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Foreword: The Ground Moved

In 2024, when we published the first edition of this book, the fashion 

industry's  technology  conversation  had  a  particular  shape.  Digital 

garments, virtual showrooms, and blockchain ownership dominated 

conference agendas and boardroom debates,  and the  first  edition 

mapped  that  landscape  as  it  stood,  capturing  the  questions  the 

industry was asking at that moment.

Then  the  ground  moved,  faster  than  any  forecast  we  had  seen. 

Generative  AI  crossed  from  demonstration  to  production.  Agents 

arrived and began executing work, and the industry compressed what 

would once have been a decade of change into roughly three years. 

The cost of exploring a concept, validating a garment, and producing 

launch imagery  collapsed.  Discovery  began migrating from search 

bars  and  feeds  into  AI  assistants.  Regulation  put  a  timetable  on 

product data. Each of these developments, individually, would have 

justified a new edition; together they justified a new book.

Through  that  turbulence,  the  commercial  center  of  gravity  settled 

somewhere  instructive:  the  unglamorous  engine  room  of  pre-

production. The brands that grew share and improved margin through 

this  period  did  it  by  compressing  concept  development,  replacing 

physical  sample  rounds  with  digital  validation,  and making  buying 

decisions with earlier and better visual information. The market voted, 

season after season, for operational intelligence over spectacle, and 

this edition is organized around that verdict.

So this is a complete rewrite, with a new title that carries the new thesis. 

The machine-readable brand, a company whose product knowledge is 

structured enough for machines to make it, certify it, and sell it, is where 

the industry's separate revolutions converge, and every chapter that 

follows shows a piece of that convergence at work.
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We are grateful  to  the hundreds of  fashion executives,  designers, 

technical designers, and factory leaders who have been generous with 

their  operating realities since the first  edition, often bluntly,  always 

usefully. The numbers in this book are real, drawn from real operations, 

anonymized where confidentiality required it.

This book is for the executives who make real decisions about where 

technology investment goes in fashion and apparel, and who need an 

honest account of what is working, what is arriving, and what it costs 

to be late.

Nitin Kumar, Rosmon Sidhik & Akanksha Lokam

2026
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Introduction: The Argument Is 
Over

Somewhere  this  morning,  a  customer  asked  her  phone  for  a 

waterproof trench under 300 dollars that fits a long torso and ships by 

Friday. An AI assistant read the catalogs of forty brands in about two 

seconds and answered with five. Your coat may have been better than 

all of them. It did not appear, because the assistant could not find a 

fabric field to read, could not parse a size chart trapped in a photograph 

of a PDF, and could not verify a delivery promise buried in FAQ prose. 

Nobody at your company saw the loss; no report exists for the shelf 

you never reached. That transaction, multiplied across everything that 

now reads product data on a customer's behalf, is what this book is 

about.

Ask a room of fashion executives to name their hardest problems and 

the  2026  survey  data  answers  in  their  voices.  Tariffs  and  trade 

disruption lead, named by 76 percent as the force shaping their year. 

Sourcing costs pressure the economic model for 45 percent, and 71 

percent plan price increases into a consumer market where 46 percent 

of them expect conditions to worsen. Returns run 25 to 40 percent of 

apparel e-commerce orders. Customer acquisition costs at 90 to 120 

dollars keep climbing while ad creative dies in ten days. A regulatory 

stack,  passports,  fees,  forced-labor  enforcement,  arrives  on  a 

published timetable. And a competitor class runs trend-to-shelf in ten 

days against everyone else's twelve weeks. The same executives, in 

the  same  survey,  name  artificial  intelligence  the  industry's  single 

biggest opportunity.

This book's claim is that the list above is one problem wearing seven 

costumes.  Tariff  paralysis  is  a  data problem: brands cannot  move 



T H E  M A C H I N E - R E A D A B L E  B R A N D

2

production because their product knowledge is trapped in documents. 

Returns are a data problem: the product page cannot do what a fitting 

room  does.  Rising  acquisition  costs,  missed  trend  windows, 

compliance panic, markdown seasons: each one traces to the same 

root,  an  industry  that  commits  enormous  capital  on  the  basis  of 

information it does not have, cannot move, or never structured. And 

the opportunity  is  the same fact  inverted.  A brand whose product 

knowledge is complete, current, and machine-readable can validate 

before it makes, test before it commits, move production when policy 

turns, answer regulators from a query, and appear on the shelves that 

AI assistants now assemble for its customers.

The frame has an honest limit worth stating before the book spends 

300 pages on it. Calling these seven problems one problem is a claim 

about  their  cheapest  shared  lever,  not  their  origin.  Tariffs  are 

geopolitics, customer acquisition cost is auction-market dynamics, and 

a large share of returns is human variance, bracketing, wardrobing, 

and the simple fact that bodies differ, none of which better data created 

or can fully cure. The precise claim is narrower and still large: for each 

of these problems, the distance between a brand and its own product 

knowledge is the part the brand controls and the part that compounds, 

so fixing the data does not solve geopolitics but it decides how fast and 

how cheaply a brand can respond to it. Where this book says data 

problem, read the tractable core of a larger problem, the piece that a 

machine-readable record actually moves.

We call that brand the machine-readable brand, and the title is meant 

literally.  Three  kinds  of  machines  now  read  a  fashion  company's 

product  data:  the  factory  systems  that  make  the  garment,  the 

regulatory  systems  that  certify  it,  and  the  shopping  agents  that 

increasingly sell  it.  All  three read the same record. The brand that 

keeps one clean record serves all three at marginal cost; the brand 

with fragmented documents pays three times,  three ways,  forever. 

That single idea organizes everything in this book.
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The argument over whether AI belongs in fashion ended while the 

industry was still holding conferences about it: more than a third of 

executives already use generative AI daily, and the at-scale adopters 

report inventory-cost reductions in the range of 35 to 40 percent (a 

figure drawn from industry surveys of self-selected early adopters, and 

therefore an optimistic ceiling rather than a median a reader should 

expect on day one). What remains open, and what this book is for, is 

the  operating  question:  what  exactly  to  change,  in  what  order, 

governed how, and measured by what.  The chapters answer with 

named concepts and numbers rather than enthusiasm. Every chapter 

introduces at least one tool you can use the week you read it, prices it 

against a worked example, a 250-SKU, 25-million-dollar brand that 

recurs throughout, and closes with steps a team can execute on a 

Monday.

How This Book Works

Part I prices the problem: the cost of guessing and the payroll hidden 

inside coordination. Part II is the executive's grammar: what AI makes, 

what AI does, why artifact liquidity decides who captures value, and 

how coherence converts to margin. Part III rebuilds the studio, from 

trend signal to launch asset. Part IV inverts the oldest sequence in the 

industry:  evidence  first,  production  second.  Part  V  turns  to  the 

machines that sell and certify, the shopping agents and the regulators, 

and the one record they all want to read. Part VI runs the house: agents 

governed, outcomes measured, taste priced, and the team rebuilt. Part 

VII walks outside: supply chains under tariff weather, the compliance 

stack, and the environmental case that accuracy wins.

Readers with a role and a deadline can cut a shorter path. A chief 

executive gets the shape of the argument from Chapters 1, 2, 16, and 

21 and the conclusion. A creative director should start with Chapters 

3,  7,  and  22,  which  is  where  taste,  authorship,  and  the  machine 

negotiate terms. Operations and technology leaders live in Chapters 5, 
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6, 10, and 20. A chief financial officer will find the money in Chapters 

1, 12, 14, 18, and 21, and the conclusion assembles the full profit-and-

loss bridge. Merchandisers and marketers own Chapters 12 through 

19. Whichever path you take, Chapter 16 is the hinge of the book, and 

Chapter 27 turns whatever you have read into a build plan, scored and 

sequenced.

Readers who want the whole system on one page before they start will 

find it in Figure A-1, which maps every framework onto the value chain 

it serves.

A  word  on  the  numbers  before  they  start.  The  worked  example 

throughout is one mid-market brand, 250 styles and about 25 million 

dollars in revenue, chosen because it  sits near the median of  the 

companies this book is written for. The frameworks do not change with 

size, but the dollar figures do: an emerging brand should read them at 

roughly a fifth of the scale and an enterprise at roughly twenty times, 

and Chapter 27 puts illustrative numbers on all three bands side by 

side. Smaller brands will find a shorter, cheaper sequence in Appendix 

D, larger ones an enterprise translation in the same appendix, and 

every reader can rebuild the whole case with their own baselines in the 

companion calculator. Where a figure is a composite, the text says so.

Two disclosures, stated once and early. The authors build fashion AI 

software, and where this book uses our own platform or community as 

a worked example, the text says so plainly; the frameworks stand on 

their own and are written to be used with any tools, or none. And the 

numbers: every industry figure carries its source in the notes, every 

worked example is labeled illustrative where it is one, and our own 

platform research is quoted with its methodology, sample sizes, and 

margins of error stated. A book about honest product data should be 

held  to  its  own  standard.  One  more  admission:  this  book  names 

twenty-seven frameworks, which is a lot, and nobody should memorize 

them. They are tools, and the Field Guide and glossary at the back 
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exist so you can look each one up the day you need it and ignore it 

every other day.

