIZATIONS 
AGTA - American Gem Trade Association

GIA - Gemological Institute of America 

IJO - Independent Jewelers Organization 

JA - Jewelers of America 

JVC - Jewelers Vigilance Committee

RJO - Retail Jewelers Organization 

WJA - Women’s Jewelry Association 


GEMOLOGICAL ORGANIZATIONS 
AGA - Accredited Gemologists Association

Gem-A - Gemmological Association of Great Britain

GIA - Gemological Institute of America 

ISG - International School of Gemology

APPRAISERS ORGANIZATIONS 
ASA - American Society of Appraisers

ISA - International Society of Appraisers 

Master Valuer International

NAJA - National Association of Jewelry Appraisers 

http://globalgemology.com
https://accreditedgemologists.org/
https://gem-a.com/
https://collective.gia.edu/collective/s/
https://gemology.pro/
https://agta.org/
https://collective.gia.edu/collective/s/
https://www.ijo.com/
https://www.jewelers.org/
https://jvclegal.org/
https://www.rjomembers.com/
https://www.womensjewelryassociation.com/
https://www.appraisers.org/
http://isa-appraisers.org/
https://mastervaluer.com/program.html
http://najaappraisers.com/
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