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I make engagement rings for a living. My line, Scott Ryan, is built around ethically sourced, conflict-free

stones, and I've spent enough years hunched over a bench — soldering prongs, hand-setting stones,

coaxing translucent color into gold with plique-à-jour enameling for my Lotus Goddess pieces — to

have earned the nickname "the diamond hunter." I say all that not to impress you, but so you

understand where this is coming from: I'm on the inside of this industry, and I'm about to tell you how it

actually works.

Because here's the uncomfortable truth. The engagement-ring business is one of the last major

purchases most people make with almost no information and a ton of emotion. That combination is a

salesperson's dream. You walk in nervous, in love, a little guilty, and terrified of looking cheap. The

store knows this. The lighting, the scripts, the "just for today" pricing — none of it is an accident.

This is the guide I'd give my own sibling. No fear-mongering, no upselling. Just how to buy smart.

First, Kill the Myth That Runs the Whole Industry
Let's get the biggest one out of the way: a diamond is not an investment. For the overwhelming

majority of buyers, it is a purchase, like a car or a couch — a beautiful, meaningful, emotionally

priceless purchase, but not a financial asset.

Retail markups are real, resale is brutal, and the moment you leave the store your ring is worth a

fraction of what you paid. If a salesperson tells you a diamond "holds its value" or "always

appreciates," you've just caught them in your first red flag. Buy the ring because you love it and it

means something. Buy it because it'll sit on a hand you adore for the next fifty years. Do not buy it as a

nest egg. Freeing yourself from that myth is the single most money-saving thing you can do, because it

lets you make decisions based on beauty and budget instead of a fantasy resale value that doesn't

exist.



The "Rules" About Budget Are Marketing
You've heard "two months' salary." That number was invented by a diamond marketing campaign in the

twentieth century. It is not a law of nature, it is not tradition, and it is certainly not a measure of love.

Ignore it entirely.

Here's how to actually set a budget:

Start from your life, not the ring. Look at your savings, your other goals — a home, a wedding,

not starting a marriage in debt — and decide what you can spend without wincing. That number is

your ceiling, full stop.

Decide it before you ever walk into a store or open a browser. Emotion inflates budgets in real

time. Anchor yourself first.

Never finance at retail store rates. "No interest for 12 months" deals frequently convert to

punishing rates, and jewelry financing is one of the more expensive ways to borrow money. If you

can't pay for it now, buy a smaller stone now and upgrade for a milestone anniversary. That's a

genuinely romantic tradition, and it's free.

A good jeweler will work with your number. A bad one will spend the appointment trying to move it.

The 4Cs — And Why Cut Is King
Every diamond is graded on the 4Cs: cut, color, clarity, and carat. The industry loves to lead with carat

because it's the number that sounds impressive and drives price. Here's how I'd actually rank them.

Cut — spend here

Cut is not the shape (round, oval, emerald). Cut is how well the stone was faceted — the angles, the

proportions, the symmetry that determine how it handles light. Cut is what makes a diamond
sparkle. A brilliantly cut stone throws light like it's plugged in. A poorly cut one looks like glass, no

matter how big or how "flawless."

This is where I want you to spend your quality budget. For a round diamond, aim for an Excellent or

Ideal cut and don't compromise. A smaller, superbly cut stone will outshine a larger, sloppily cut one

every single day. Cut is also the C that lazy retailers quietly downgrade to hit a price point, because

most buyers don't know to ask.

Color — where you can save

Color grades run from D (colorless) down through the alphabet as stones get warmer. Here's the

insider move: the difference between a D and a G is enormous in price and nearly invisible on the



finger, especially once it's set in metal. The near-colorless range (roughly G–J) is the sweet spot
for most buyers. If you're setting in yellow or rose gold, you can go warmer still, because the metal

lends warmth anyway. Paying a premium for a D flawless so it can sit in yellow gold is lighting money

on fire.

Clarity — where you can save more

Clarity measures internal inclusions. Most inclusions are microscopic and completely invisible without

magnification. The term you want is "eye-clean" — no flaws visible to the naked eye. You do not need

Flawless or Internally Flawless. Somewhere in the VS to SI range you'll typically find eye-clean stones

at a fraction of the price of the top grades. Have someone you trust — or your own eyes — confirm it

looks clean face-up, and stop paying for perfection nobody can see.

Carat — buy just under the milestones

Carat is weight, not size, and it's where price jumps hardest. Prices spike at the round-number

milestones — 1.0, 1.5, 2.0 carats — because that's what people ask for. Buy just under a milestone

and you capture almost identical size for meaningfully less money. A stone a hair under a full carat

looks indistinguishable from one at the milestone, but the price tag knows the difference. This one trick

alone can save you real money.

Put it together and the strategy is simple: maximize cut, land color and clarity in the eye-clean
sweet spot, and buy carat just below the milestones. That's how you get maximum ring for the

money.

Natural vs. Lab-Grown: The Honest Version
This is where I'll be more candid than most of my peers.

Lab-grown diamonds are real diamonds. Chemically, physically, optically identical to mined ones. The

old "they're fake" line is nonsense, and any jeweler who tells you otherwise is protecting a margin. Lab-

grown stones typically cost dramatically less for the same size and quality, which means you can get a

bigger, better stone for your budget — or spend far less for the same look.

The honest tradeoffs: lab-grown prices have been falling and will likely keep falling, so resale is even

weaker than natural (and remember, you're not buying an investment anyway). Some people care

deeply about the rarity and the billion-year backstory of a natural stone — that's a real, valid, emotional

reason, and if it matters to you or your partner, it's worth paying for. Others care most about ethics and

environmental footprint and prefer lab-grown for that reason.