A word on where this book sits. A shelf of good general books now 

explains agentic AI to executives across every industry, and they are 

worth reading. This is not one of them. It is the operating manual for 

the single industry those books skip, written in fashion's own units: the 

sample round, the tech pack, the markdown, the trend window, the 

shelf an assistant assembles. The general books tell a retail executive 

that agents change the cost structure; this one tells a merchandiser 

which spreadsheet stops existing on Monday. That specificity is the 

point, not a limitation.

One more thing this book is not. It is not an argument that machines 

make fashion. Taste initiates everything this industry sells; no demand 

signal ever designed a jacket, and the chapters ahead build fences 

around human judgment as carefully as they build pipelines around 

everything else. The machine handles abundance. The humans keep 

the signature. The companies that get the boundary right will spend 

the next decade taking share from the companies that got it backward 

in either direction.
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PART I: THE PRICE OF 
GUESSING

Two chapters that price what fashion actually pays for  
guessing: the visible losses on the markdown rack, and the  
invisible payroll that moves work between systems. Every  
argument in this book starts from these numbers, and the  

waste shares one root: product knowledge that no machine,  
and only half the humans, can read.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Guessing Industry

Every  fashion  company  holds  the  same  meeting  twice  a  year.  It  

happens a few weeks after the season closes, when the markdown 

report lands, and it follows a script. Merchandising explains that the 

weather turned late. Design observes that the customer was not ready 

for the direction. Sales notes that a competitor discounted early and 

forced  everyone's  hand.  The  explanations  vary  by  season;  their 

structure never does. Each one treats the outcome as bad luck that 

arrived from outside. Nobody in the room says the more accurate thing, 

which  is  that  the  company  placed  a  nine-figure  bet  on  its  own 

predictions eight months before any customer saw the product, and 

the bet came in the way unhedged bets usually do.

The scale of the losing is hiding in plain sight. The industry produces 

on the order of one hundred billion garments a year, and a substantial 

share of them are never worn. Roughly 40 percent of styles never sell 

through at  or  near full  price.  30 to 40 percent  of  inventory leaves 

through markdown. US retail returns reached 849.9 billion dollars in 

2025, with apparel running the highest return rates of any category. 

Behind each of those statistics stands the same mechanism: capital 

was committed before evidence existed, at a scale and duration no 

other consumer industry would tolerate.

The moment makes the arithmetic newly urgent. In the BoF-McKinsey 

survey for 2026, 46 percent of fashion executives expected conditions 

to worsen, 76 percent named tariffs and trade disruption as the defining 

force of the year, and 71 percent planned price increases to protect 

margin. A brand raising prices into a cautious consumer market cannot 

also afford to torch ten percent of revenue on wrong guesses; the slack 

that  once  absorbed  the  losses  is  gone.  The  same  survey  found 

executives ranking artificial intelligence as the industry's single biggest 
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opportunity, and the two findings are the same finding: the money to 

fund the future is currently being spent on markdowns.

The Structure of the Bet

Look at when the money moves. A brand books fabric and commits 

minimum order quantities months before launch. Production orders 

follow, locking the real capital: for a mid-market brand, most of the 

season's product spend is irreversible before a single item of customer 

feedback exists. Then the goods ship, the season launches, and only 

weeks into trading does reliable sell-through data begin to arrive. By 

the  time  the  brand  knows  which  guesses  were  wrong,  the  only 

remaining lever is price. That is why markdown is best understood as 

the interest paid on a loan of certainty the brand granted itself.

Figure 1-2. The commitment sequence: capital locks at fabric booking while 
evidence arrives after launch.

The industry's traditional answer to the exposure was to guess harder. 

Trend services, forecast agencies, and buying committees all exist to 

improve the quality of the prediction, and they help at the margin, but 

they share a structural ceiling: they operate on the same side of the 
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commitment as the brand, before evidence exists. A better forecast 

narrows the error of a blind decision without making the decision any 

less  blind.  That  is  why  decades  of  increasingly  sophisticated 

forecasting left the markdown statistics essentially unmoved. The lever 

with real leverage is the interval itself.

We propose a name and a number for this exposure: the Blind Interval. 

The Blind Interval is the elapsed time between a style's first irreversible 

capital commitment and the arrival of its first reliable demand signal. It 

is measured per style and averaged across the line, and in a traditional 

workflow it runs 26 to 40 weeks. During that entire span the brand is 

fully invested and completely uninformed, and everything it does, from 

trend services to gut instinct to competitor watching, is an attempt to 

decorate the interval with confidence rather than shorten it. The metric 

earns its place on a board dashboard for one reason: every other 

number in this chapter is a function of it. Shrink the Blind Interval and 

markdowns, deadstock, and returns all fall, because each of them is a 

delayed penalty for deciding blind. Later chapters do exactly that, and 

Chapter 12 inverts the interval entirely by putting demand evidence in 

front  of  production  commitment.  For  now  the  discipline  is 

measurement: a brand that cannot state its Blind Interval does not yet 

know how exposed it is.

The Fate of a Hundred Styles

Averages hide the texture, so follow a cohort. Figure 1-1 tracks one 

hundred styles through a forecast-first  season, using an illustrative 

composite drawn from industry sell-through and markdown data.
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Figure 1-1. Of 100 styles produced on forecast, 60 earn their keep; the other 40 
finance the guessing.

Sixty styles perform at or near full price, and they carry the season. 

Twenty-five survive only through markdown, surrendering the margin 

that was the point of making them. Ten reach deep clearance, trading 

at prices that may not cover their landed cost. Five never sell at all and 

exit through jobbers, destruction, or the warehouse shelf where write-

offs wait to be acknowledged. The uncomfortable arithmetic is that the 

sixty  winners  were produced with  the same confidence,  the same 

process, and the same signatures as the forty losers.  The system 

cannot tell them apart until the customer does, which is the definition 

of guessing.

The forty losers also cast a shadow the P&L never catches. Every 

unsold garment consumed real fabric, real dye, real freight, and real 

factory hours before beginning a second career as a disposal problem, 

and regulators have started attaching costs to that career: France now 

fines ultra-fast-fashion waste directly, and the EU's disclosure regime 

arrives in stages from 2027. Chapter 26 makes the full argument that 

accuracy  has  become  the  industry's  most  effective  sustainability 
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program. Here it is enough to note that the guessing industry and the 

wasting industry have always been the same industry wearing two 

names.

What the Guessing Costs

The losses arrive dressed as four different line items, which is one 

reason they have survived so long. Table 1-1 assembles them for the 

brand  this  book  follows  throughout:  250  SKUs,  roughly  25  million 

dollars in annual revenue, with a meaningful e-commerce share.

Line item Mechanism Season cost

Markdown erosion 30-40% of units 
discounted at ~30% 
average depth

~1,600,000 dollars

Excess sampling 3-5 physical rounds per 
style at 450-5,000 
dollars per round

~350,000 dollars

Returns handling Apparel return rates of 
25-40% online at 10-65 
dollars per return

~280,000 dollars

Deadstock write-off Unsold units carried, 
cleared, or destroyed

~400,000 dollars

Total ~2,630,000 dollars

Table 1-1. The cost of guessing: one season, 250 SKUs, ~25M dollars revenue 
(illustrative, conservatively estimated)

The total needs a moment of quiet. Two point six million dollars is more 

than ten percent of  this brand's revenue, and apparel  net margins 

typically run between four and eight percent. Stated plainly: the cost of 

guessing exceeds the company's entire profit. A brand that cut it by 

half, only half, would roughly double its bottom line without selling one 

additional garment. That is why this book keeps returning to workflow 

rather than growth as the highest-leverage conversation in fashion. 

And the table understates the truth of the exposure, because it omits 

the coordination account entirely; that cost gets its own chapter next.
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Why Rational People Kept Guessing

If the number is that large, why did generations of capable executives 

tolerate it? Three reasons, none of them stupidity. First, the costs are 

distributed.  Markdown  sits  in  gross  margin,  sampling  in  product 

development, returns in logistics, write-offs in a year-end adjustment; 

no  single  owner  ever  sees  the  aggregate,  so  no  single  owner  is 

accountable  for  it.  Second,  the  costs  are  normalized.  Markdown 

percentages are  benchmarked against  competitors  who guess the 

same way, so a brand can lose two and a half million dollars a season 

while celebrating that it lost slightly less than its peer set. Third, until  

recently the alternative did not exist. Demand evidence arrived only 

through sales, sales required inventory, and inventory required the bet. 

The guess was not a preference; it was the only move the technology 

of the twentieth century allowed. What has changed, and what Parts II 

through IV of  this  book document,  is  that  the sequence itself  has 

become optional.

