Two customers. Two special requests. Two very different
business transactions.

Not every customer’s request for something you don’t have in the case is a custom job. In fact,
treating every made to order piece as “custom” may be costing you valuable insight into your
inventory, profitability and operations. A ring ordered in a different size is not the same time
investment as a ring designed from scratch. But when retailers do not separate custom and
special orders into categories or transaction types, they may struggle to define what a custom job
is or a true special order. At first glance, the distinction may seem minor. Operationally, however,
these are two very different business models, with different workflows, profit drivers, labor
requirements, vendor relationships, and customer expectations. Treating them separately gives
retailers a clearer picture of how their business is performing and creates better opportunities to
manage inventory, control costs, train staff and deliver a positive customer experience.

Understanding the difference

Custom jewelry involves creating a new piece from scratch or significantly modifying a piece. This
can include CAD design, wax carving or 3D printing, resetting existing customer supplied stones,
and multiple design revisions. Since every project is unique, custom work typically requires
substantial time from the sales associate, coordination with other team members and production
management of the custom order.

Special orders are different. They typically are based on a piece from your case that can’t be
simply modified in store. Examples include ordering for finger size, metal color, heavier diamond
weight or a different size or shape center diamond. Little or no design work is involved in special
orders.

Why it matters

Different Profit Drivers

Special orders generate profit primarily based on our desired gross profit margin we typically take
for the specific category or brand. Custom work can generate revenue from both the product
itself, and the design and labor involved in creating it. When the two are combined into one
transaction type for reporting, we lose visibility into whether sales are being driven by stock



merchandise, special orders or custom work and if labor and design revenue are contributing to
profitability.

Labor and staff time

Customer projects require significant staff involvement, including design consultations, CAD
creation and revisions, vendor communication, stone sourcing, production management and
quality control. The time involved in custom orders takes employees away from the sales floor
and should be understood as part of the cost of delivering the custom item. Special orders
generally require a much simpler process. It typically involves placing the vendor order,
communicating updates to the customer, receiving the merchandise into the system and quality
control. Separating the workflows reduces confusion for the team, improves accountability and
makes it easier to identify where a process is slowing down.

Inventory and merchandising insights

Special orders can provide valuable insight into what a customer wants but the store does not
currently offer in the current assortment. A high volume of special orders may point to a need for
a wider range of styles, metal types, center shapes or sizes. It may also identify popular styles
that should become a stock item including current trends or ‘never outs.” Special order data can
also reveal opportunities to add a new vendor or deepen the offerings from an existing vendor.
Custom work should be used for pieces that are not already represented in the store or cannot
be fulfilled through a simple special order.

Vendor Performance

Special orders make it easier to evaluate vendor turnaround times, ease of communication, and
the reliability of delivery estimates. They can also show which vendors are the strongest for
special orders vs custom work or neither. Custom projects often involve multiple employees
depending on the complexity of the job. You may need staff who can design, cast the item,
engrave, and set stones, so the performance measures are different. Tracking these projects
separately can help a retailer determine whether it has the right staff or custom partnerin a
vendor to help create strong and positive customer experiences.



Sales and Performance Coaching

Custom jobs require a different skill set from selling a special order. Successful custom sales
depend on creativity, relationship building, design consultation, project management and
consistent follow up with both the customer or vendor. Special orders rely more heavily on
product and vendor knowledge. Separating custom and special orders can help management to
recognize individual strengths, identify coaching opportunities, and evaluate whether a
salesperson is choosing custom work when a simpler special order solution is the answer.

Customer Expectations

The customer experience varies from special orders to custom work. A custom customer may
expect design meetings, CAD revisions, multiple design choices along the way and frequent
communication. A special order customer typically only needs an accurate delivery date and
timely updates for any changes to the delivery date. Managing these workflows separately helps
retailers set appropriate expectations from the beginning to prevent any customer service issues.

Financial Reporting

Separate classifications allow management to answer important questions such as, what
percentage of sales comes from custom work? How much labor revenue is being generated?
Which vendors generate the most special orders? Are special orders increasing because
inventory is understocked? Is custom jewelry becoming a larger profit driver? Not clearly
separating custom from special orders will make for a more difficult time to get insight into these
guestions.

The Bottom Line

Custom jewelry and special orders both fulfill a customer’s specific request, but they are
fundamentally different business operations. Recognizing the differences gives retailers a more
accurate view of profitability, better inventory insight, more effective labor allocation, stronger
vendor relationships and clearer customer expectations. As demand for custom jewelry
continues to grow, the ability to manage both custom work and special orders, and to understand
the difference between them can become an important competitive advantage.