There's no wrong answer here. What's not okay is a store selling you natural as "an investment" to

justify the premium, or being cagey about which is which. Both should be clearly disclosed and clearly

certified. Decide what matters to you — size, story, ethics, budget — and buy accordingly.

Certification: Get It in Writing, From the Right Lab
Never buy a significant diamond without an independent grading report. This is your protection against

a store's in-house opinion of its own merchandise.

The names that carry weight are GIA (Gemological Institute of America), widely regarded as the

strictest and most consistent, and IGI, which is very common for lab-grown stones. Trust these. Be

skeptical of unfamiliar lab names or a store's own "certificate" — grading standards vary, and some

labs are notoriously generous, meaning a stone graded elsewhere as a G/VS2 might be a full grade or

two lower under GIA. That gap is money out of your pocket.

Make sure the report matches the actual stone (larger diamonds are laser-inscribed with the report

number — ask them to show you under magnification). No report, or a mystery-lab report? Walk away.

Red Flags: The Sales Tactics to Watch For
Here's what should make the hair on your neck stand up:

Pressure and false urgency. "This price is only good today." A fairly priced ring is fairly priced

tomorrow.

"It's an investment." Covered above. It's a purchase. This line is a tell.

Steering you away from independent certification, or leaning hard on their own in-house

grading.

Leading with carat and ignoring cut. They're selling you a number, not a stone.

Confusing you on purpose — burying you in jargon so you feel too dumb to negotiate. A good

jeweler teaches; a bad one dazzles.

The bait-and-switch upsell. You come in for one thing; every stone they show is above your

budget. Hold your number.

Sky-high "appraisals" at the point of sale. An appraisal listing a value far above what you paid

isn't a gift — it's a psychological trick to make you feel you got a deal, and it inflates your insurance

premiums.

Vague or missing return and warranty policies. Get resizing, repair, and return terms in writing.



The Step-by-Step Buying Process
Here's the exact sequence I'd follow.

1. Set your budget from your finances first. Lock the number before you look at a single ring.

2. Do a little homework on her taste. Metal color, shape, vintage vs. modern, halo vs. solitaire. Enlist

a friend or sibling if you need a spy. The setting style matters as much as the stone to how it reads

on the hand.

3. Prioritize cut, then choose your color/clarity sweet spot. Aim for eye-clean, near-colorless, top-

tier cut. Decide natural vs. lab-grown based on what you value.

4. Shop the stone and the setting separately if you can. Loose-stone buying lets you compare

apples to apples on certified diamonds, then choose a setting. It's almost always better value than a

pre-set ring where the stone's flaws are hidden.

5. Demand GIA or IGI certification and verify the report matches the stone.

6. Compare at least three sources, including reputable online sellers. Online competition has

compressed markups dramatically — use it as leverage even if you ultimately buy local.

7. Negotiate, and don't be shy. There is markup in that price. Ask for the best cash price. Ask what

they can do on the setting.

8. Get everything in writing — the report, the return window, resizing, warranty, and the appraisal for

insurance.

9. Insure it the day you take it home, via a rider on your policy or a specialty jewelry insurer.

The Bottom Line
The people who overpay for engagement rings aren't foolish — they're just uninformed, walking into an

emotional, high-pressure environment built to keep them that way. You now know more than most

buyers who cross my counter.

Buy for beauty, not for resale. Spend on cut, save on the C's nobody can see with the naked eye, and

buy carat just under the milestones. Insist on independent certification, hold your budget, and treat

urgency and "investment" talk as the warning signs they are.

Do that, and you'll walk out with a ring that catches the light across a room — and the quiet satisfaction

of knowing you didn't get played. That, to me, is the real sparkle.

Key takeaways



Frequently asked questions

How much should I actually spend on an engagement ring?
Whatever you can afford without going into painful debt — set that number from your own finances before you

shop, and disregard old "two/three months' salary" rules, which were invented by diamond marketers, not

tradition. A smaller, beautifully cut stone bought within your means beats a bigger one bought on a punishing

financing plan every time. If you want more later, upgrading the stone for a milestone anniversary is a genuine

and romantic option.

Are lab-grown diamonds a rip-off or a smart buy?
They're a smart buy for most people. Lab-grown stones are chemically and optically identical to mined diamonds

and cost dramatically less, so you can get a larger or higher-quality stone for your budget. The honest caveats:

resale value is even weaker than natural diamonds (though you shouldn't be buying either as an investment),

and some people value the rarity and origin story of a natural stone. Choose based on what you and your partner

care about — size, ethics, budget, or story.

What's the single most important thing to check before buying?
Independent certification from GIA or IGI, verified against the actual stone. A grading report from a strict,

respected lab protects you from a store's generous in-house opinion of its own merchandise and ensures you're

paying for the quality you're actually getting. If a seller can't provide reputable certification or steers you toward a

mystery lab, walk away — that alone will save you from most bad deals.
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A diamond is a purchase, not an investment — buy it for beauty and meaning, and ignore the "two

months' salary" marketing myth.
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Prioritize cut above all; it's what makes a stone sparkle, and it's the C lazy retailers quietly downgrade

to hit a price.
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Save on color and clarity by targeting an eye-clean, near-colorless stone, and buy carat just under

milestone weights.
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Lab-grown diamonds are real diamonds at a fraction of the price; natural vs. lab is a values choice, not

a quality one.
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Never buy without independent GIA or IGI certification, and verify the report matches the actual stone.�2

Treat false urgency, "it's an investment," and carat-over-cut pitches as red flags — a good jeweler

teaches instead of dazzles.
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