In Practice: Burberry offers an early glimpse of the direction. The 

company paired AI-supported demand analytics with tighter buying 

discipline and reported gross inventory down 7 percent at constant 

currency in its FY25 results, alongside a stated return to scarcity in 

its inventory model, less stock bought on faith, fewer markdowns 

needed  to  forgive  it.  Redistribution  operates  at  the  end  of  the 

pipeline, after production has already committed, which makes it a 

partial answer at best. Its significance is evidential: even this late-

stage substitution of signal for guesswork moved the markdown line 

at one of the world's most established luxury houses. The chapters 

ahead apply the same substitution progressively earlier, where each 

week gained is worth more.

One competitor has already built its entire business on this insight, and 

it is worth naming before Chapter 13 examines it fully. Shein's ten-day 

trend-to-shelf  machine is, seen through this chapter's lens, a Blind 

Interval compression engine: tiny test batches put real products in front 
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of  real  customers  within  days,  and  production  capital  follows  the 

evidence rather than preceding it. Set aside every legitimate objection 

to the model,  and one fact  remains for incumbents to absorb: the 

interval  that traditional  fashion treats as a law of nature has been 

demonstrated, at enormous scale, to be a choice.

Where Creativity Stands

A  book  that  opens  by  calling  fashion  a  guessing  industry  owes 

creativity a clarification. Taste initiates everything this industry sells; no 

demand signal ever designed a jacket, and the sixty winners in Figure 

1-1 began as somebody's conviction. The argument here concerns 

quantity,  timing,  and allocation:  how many units,  committed when, 

against what evidence. Creative judgment decides what deserves to 

exist. The guessing this book targets is the separate act of deciding, 

on no evidence, how much of it the world wants, and the tragedy of the 

current system is that it  launders the second decision through the 

credibility of the first.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Compute your Blind Interval for last season: for twenty styles, 

record the date of first irreversible commitment and the date 

reliable sell-through data arrived, and average the gap. Put the 

number in front of your leadership team.

• Rebuild Table 1-1 with your own figures: markdown erosion, 

sampling spend, returns cost, and write-offs, gathered from the 

four owners who currently hold them separately. Compare the 

total to last year's net profit.

• Run the cohort analysis of Figure 1-1 on your own last season: 

what  share  of  styles  earned  full  price,  and  what  did  the 

signatures on the losers have in common with the signatures 

on the winners?
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The season post-mortem this chapter opened with will happen again, 

because the calendar guarantees it. What the next chapters remove is 

its innocence. The losses in Table 1-1 are the visible half of fashion's 

self-inflicted costs; the invisible half, the payroll a brand never knew it 

was paying, is where we go next.
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C H A P T E R  2

The Invisible Payroll

At 9:10 on a Monday morning, a technical designer opens her laptop 

to finalize a jacket spec the factory needs by Thursday. The current 

measurements are in the PLM, except for the sleeve revision, which is 

in  an  email  from the  creative  director.  The  approved  trim  is  in  a 

WhatsApp thread with the supplier, the costing implications are in a 

spreadsheet  that  finance  owns,  and  the  reference  image  is  in  a 

moodboard tool that the design team stopped updating two weeks ago. 

By 11:30 she has reassembled the current state of one garment from 

five systems and eleven messages, and she has not yet done any of  

what her job description says she does. Nothing about the morning will 

appear in any report. It was, by every measure her company keeps, a 

normal morning.

Chapter  1  priced  the  visible  losses  of  the  guessing  industry: 

markdowns,  failed  samples,  returns,  dead  inventory.  This  chapter 

prices the loss that never makes it onto a report, because it is disguised 

as ordinary work. Coordination load is the human effort required to 

move work forward across teams, approvals, dependencies, suppliers, 

reviewers, and systems. Every business carries some. Fashion carries 

an extreme case, because a single style drags a dozen dependent 

artifacts behind it, because those artifacts cross company boundaries 

into factories and suppliers, and because the industry's tool stack was 

assembled by accident.

The Stack That Grew by Accident

No fashion brand ever sat down and designed a workflow with ten 

disconnected tools. The stack accumulated, one reasonable purchase 

at a time. A trend subscription arrived because the forecasting agency 

was  expensive.  An  illustration  tool  arrived  with  a  new  hire  who 
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preferred  it.  The PLM arrived  through an operations  initiative,  the 

costing spreadsheets survived every initiative, the DAM arrived with a 

rebrand, the project tracker arrived with a consultant, and chat arrived 

by itself, the way water finds a basement. Each tool solved the problem 

in front of it. The connections between them were left to be performed 

by people, and people, being adaptable, performed them so smoothly 

that the performance became invisible.

Figure 2-1 draws the result plainly: one style's journey from trend signal 

to launch, crossing ten tools, with every crossing a handoff where a 

human re-enters, re-explains, or re-verifies the work.

Figure 2-1. The coordination map: one style crossing ten tools, with every 
handoff a point of manual re-entry and version risk.

Count the red dots and a structural fact emerges: the connections 

outnumber the tools. This is why adding an eleventh tool to fix the 

problem so often deepens it, and why coordination cost grows faster 

than team size. Relationships multiply pair by pair; a team that doubles 

its tools or its members far more than doubles the paths work must 

travel.
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The math is worth one sentence of precision, because it explains a 

decade of failed fixes. Six dependent artifacts generate fifteen pairwise 

relationships;  twelve  generate  sixty-six.  A  brand  that  grows  its 

assortment, adds a licensing line, or opens a second factory does not 

add  coordination  work  linearly,  it  compounds  it.  That  is  why 

organizations feel the drag intensify even in years when nothing about 

their process visibly changed. The headcount solution makes the same 

mistake in reverse: every person added to absorb coordination adds 

new relationships that themselves require coordinating.

Where the Hours Actually Go

The load hides inside five activities that no timesheet has a code for.  

Version chasing: establishing which file is current before any real work 

can start. Re-keying: manually transferring the same measurements, 

materials, and prices between systems that do not speak to each other. 

Clarification traffic: the internal and factory-facing threads that exist 

because an artifact arrived without its context. Status synchronization: 

the  meetings  and  messages  whose  only  output  is  a  shared 

understanding  of  where  things  stand.  And  rework  absorption: 

correcting work that was done against stale information. Table 2-1 

assembles a conservative account for the 250-SKU brand this book 

follows throughout.
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Activity Hours per style Season total 
(250 SKUs)

At 50 dollars 
per loaded hour

Version chasing 
and file hunting

3.5 875 hours 43,750 dollars

Re-keying data 
between 
systems

4.0 1,000 hours 50,000 dollars

Clarification 
threads, internal 
and factory

5.0 1,250 hours 62,500 dollars

Status meetings 
and update 
messages

3.0 750 hours 37,500 dollars

Rework from 
stale information

2.5 625 hours 31,250 dollars

Total 18.0 4,500 hours 225,000 dollars

Table 2-1. Where the hours go: a season's coordination account for a 250-SKU 
brand

Every line item needs the same challenge: is this work, or is this friction 

wearing work's clothes? The measurements were already established; 

re-keying them creates nothing. The file was already approved; hunting 

for it creates nothing. The information already existed; the clarification 

thread exists because the information traveled badly. None of these 

activities add a stitch to a garment or a point to a margin. They are the 

cost of moving meaning through a fragmented system, and the system, 

having made them necessary, also makes them look like diligence.

The account also stops at the brand's front door, which understates it.  

Every clarification thread has a factory merchandiser on the other end, 

re-asking,  re-checking,  and  waiting,  and  suppliers  are  commercial 

actors: the cost of servicing a chaotic client does not vanish, it returns 

inside quoted prices, padded lead times, and the quiet deprioritization 

that  decides whose samples get cut  first  in a busy week.  Several 

sourcing executives interviewed for this book described maintaining an 

informal difficulty rating for clients, and difficult, in every telling, meant 

the same thing: brands whose information cannot be trusted on arrival.
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The Invisible Payroll

Here is the reframing that makes the number land in a boardroom, and 

a measure we propose brands adopt. Divide the season's coordination 

hours by a working year, and the hours become people. The 4,500 

hours in Table 2-1 are 2.2 full-time employees at 2,080 hours each. 

The Invisible Payroll is exactly that: the FTE-equivalent a company 

spends on coordination, computed from a sampled week of activity, 

and reported beside the real payroll it hides inside. This brand employs 

2.2 people who do nothing except move information between systems, 

and it employs them without a job posting, an interview, or a line in any 

budget.  Their  salary,  roughly  225,000  dollars  a  season  here,  is 

distributed  invisibly  across  the  paychecks  of  designers,  technical 

designers,  merchandisers,  and  product  managers,  each  of  whom 

donates a slice of their week to a role nobody chose.

