
A s you sell more and more white
gold, you may find curious 
consumers asking how the

white color is achieved. Isn’t gold nat-
urally, well, golden?

Gold is yellow in its natural state,
though the hue varies according to the
alloy used by the manufacturer or 
refiner. With more copper, yellow gold
becomes red or rose. Other alloys hint at
green and other colors.

But as Christopher W. Corti, director
of international technology for the
World Gold Council in London, notes,
white gold is a different species al-
together. Turning gold white can also
occasionally make it:
◆ Prone to wear, because of a rhodium

plating often needed to make the
metal look truly white.

◆ A source of skin allergies in some
people, usually because of the ad-
dition of a nickel alloy.

The U.S. has few standards from
which you can develop consistent an-
swers to some of the concerns you may
hear about white gold, especially con-
cerning rhodium plating and nickel con-
tent.

A joint WGC/Manufacturing Jewel-
ers & Suppliers of America White Gold
Task Force is looking into the technical
and economic issues that the widespread
use of white gold has created, including
a growing concern about potential anti-
nickel laws similar to those already in 
effect in Europe. The task force is gath-
ering information on the range of white
golds to help create a clearer definition
of “the boundary of white,” says Corti.

What Is It?
Much of what sells as white gold in the
finer jewelry market in the U.S. is actually
a very pale gold plated with rhodium.
This is perfectly legitimate in many
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countries, even in those that hallmark
their gold. (Yellow gold plated in this
manner is not legal.) But Corti says
the consumer is left with the impres-
sion he or she is buying unplated
“white gold.” Should the industry
begin to disclose the variety of plated
vs. non-plated white golds? At this
time, no U.S. regulations or standards
require disclosure that white gold is
often plated or that the plating has to
be a certain thickness.

Only a moderate amount of white
gold is plated. Most lower priced
white gold jewelry is made with
nickel, based on gold-nickel-silver-
zinc alloys. Corti says such alloying –
while popular, well-priced and free of
plating wear issues – can degrade in
color over time. Plus, there are con-
cerns about nickel dermatitis (allergy).

On the higher end of the price
spectrum is palladium white gold.
This is gold made with palladium-
zinc-silver alloys that result in a strong
white color. These alloys are harder to
cast and are more expensive because of
the high cost of palladium, a plat-
inum-group metal. The cost, says
Corti, forces many companies to use
less palladium and add copper, which
eventually can degrade the color.

Nickel Phobia
The most urgent issue for most jewel-
ers is the nickel allergy issue, though in
the long run the definition of white
gold is the most important, says Corti.
He says the industry believes nickel 
allergy legislation is likely in the U.S.
But regardless of any laws, the public is
already increasingly aware that nickel
in jewelry is a cause of skin reactions.
“The image of the industry and gold
jewelry is involved in this issue,” says
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Corti, who spoke at a seminar during the MJSA Expo 
earlier this year. “My view is that we need a voluntary code of
practice that promotes nickel-free products. Just labeling
jewelry product with a health warning is not sufficient.”

In the U.S., the American Assay & Gemological 
Office, the New York City office of the Birmingham Assay
Office, offers nickel-certificate testing as part of its “An-
chor-Cert” for the growing number of companies that want
a third-party guarantee attached to their antiallergenic jew-
elry. Retailers also increasingly seek this protection, if only
to enhance customer relations. But legally there is little re-
quired beyond the product label.

Muddying the nickel test issue is increasing evidence the
European directive mandating the tests is, as Corti says,
“not built on firm foundations.” The tests, he says, are based
on an artificial laboratory test for nickel release and are then
subject to an arbitrary adjustment factor. “We need to come
up with an improved test procedure,” he says.

Defining White Gold
The methods used to create white gold have specific prob-
lems. Corti suggests specifying white gold in some repeatable
and quantifiable way. He suggests there could be two grades
of white gold: one premium grade that needs no plating and
a standard grade that does need rhodium plating.

He qualifies the premium grade idea with a potential 
marketing angle. Like yellow gold’s well-accepted varying
colors (rose gold or pink gold, for example), various alloys
produce different hues of unplated white gold, from steely
colors to the warmer white of a palladium-based white gold.
“Instead of just selling jewelry as white gold, why not an
apple white or rose white or ice white gold?”

More and more nickel-free white gold compositions exist
on the market, he says. Most are palladium-free or low in
that costly additive. Many are based on manganese, iron or
chromium. Corti feels these are still hard to work and a few
still require plating. About the promise of these and other
alternatives, Corti says: “We shall have to wait and see.”
◆ Dr. Christopher Corti, World Gold Council, London;

(44-20) 7930 5171, www.gold.org.
◆ The World Gold Council, New York City; (212) 317-3824.
◆ MJSA, Providence, RI; (401) 274-3840.
◆ American Assay & Gemological Office, New York City;

(800) 917-7558.
– by Michael Thompson
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