The measure makes new comparisons possible. An executive who 

would never approve hiring two coordinators to shuttle spreadsheets 

will  discover,  on  measuring,  that  the  hiring  happened anyway,  by 

erosion. And a workflow investment that looks expensive against a 

software  budget  looks  different  against  2.2  heads  of  payroll:  the 

question shifts to which is cheaper, the invisible employees or the 

system that makes them unnecessary. Brands that run the sampling 

exercise typically find an Invisible Payroll between 0.8 and 1.2 FTE for 

every 100 SKUs in seasonal development,  and the figure is oddly 

stable across market segments, because the tool fragmentation that 

produces it is nearly universal.

There is a third cost the measure only gestures at. The hours in Table 

2-1 are not donated evenly; they concentrate on the most experienced 

people, because reconstructing context is what experience is good at. 

A senior technical designer is the person who can tell, from a glance, 

which of  three size charts is  current,  so she becomes the person 

everyone asks, and the expertise a brand pays a premium for gets 

consumed as a lookup service. Exit interviews in product organizations 
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return the same phrase in different words: the work between the work 

is why people leave. The Invisible Payroll, in other words, is paid twice, 

once in salary and once in the attrition of the people most burdened by 

it.

What the Handoff Destroys

Cost is half the story; the other half is degradation. Work does not 

merely slow down at a handoff, it loses substance. Figure 2-2 follows 

one tech pack from the design system to the factory floor and tracks 

how much of its meaning survives each hop.

Figure 2-2. Degradation in transit: the share of a tech pack's meaning (version 
state, approvals, links, context) that survives each hop to the factory.

Inside the design system, the tech pack is a living record: versioned, 

approved, linked to its BOM and size chart. The PDF export freezes it 

and severs  every  link.  The email  attachment  separates it  from its 

approvals and starts the multiplication of rival copies. By the time a 

factory merchandiser is examining a cropped screenshot in a chat 

thread, perhaps 15 percent of the original meaning remains. And the 

missing 85 percent gets reconstructed the expensive way: through the 
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clarification traffic of Table 2-1, or through a sample cut against a stale 

spec.  Chapter  5  gives  this  phenomenon  its  proper  name,  artifact 

liquidity, and shows what a record that keeps its meaning looks like. 

Here the point is simpler: the brand pays for the degradation twice, 

once in the hours spent compensating for it and again in the errors that 

slip through anyway.

The Drag Nobody Competes Against

Coordination load would matter less if everyone carried it equally, and 

until recently everyone did. Two things ended the truce. The first is the 

calendar mathematics of Chapter 13: a competitor running trend-to-

shelf in ten days is running a workflow with almost no handoffs, and 

every  coordination  hour  an  incumbent  spends  is  calendar  time 

surrendered to it. The second is that a portion of the industry's software 

vendors  quietly  built  businesses  on  the  drag.  Seat-based  pricing 

rewards a workflow that  needs many hands;  fragmentation makes 

each fragment's vendor feel essential. A brand's coordination tax has 

been, in part, somebody's revenue, which explains why the tools that 

hold the fragments have shown so little urgency about connecting 

them.  AI  agents,  as  later  chapters  show,  break  this  arrangement, 

because an agent that reads across systems removes the human toll 

gates that made fragmentation tolerable and profitable.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Run  the  sampling  week:  have  five  people  across  design, 

technical,  and  merchandising  tag  one  week  of  their  time 

against the five activities in Table 2-1. Compute your Invisible 

Payroll in FTEs and dollars, and circulate one page.

• Draw your  own coordination map for  a  single recent  style: 

every tool touched, every handoff marked. Pin it up. The map 

does more than any deck to build appetite for change.
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• Pick the single worst handoff, usually the brand-to-factory hop, 

and measure its clarification traffic for a month. That number 

becomes the baseline every later chapter improves against.

The instinct this chapter should leave behind is suspicion of normality. 

The  Monday  morning  that  opened  it  looked  normal  to  everyone 

involved,  and it  was two hours of  salary  spent  producing nothing. 

Multiply it across a company and a season and it becomes the payroll 

of a department that manufactures delay. The rest of this book is a plan 

for laying that department off, humanely, by removing the work rather 

than the people: Part II supplies the concepts, and the chapters on 

artifact  liquidity  and  the  Coherence  Margin  convert  this  chapter's 

account into the specific investments that erase it.
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PART II: THE NEW GRAMMAR

The executive's grammar: what AI makes, what AI does, why  
liquid artifacts decide who captures the value, and how 

coherence converts to margin. Four chapters of vocabulary the  
rest of the book spends, and each term measures the same 
thing: how readable your work is to the machines that now 

make, check, and sell it.
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C H A P T E R  3

What AI Makes

Part I priced two problems: capital committed before evidence, and the 

payroll hidden inside coordination. Part II supplies the vocabulary for 

the machinery that removes them, and the vocabulary has exactly two 

load-bearing  words.  Generative  AI  makes  things.  Agentic  AI  does 

things.  The  distinction  sounds  trivial  and  decides  everything 

downstream: what to buy, what to govern, what to trust, and in what  

order. This chapter takes the first word; Chapter 4 takes the second.

Generative AI is a prediction engine trained on enormous quantities of 

text, image, and increasingly 3D and video data, that produces new 

material by continuing patterns. Given a paragraph, it continues the 

paragraph; given a sketch and an instruction, it produces the garment 

the instruction describes. In fashion terms, the current generation of 

models, tuned on garment taxonomies and connected to product data, 

reads and writes the industry's working formats: a text brief becomes 

thirty concept directions; a hand sketch becomes construction callouts 

and a candidate measurement set; a validated 3D garment becomes 

on-model imagery on five body types; a concept becomes a tech pack 

draft; a product record becomes agent-readable copy. The executives 

treating this as a curiosity are behind their own industry: the BoF-

McKinsey State  of  Fashion  research  reports  more  than a  third  of 

fashion executives already using generative AI in daily operations and 

ranking  it  the  single  biggest  opportunity  the  industry  faces,  while 

McKinsey estimates generative AI could add 150 to 275 billion dollars 

to apparel, fashion, and luxury operating profits within three to five 

years.
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The Capability Map

An executive needs a calibrated view of what the machine actually 

makes well, and the calibration fits in one table.

Input Output Reliability 
today

Human role

Text brief with 
brand codes

Concept 
directions, 
colorways

High for 
exploration

Curate (Ch. 7's 
30-8-3 funnel)

Sketch or 
garment photo

Structured spec 
draft, BOM 
candidate

Good; inference 
flagged by 
confidence

Verify 
measurements, 
fabric (Ch. 8)

Validated 3D 
garment

On-model 
imagery, 
campaign 
scenes

High, if rendered 
from true 
geometry

Honesty gate 
(Ch. 11)

Concept plus 
block library

Tech pack draft Good on 
platformed styles

Expert review; 
the 10-minute 
draft (Ch. 10)

Product record Descriptions, 
product cards, 
ad variants

High Brand-code gate 
(Chs. 15, 19)

Anything Final production 
decisions

Never Decisions are 
not artifacts

Table 3-1. The generative capability map, 2026: what fashion can trust the 
machine to draft

How the machine got fluent in fashion matters for buyers, because 

fluency is unevenly distributed across tools. General-purpose models 

know what a jacket looks like; production-grade fashion systems are 

tuned on garment-specific  data,  and the depth  of  that  data  is  the 

product. The authors' own platform, as disclosed elsewhere in this 

book, is built on thousands of proprietary garment records tied to real 

factory outcomes, fit, points of measure, BOMs, and grading, which is 

what lets a generated spec draft start from how garments are actually 

made rather than how they photograph. The procurement question that 

separates vendors in this market is one sentence: what was this tuned 

on, and can you show me?
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Two properties of the machine govern everything in the table. The first 

is that generation is draft-quality by nature: the model produces the 

plausible,  and  plausible  is  a  different  property  from correct.  Spec 

hallucination,  invented  measurements  that  look  authoritative,  is  a 

documented failure mode; drape physics in generated imagery goes 

wrong precisely when it looks most convincing; and a generated BOM 

will  confidently  include  a  trim  the  factory  has  never  stocked.  The 

second property is that output quality is a function of input quality. A 

five-element  brief  with  brand codes produces directions inside the 

house's language; a vague prompt produces the generic beauty the 

industry has learned to call slop. Both properties point at the same 

operating conclusion, drawn in Figure 3-1: generation sits between a 

brief and a gate, and organizations that remove either end get the 

failures they deserve.

Figure 3-1. The generation stack: a brief goes in, a draft comes out, and nothing 
ships without passing the gate.

A third  property  needs a sentence of  honest  limitation:  generative 

models  interpolate.  They recombine what  their  training  distribution 

contains, with enormous fluency, and the recombination space is vast 
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enough to feel like invention. It is still not origination. The truly new 

silhouette, the proportion nobody has cut, the reference that makes a 

season, these come from humans and always have, and a house that 

expects its model to produce them has misread the tool. The correct 

division is the one this book keeps drawing: the machine explores the 

space around an idea at industrial speed; the idea, and the taste that  

recognizes its best expression, remain the payroll's most defensible 

line items.

The gate earns its place with stories every early adopter can tell. A 

generated spec that shipped unreviewed becomes a sample sewn to 

an  invented measurement;  a  rendered  campaign that  skipped the 

honesty  check  becomes Chapter  18's  returns  statistics;  a  product 

description drafted without the brand codes reads like everyone else's. 

None of these are arguments against the machine, any more than a 

misread pattern  is  an argument  against  pattern  makers.  They are 

arguments for the stack in Figure 3-1, and the teams that internalize it 

stop asking can we trust  the model  and start  asking the operable 

question: which review, by whom, at what stage, catches what this 

artifact class gets wrong?

Why Fashion Is Unusually Suited to This

Here the book's Part I diagnosis becomes Part II's advantage. Fashion 

is  an  artifact-heavy,  version-heavy  industry:  Chapter  2  counted  a 

dozen dependent artifacts per style and priced the payroll that shuttles 

them;  Chapter  5  will  show  why  their  trapped  formats  built  the 

coordination tax. That same density is what generative systems feed 

on. An industry whose daily work is producing drafts of visual and 

structured documents, sketches, specs, size charts, renders, copy, in 

enormous volume and constant revision, is the best possible customer 

for  a  machine  whose one talent  is  producing  drafts  of  visual  and 

structured documents. The 40-percent-of-styles-never-sell problem is 
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a demand problem; the 16-hour tech pack is a drafting problem, and 

drafting problems are what this technology retires first.

The  numerical  example  makes  the  suitability  concrete.  Take  one 

style's  pre-production  drafting  bill  in  a  manual  workflow:  concept 

exploration at roughly 20 designer-hours (Chapter 7's arithmetic), a 

tech pack at 16 to 20 hours (Chapter 10), and base imagery at 400 to 

900 dollars per style (Chapter 11). At a 50-dollar loaded rate, that is  

roughly 2,400 dollars of drafting per style, or 600,000 dollars across 

the 250-SKU season this book follows. The generative equivalents, 

curated concepts, a reviewed tech pack draft, and rendered imagery, 

carry  compute and review costs  near 150 dollars per style,  under 

40,000 for the season. Fashion's drafting bill is enormous precisely 

because fashion is artifact-heavy. That is why the same generative 

capability that makes a marginal difference in artifact-light industries 

makes a structural one here.

Ownership and provenance belong in the primer because every legal 

review asks first.  On mainstream commercial platforms, paid plans 

now  convey  full  commercial  rights  to  generated  outputs,  and  the 

sharper  questions have moved upstream: what  trained the model, 

whose work is in the distribution, and what disclosure the output owes. 

Chapter 22 treats the authorship economics fully; the operating posture 

for now is contractual hygiene, use tools whose training provenance 

and output rights are stated in writing, and reputational honesty, label 

what policy or platform rules require. Neither is a reason to wait, and 

both are cheaper before the first campaign than after it.

Your Data in Their Models

One procurement question outranks the demo, because 91 percent of 

executives cite data security and privacy as the top factor shaping their 

AI strategy, and in fashion the anxiety is specific: does the tool train on 

our designs? The unglamorous contract answer is the whole answer. 

No-train clauses, which mainstream enterprise plans now offer, keep 
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your sketches, specs, and archives out of the vendor's model; tenant 

isolation keeps your Reference Capital from leaking into a competitor's 

suggestions; and deletion rights with certification close the loop when 

you leave. The archive that Chapter 8 will teach you to build is a crown-

jewel dataset, and it should be contracted like one: where it is stored, 

who can query it, what trains on it, in writing, before the first upload. 

Brands that skip this conversation are donating their Signal Estate to 

whoever aggregates it.

What Arrives Next

The  current  state  is  a  snapshot  of  a  moving  object,  and  three 

developments  are  near  enough  to  plan  around.  First,  3D-native 

generation: models that output garment geometry directly rather than 

images of garments, collapsing Chapter 9's validation loop further, with 

early  systems already producing  simulation-ready drafts  from text. 

Second,  physics-faithful  simulation:  fabric  behavior  generated from 

measured material parameters rather than visual guesswork, closing 

the trust  gap that  still  reserves hand feel  and stretch for  physical 

confirmation.  Third,  video  and  motion:  garments  generated  in 

movement, which converts the fit-in-motion questions of Chapter 9 and 

the campaign formats of Chapter 19 into rendered problems. Each 

future lands on the same rails this book installs: a brief in front, a gate 

behind, and a record underneath. Organizations that build the rails are 

indifferent to which generation of model runs on them, which is the only 

future-proofing that has ever worked in enterprise technology.

The Generation Perimeter

The concept this chapter contributes is the governance boundary every 

organization  must  draw  and  almost  none  draws  explicitly.  The 

Generation Perimeter is the declared boundary around what AI may 

generate in a given house: which artifact classes the machine drafts 

freely,  which  it  drafts  under  mandatory  gates,  and  which  humans 
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originate, full stop. Inside a well-drawn fashion perimeter sit the volume 

drafts: concept variants, spec drafts, renders, copy, size charts. Under 

gates sits anything that leaves the building, factory-bound tech packs, 

customer-facing  imagery,  compliance  data.  Outside  the  perimeter, 

permanently,  sit  the brand codes themselves,  the muse pieces of 

Chapter 7, and every decision with a signature attached: what to make, 

how much, at what price. The perimeter turns a vague anxiety, what is 

AI allowed to do here, into a one-page policy any creative director can 

defend, and Chapter 22 will show that a confident perimeter is also the 

answer  to  the  authorship  question  customers  increasingly  ask.  A 

house  that  cannot  state  its  perimeter  has  one  anyway,  drawn  by 

whoever  adopted  tools  first,  which  is  how  brands  discover  their 

perimeter in a returns spike or a press cycle.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Draw your Generation Perimeter in one page: three columns, 

generate freely, generate under gates, humans only, and have 

the creative director and the CEO sign the same sheet.

• Rebuild the capability table with your own artifacts: for each of 

your ten highest-volume document types, record who drafts it, 

how long it takes, and which table row it maps to. The rows 

with high hours and high reliability are your first deployments.

• Price your drafting bill: your per-style drafting hours at loaded 

cost, times your seasonal style count, next to the generative 

equivalent. The gap funds every pilot in this book.

What the machine makes, then: drafts, in industrial volume, of exactly 

the artifact classes fashion drowns in, gated by exactly the judgment 

fashion already employs. What it cannot make is a decision, and the 

moment a draft needs to move, update its dependents, notify a factory, 

or execute anything at all, making stops being enough. That is the 

second word of the vocabulary, and the next chapter's subject: what AI 

does.
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C H A P T E R  4

What AI Does

A technical designer approves a sleeve revision at 9:40 on a Tuesday 

morning. At 9:41, software has already checked the revision against 

the graded size chart, recalculated fabric consumption, flagged the 

costing sheet the change invalidates, drafted the update to the vendor 

pack, and queued one approval that shows her the whole cascade. 

Nothing in that minute was generated; no image, no text worth reading. 

What happened was execution: reading across systems, comparing 

artifacts, applying rules, and preparing actions. This is the second word 

of Part II's vocabulary. An agent is an AI system given tools, memory, 

and a goal, that evaluates a task, decides what actions to take, takes 

them, and determines when it is done. The reasoning loop, rather than 

the prose, is the product.

The distinction from Chapter 3 organizes every buying decision an 

executive will  face this decade. Generative AI produces drafts and 

stops; the human carries the draft onward. Agentic AI carries things 

onward itself: it operates software, queries records, moves artifacts, 

and  completes  multi-step  work  across  the  tool  boundaries  where 

Chapter 2 found the Invisible Payroll. A copilot is the intermediate form, 

generation embedded in a tool, suggesting while a human executes. 

The  industry's  vocabulary  blurs  these  constantly,  and  the  blur  is 

expensive, because the three forms carry entirely different governance 

needs: a draft can be wrong harmlessly until it ships, while an agent's 

mistake  has  already  happened.  Fashion's  structural  fit  follows  the 

same logic in both directions. An artifact-heavy, version-heavy industry 

is ideal terrain for generation, as Chapter 3 argued, and it is even better 

terrain  for  execution,  because  most  of  what  fashion's  people  do 

between  drafts  is  the  cross-system  procedure  work,  checking, 

reconciling, propagating, chasing, that agents perform without fatigue. 
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The book's operating formula compresses to one sentence: generate 

some artifact classes, execute and control the others.

The industry's third term, agentic AI, describes the plural form: multiple 

agents,  orchestrated,  executing  a  workflow  end  to  end.  A  launch 

workflow at  Level  3 might  chain a trend agent  reading the Signal 

Estate,  a  generation  step  drafting  concepts,  a  coherence  agent 

maintaining the artifact chain, and a content agent feeding Chapter 

19's loop, each handing structured work to the next, with humans at 

the gates that matter. The orchestration is where the compounding 

lives, and also where the governance must live, because a chain of 

individually  sensible  agents  can  produce  collectively  senseless 

outcomes if nobody owns the whole workflow. The rule that survives 

contact with practice: every agentic workflow has one named human 

owner, however many agents run inside it.

The Current State: Adoption Wide, Trust Narrow

The 2026 numbers  describe  an  industry  mid-crossing.  McKinsey's 

global survey has 88 percent of organizations using AI regularly, while 

only about a third have begun scaling beyond pilots, the gap between 

touching the technology and trusting it. Gartner expects 40 percent of  

enterprise applications to carry task-specific agents by the end of 2026, 

up from near zero in 2025, and, in the same research cycle, predicts 

that over 40 percent of agentic AI projects will be canceled by the end 

of 2027, on costs, unclear value, or governance failure. Both Gartner 

numbers are true simultaneously, and their coexistence is the strategic 

fact: agents are arriving everywhere, and the organizations deploying 

them without  redesigning  the  work  are  supplying  the  cancellation 

statistic. Chapter 20 dissects the failure anatomy; the short version 

already appeared in Chapter 10: automation on trapped artifacts fails, 

because an agent cannot maintain what it cannot read. Liquidity first, 

then autonomy.
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The  protocols  underneath  are  quietly  standardizing.  MCP-style 

interfaces,  the  connective  standard  Chapter  15  met  in  agentic 

commerce, give agents a common way to query structured data across 

systems, which is what lets one agent read the PLM, the costing sheet, 

and the vendor portal without three custom integrations. The plumbing 

matters to executives for one reason: it converts the agent question 

from a technology bet into a data question, and the data question is 

the one this book has been answering since Chapter 5.

What a gate actually consists of is worth specifying once, because 

"human in the loop" has become a phrase that  means nothing.  A 

working gate shows the human a computed diff,  what will  change, 

everywhere, if this is approved; it carries an authority limit, the blast 

radius the agent may prepare but not execute; it times out to a safe 

default  rather  than  to  silent  approval;  it  can  roll  back,  because 

approvals are sometimes wrong; and it logs everything, who approved 

what, when, on what evidence, which becomes the audit trail Chapters 

20 and 25 depend on. Chapter 10 priced this machinery at roughly 

fifteen minutes per cascade and showed it  concentrating judgment 

rather  than  diluting  it.  A  vendor  who  cannot  show you  these  five 

elements is selling a demo.

The Delegation Gradient

The concept this chapter contributes is the maturity model the industry 

keeps reinventing badly. The Delegation Gradient is a five-level scale 

of how much execution an organization actually entrusts to machines, 

task by task, and organizations sit at the level of their most trusted 

deployed pattern rather than their most ambitious pilot.
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Figure 4-1. The Delegation Gradient: trust advances one level at a time, per task,  
on evidence.

Level  0  is  manual:  humans move every  artifact,  and the  Invisible 

Payroll  runs  at  full  rate.  Level  1  is  assisted:  copilots  suggest, 

autocomplete, and summarize while humans execute everything; this 

is where most of fashion sits today, often without a decision having 

been made. Level 2 is generative: Chapter 3's drafts at scale, with 

humans finishing and moving everything; the third of organizations 

McKinsey counts as scaling mostly live here. Level 3 is orchestrated: 

agents execute defined chains, the sleeve cascade, the BOM drift 

check, the compliance export, with human approval gates on every 

consequential action; this is where the at-scale results arrive, the 35 to 

40 percent inventory-cost reductions and 20 to 30 percent forecast 

improvements  reported  by  scaled  adopters.  Level  4  is  governed 

autonomy:  standing  rules,  exception-only  human  involvement,  full 

audit  trails,  the  pattern  already  visible  in  Chapter  15's  delegated 

shopping wallets and arriving in supply chains as agent-negotiated 

replenishment.  Almost  no  fashion  organization  runs  Level  4  on 

anything today, and none should until Level 3 has produced seasons 

of boring, audited success.
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The levels above L0 carry operational names that teams find easier to 

live  with  than  numbers,  adapted  from the  authors'  agentic  rollout 

playbook. Shadow mode: the agent recommends, humans execute, 

and the recommendation log becomes the evidence file. Supervised 

mode:  the  agent  executes,  humans  approve  each  consequential 

action, the gated cascade of Chapter 10. Guided autonomy: the agent 

executes within strict, written limits while humans monitor exceptions. 

Full  autonomy:  reserved  for  low-risk,  reversible  tasks  with  proven 

stability and rollback paths, and for nothing else. The naming carries 

the  governance  philosophy  in  one  line:  autonomy  is  earned  by 

performance, never granted by ambition.

The gradient's discipline is that it is task-specific and evidence-gated. 

An organization is not "at Level 3"; its change propagation is at Level 

3 while its concept work is at Level 2 and its buying decisions remain,  

correctly, at Level 1. Advancement is earned per task: a season of gate 

approvals where the agent's proposals were accepted unchanged is 

the  evidence  that  a  gate  can  widen.  Skipping  levels  is  how  the 

cancellation statistic gets fed, and the most common skip in fashion is 

the leap from Level 1 to Level 3 across artifacts that were never made 

liquid, an expensive way to discover Chapter 5.
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Task Sensible level 
today

Plausible by 
2028

The gate that 
never leaves

Concept 
exploration, 
drafts, renders

L2 generative L2 (curation is 
the point)

Brand codes, 
taste

Artifact 
maintenance: 
specs, BOMs, 
versions

L3 orchestrated L4 within rules Cascade 
approval, audit 
trail

Factory 
communication 
and status

L3 orchestrated L4 for routine 
queries

Exceptions to 
humans

Compliance data 
and exports (Ch. 
25)

L3 orchestrated L4 with sampling 
audits

Regulator-facing 
sign-off

Demand tests, 
content loop 
(Chs. 12, 19)

L3 orchestrated L3-L4 Pre-registered 
thresholds

Buying, pricing, 
production 
commitment

L1 assisted L2-L3 proposal-
only

The signature 
stays human

Creative 
direction, muse 
work, brand 
codes

L1 assisted L1 Outside the 
perimeter (Ch. 3)

Table 4-1. The gradient applied: where fashion's work belongs, and when

The Clock Behind the Gradient

The gradient's second column, where each task sits by 2028, rests on 

a measured cadence rather than a hunch. METR, a research group 

that times how long tasks take human professionals and then tests 

whether agents can finish them unaided, found that the length of task 

a frontier agent completes on its own at even odds has been doubling 

roughly every seven months, and that by early 2026 the frontier sat 

near five hours of expert work at that fifty-percent mark (METR, 2025 

and 2026).  OpenAI's  GDPval,  which graded models on 1,320 real 

deliverables across forty-four occupations,  found a frontier  model's 

output rated as good as or better than an experienced professional's 
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on just under half of the tasks (OpenAI, 2025). Both are trajectory, not 

deployment  standards,  and  read  together  they  say  the  boundary 

between the gradient's levels moves on a clock a planner can use.

The operational consequence is a cadence. A task that needs two 

hours of expert attention today sits just outside reliable delegation, and 

on the doubling trend it falls inside the frontier within about a year. So 

the gradient is re-scored rather than set once: re-run the task-by-task 

placement  every  second model  release,  promote the tasks whose 

evidence  has  arrived,  and  hold  the  gates  where  consequence 

demands them regardless of what the frontier can technically reach. 

Figure 4-2 plots the horizon against a handful of fashion tasks by the 

human time each takes, the fastest way to see which work has already 

crossed the line and which is about to.

Figure 4-2. The moving frontier: the task length agents finish reliably has roughly 
doubled every seven months, crossing more fashion work each year. Points 

mark fashion tasks by the human hours they take.

One  caution  keeps  this  honest.  The  fifty-percent  reliability  METR 

measures is a capability marker, not a license to deploy; the bar an 
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agent must clear before it runs a real fashion workflow is the Reliability 

Floor of Chapter 20, higher by far and rising with what a mistake costs.

What the Loop Is Worth

A numerical example prices one Level 1-to-Level 3 move. A mid-sized 

brand's  product  team  fields  roughly  1,200  factory  status  and 

clarification queries a season, which revision, which trim, where is the 

approval, at perhaps twenty minutes each of finding, checking, and 

answering: 400 hours, 20,000 dollars at loaded cost, and, worse, the 

latency that Chapter 2 showed becoming samples cut against stale 

specs. An orchestrated agent answering from the record of Chapter 10 

handles the routine 95 percent instantly and escalates the rest: roughly 

20 human hours a season, a 19,000-dollar line item converted into a 

rounding error, and the latency benefit, unpriced here, is the larger 

prize. The example generalizes: everywhere the Invisible Payroll of 

Chapter 2 counted hours, the gradient names the level at which those 

hours transfer to machines, and the math of Chapters 5, 6, and 10 

already summed the total.

Possible Futures: Agents Meeting Agents

The near future extends the loop across company boundaries, and its 

early forms are already in the field. A brand's replenishment agent will  

negotiate delivery slots with a factory's capacity agent under rules both 

companies signed; compliance agents will answer regulator queries 

from  the  record  without  a  human  assembling  a  dossier;  and  the 

shopping agents of Chapter 15 will meet brand agents in a transaction 

neither  side's  humans watched,  the pattern  TeleSuite's  delegated-

wallet drops already demonstrate in miniature. Chapter 24 examines 

what  agent-to-agent  coordination  does  to  supply  chains,  and  the 

conclusion of this book returns to what it  does to competition. The 

executive preparation is identical at every horizon: agents can only 

meet where records are liquid, gates are designed, and audit trails 
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exist.  That  means the organizations building Level  3 properly  are, 

without additional effort, building the only on-ramp to whatever Level 5 

turns out to be.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Locate  yourself  on the gradient,  task by task:  for  your  ten 

highest-volume workflows, record the actual level at which they 

run today, and mark the gap between your most trusted pattern 

and your most ambitious pilot.

• Pick one Level 3 candidate by the book's criteria: liquid artifacts 

(Ch. 5), a measurable Change Radius (Ch. 10), and a gate a 

named human owns. Run it one season and count what the 

gate catches.

• Write the advancement rule before anyone asks for it: what 

evidence moves a task up a level, who signs, and what moves 

it back down. A gradient without a demotion rule is a marketing 

document.

The  vocabulary  is  now  complete.  The  machine  makes  drafts,  in 

fashion's native formats, at fashion's native volume; the machine does 

execution, across exactly the system boundaries where fashion buried 

its payroll; and the house that knows which is which, task by task and 

gate by gate, holds the only map this transformation actually requires. 

The rest of Part II prices the terrain: what trapped artifacts cost, and 

what coherence earns.
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C H A P T E R  5

Artifact Liquidity

At some point this week, in almost every fashion brand on earth, a 

technical designer will export a tech pack to PDF and attach it to an 

email bound for a factory. The gesture feels like completion. It is closer 

to amputation. The moment the file leaves the system that made it, it 

stops  knowing  what  version  it  is.  Its  approvals  stay  behind  in 

someone's inbox. Its connections to the bill of materials, the costing 

sheet, and the size chart are severed, so a change to any of them will  

never reach it. And because it is now a picture of information rather 

than information, no software on the receiving end can act on it without 

a human reading it first. The brand has not shared its work. It has 

shipped a photograph of its work and kept the meaning.

This chapter names the property that separates the two states. A work 

artifact is any object that carries business meaning: a tech pack, a 

design sketch, a bill of materials, a graded size chart, a costing sheet, 

a  vendor  pack,  a  product  brief,  a  launch  asset.  A  single  style  in 

development drags a dozen of them behind it. Artifact liquidity is the 

degree to which such an object can move between people, systems, 

and partners without getting scrambled, outdated, stripped of context, 

or separated from its approvals. A fully liquid artifact carries four things 

wherever  it  goes:  its  version  state,  its  approval  history,  its 

dependencies on other artifacts, and the rules that govern it, such as 

which market's labeling law applies or which fabrics are banned by 

brand policy. When those four travel with the work, any person or 

machine that receives the artifact can trust it and act on it; when they 

stay behind, every handoff pays a translation loss, the gap between 

what the sender meant and what the receiver can prove. When they 

stay behind,  every  handoff  manufactures the coordination tax  that 

Chapter 2 priced.
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How Fashion's Artifacts Got Trapped

Nobody designed the trap; it accumulated. Fashion's tool stack grew 

one purchase at a time, as Chapter 2 described: a trend subscription 

here,  an  illustration  tool  there,  a  PLM  for  the  technical  team, 

spreadsheets for costing, a DAM for imagery, chat for everything in 

between. Each tool holds its own fragment well. None of them was built 

to let the fragment leave with its meaning intact, and one of them was 

usually built  to prevent exactly that. For two decades of enterprise 

software,  low  artifact  liquidity  was  a  business  model.  A  contract 

trapped in one repository, a drawing that cannot propagate, a tech 

pack  buried  in  a  PDF  workflow:  each  gives  its  vendor  leverage, 

because leaving the system means risking the work. Customers called 

it lock-in and paid the renewal.

Fashion treats the PDF as a standard; it is actually a verdict. A PDF is 

the format an artifact takes when its journey is expected to end: perfect 

for archiving, adequate for reading, useless for acting. An industry that 

runs its most consequential handoff, brand to factory, over PDF and 

email has chosen the least liquid format available at the point where 

liquidity matters most.

The cost of the trap surfaces at the moments a brand can least afford 

it. Ask any team that has tried to switch PLM systems what happened 

to fifteen years of product history, and the answer is usually a migration 

project measured in quarters, a consulting invoice measured in six 

figures, and an archive that arrived stripped of its approval trails. Ask 

a merchandiser who needed last  season's best-selling jacket  spec 

during  a  factory  emergency,  and  the  answer  involves  someone 

searching  mailboxes  at  midnight.  These  are  liquidity  failures,  and 

organizations  habitually  misfile  them  as  IT  problems  or  people 

problems. That is why they recur.
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Figure 5-1. The same document in two states: what the trapped tech pack loses 
and the liquid record keeps.

The Sleeve-Change Test

Liquidity  sounds  abstract  until  you  test  it,  and  the  test  takes  one 

afternoon. Pick a style in active development and imagine its creative 

director approves one change: the sleeve gets two centimeters longer. 

Now trace what must happen. The sketch needs updating. The tech 

pack's  measurement  spec  changes.  The  graded  size  chart  shifts 

across every size. Fabric consumption rises, so the BOM and the 

costing sheet move. The sample instruction to the factory changes, 

and if the style has reached launch preparation, the on-model visual 

no longer  matches the garment.  Count  three numbers:  how many 

artifacts the change touches, how many humans must act for every 

artifact to agree again, and how many days pass before they all do. 

We call this the Sleeve-Change Test, and the three numbers are a 

brand's liquidity told as a story.  In a trapped workflow, the honest 

answers usually run six or more artifacts, four or more people, and one 

to three weeks, during which the factory may cut against the old spec. 

In a liquid workflow, the change propagates to every dependent artifact 



A R T I F A C T  L I Q U I D I T Y

43

automatically,  and the humans involved are approvers rather  than 

couriers.

What Trapped Artifacts Cost

The test scales into a seasonal number. Take the 250-SKU brand from 

earlier chapters and assume, conservatively, three approved changes 

per style across development, which is 750 change events per season. 

In a trapped workflow, each event touches five downstream artifacts 

on average, and manually locating, updating, and reconfirming each 

one takes about 25 minutes, including the messages that surround it. 

That is roughly two hours per change event, or about 1,560 hours per 

season, which costs 78,000 dollars at a 50-dollar loaded rate. In a 

liquid workflow the propagation is  automatic  and a human spends 

perhaps 15 minutes reviewing and approving the cascade, or about 

188 hours and 9,400 dollars per season. The difference approaches 

69,000 dollars, and it compounds with the drift arithmetic of Chapter 6, 

because every change that fails to propagate becomes one of the 

mismatch events  the Artifact  Coherence Rate counts.  Propagation 

failures  are  where  incoherence  is  born;  liquidity  is  where  it  is 

prevented.

Why Agents Change the Equation

For twenty years, trapped artifacts were an annoyance the industry 

priced in. AI agents turn them into a strategic fault line, for two reasons 

that pull in opposite directions.

The first is that agents attack lock-in. An agent that can read across 

systems, compare artifacts, check policy, and update records does not 

care which repository holds the file, and it dissolves the leverage that 

came from being the place where the current version supposedly lived. 

Gartner expects 40 percent of enterprise applications to carry task-

specific agents by the end of 2026; every one of them erodes the moat 

of a vendor whose product mainly stores work.
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The second is that agents are gated by liquidity.  An agent cannot 

maintain what it cannot read. Point the most capable model in the world 

at a folder of scanned PDFs and it will produce guesses; point it at 

structured,  connected  records  and  it  will  produce  the  coherence 

maintenance described in Chapter 6. This is why artifact liquidity is the 

hidden constraint on every fashion AI initiative: brands that rushed to 

deploy  agents  on  trapped  artifacts  in  2024  and  2025  are  heavily 

represented  in  the  40-plus  percent  of  agentic  projects  that  get 

canceled. The sequence matters. Liquefy first, then automate.

The competitive evidence is already visible on the demand side. The 

BoF-McKinsey State of Fashion 2026 observed that challenger brands 

frequently outrank established houses inside AI shopping assistants 

because their product data is structured and semantically rich. That is 

artifact liquidity expressing itself as revenue: the challengers' records 

can be read by machines that sell, while the incumbents' knowledge 

sits in formats only humans can use. The same asymmetry is arriving 

on the supply side as factories adopt systems that consume digital  

specifications directly and quietly deprioritize the clients who still send 

pictures of information.

Scoring Your Own Liquidity

The self-assessment below turns the concept into a number. Score 

each question for one product category, one point per yes, and treat 

the total as a starting position rather than a grade.
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# Question Yes / No

1 Can you name the current approved version of any 
tech pack in under a minute?

2 Do approvals travel with the artifact rather than living 
in email threads?

3 When a measurement changes, does the size chart 
update without a human re-keying it?

4 Does a BOM change automatically flag the costing 
sheet it invalidates?

5 Can a factory query your spec digitally instead of 
reading a PDF?

6 Can you export any artifact, with its history, in a 
structured format your next vendor could import?

7 Do launch assets link back to the product record they 
were generated from?

8 Could a software agent read your top three artifacts 
without OCR?

9 Does brand and compliance policy live as rules the 
system checks, rather than as knowledge in people's 
heads?

10 If your main design tool vanished tomorrow, would 
your artifacts survive with their meaning intact?

Table 5-1. The artifact liquidity self-assessment (score one point per yes)

Brands that run this candidly rarely score above four on the first pass. 

The pattern of  the misses matters more than the total:  misses on 

questions one through five are coherence problems that Chapter 6's 

machinery  will  price,  while  misses on six  through ten point  at  the 

deeper issue of who actually controls the brand's product knowledge, 

the brand or its software.

The Portability Premium

That last group of questions leads to a concept the industry will hear 

much  more  about  as  agentic  software  spreads.  The  Portability 

Premium is the economic value a brand captures because its artifacts 

can move: to a new factory,  a new software vendor,  a new sales 
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channel, or a new regulatory regime, without translation projects. It is 

the mirror image of lock-in, and it can be estimated. Compare the time 

and cost of  onboarding a new supplier using your current artifacts 

against a clean-room rebuild of the same information, and the gap is 

your  premium  or  your  penalty.  The  premium  pays  repeatedly:  in 

Chapter 24 it becomes re-sourcing speed under tariff pressure, where 

brands with liquid tech packs move production between countries in 

days;  in  Chapter  25  it  becomes  compliance  exports  instead  of 

compliance  projects;  and  at  renewal  time  it  becomes  negotiating 

leverage, because a vendor who knows you can leave prices your 

contract  accordingly.  In  the old  software economy,  poor  portability 

protected the vendor. In the agent economy, portability compounds for 

whoever owns the record. That is why procurement teams should now 

write it into contracts: structured export formats, API access to your 

own data, and history that survives departure.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Run the Sleeve-Change Test on one active style and record 

the three numbers: artifacts touched, humans required, days 

to full agreement. Publish them internally; nothing motivates a 

workflow discussion faster.

• Score the ten-question assessment for your highest-volume 

category and separate the misses into coherence problems 

(questions 1 to 5) and control problems (questions 6 to 10).

• Pull your two biggest software contracts and check what they 

say  about  structured  export  and  API  access  to  your  own 

artifacts.  If  the  answer  is  nothing,  you  have  found  your 

Portability Premium, and it is negative.

Artifact liquidity is the load-bearing concept of this book's second half. 

Coherence, in the next chapter's terms, is only maintainable when 

artifacts are liquid enough for agents to read and repair. The three 

machine readers of Chapter 16 can only consume a record that travels 
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with its meaning attached. Liquefying the work is unglamorous, largely 

invisible to customers, and the single highest-leverage investment a 

fashion brand can make this year, because everything the rest of this 

book describes runs on top of it.
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C H A P T E R  6

The Coherence Margin

A costing analyst signs off a margin target on Thursday, working from 

a bill of materials that a technical designer revised on Wednesday. The 

revision swapped a corozo button for a cheaper resin alternative and 

added a fusible interlining the factory requested. The costing sheet 

now describes a garment that no longer exists. Nobody made an error 

in their own system. The tech pack is right, the costing sheet was right 

when it was built, and the two simply stopped describing the same 

product. The brand will discover the gap in six weeks, when the landed 

cost comes in above plan, and the post-mortem will blame estimation 

rather than synchronization.

Chapter 2 priced the coordination tax: the human effort spent moving 

work between tools, chasing versions, and reconciling documents that 

should never have diverged. This chapter names the asset that sits on 

the other side of that cost. The Coherence Margin is the economic 

value created when a system keeps dependent artifacts synchronized 

across  the  full  workflow.  A  brand  with  a  high  Coherence  Margin 

prevents version drift, cuts rework, shortens cycle time, and lowers 

decision risk. A brand with a low one pays people to reconcile work by 

hand, usually without knowing that reconciliation is a budget line at all. 

The  margin  is  invisible  in  most  management  accounts  precisely 

because its absence is spread across dozens of small corrections, 

clarification emails, and quietly absorbed delays.

Measuring Coherence: The Artifact Coherence Rate

Value that cannot be measured cannot be managed, so the Coherence 

Margin needs an operating metric. The Artifact Coherence Rate, or 

ACR,  is  the share  of  artifact  relationships  that  are  in  sync  at  the 

moment of inspection. The unit of measurement matters: relationships, 
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and only relationships. A style whose six core artifacts are individually 

complete can still be incoherent if the costing sheet lags the BOM. An 

artifact relationship is in sync when the downstream artifact reflects the 

most recent approved change in the upstream one.

Measurement is a sampling exercise rather than a census. Pull twenty 

active styles, list the dependent pairs for each (design to tech pack, 

tech pack to BOM, BOM to costing, costing to vendor pack, tech pack 

to size chart, design to launch asset), and check each pair against the 

latest approved change. The audit takes a small team about a day, and 

it  produces  the  single  most  clarifying  number  most  product 

organizations have ever seen about themselves.

The audit meets predictable resistance. Teams argue their workflow is 

special,  that drift  is already caught in weekly meetings, or that the 

misalignments are trivial. The numbers usually answer for themselves. 

In organizations that run the exercise for the first  time, initial  ACR 

readings typically land between 82 and 90 percent. And the individual 

mismatches look small until they are priced: a size chart one revision 

behind,  a  costing sheet  carrying  last  month's  trim,  a  vendor  pack 

missing an approved label change. Each one is a future clarification 

email, a wrong sample, or a silent margin leak. The audit's power is 

that it converts an argument about diligence into a measurement with 

a dollar sign attached.

What a Point of Coherence Is Worth

Return to the worked example this book uses throughout, and treat its 

inputs  as illustrative  rather  than surveyed:  the dollar-per-mismatch 

figure below is a planning estimate drawn from practitioner experience, 

offered so a reader can rebuild the arithmetic with their own numbers, 

not a measured constant. A brand develops 250 SKUs per season, 

each  carrying  six  linked  artifacts,  which  creates  roughly  1,500 

dependent relationships. At an ACR of 88 percent, 180 relationships 

are out of sync at any given time. A mismatch event, in staff time, 
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supplier  clarification,  correction,  delay,  or  resampling,  costs  an 

estimated 450 dollars  on average,  which puts  the direct  seasonal 

waste  at  81,000  dollars.  Raise  coherence  to  97  percent  and 

mismatches fall to 45, cutting the waste to 20,250 dollars. The 60,750-

dollar  difference  works  out  to  about  6,750  dollars  per  point  of 

coherence per season, before counting the second-order effects: a 

mismatched vendor pack that becomes a failed 3,000-dollar sample, a 

late style that misses its trend window entirely, or a costing error that 

walks  unnoticed  into  the  margin  plan.  Table  6-1  shows  the  full 

sensitivity.

Artifact 
Coherence Rate

Relationships 
out of sync

Mismatch 
events priced

Direct seasonal 
waste

85 percent 225 225 x 450 dollars 101,250 dollars

88 percent 
(typical 
unmanaged)

180 180 x 450 dollars 81,000 dollars

92 percent 120 120 x 450 dollars 54,000 dollars

95 percent 75 75 x 450 dollars 33,750 dollars

97 percent 
(agent-
maintained)

45 45 x 450 dollars 20,250 dollars

99 percent 
(upper bound)

15 15 x 450 dollars 6,750 dollars

Table 6-1. The ACR sensitivity line for a 250-SKU season (1,500 artifact  
relationships, 450 dollars per mismatch event)

The direct  waste is the smaller half  of the story. Mismatch events 

cluster at the worst possible moments, because the periods of heaviest 

revision, final costing and pre-production handoff, are exactly when 

relationships multiply fastest. A drifted artifact that reaches a factory 

becomes a sample round; Chapter 9 prices those at 450 to 5,000 

dollars  each.  A  drifted  artifact  that  reaches  the  launch  pipeline 

becomes a product page describing the wrong garment, feeding the 

returns  machinery  of  Chapter  18.  And  a  chronically  incoherent 

workflow  forces  buffers  everywhere:  extra  calendar  weeks,  extra 
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samples, extra inventory ordered against uncertainty. Those buffers, 

priced across a season, routinely dwarf the 81,000-dollar direct figure.

Two things stand out in the table. First, the waste scales linearly but 

the effort to remove it does not: the climb from 88 to 92 percent mostly 

requires process discipline, while the climb from 95 to 97 requires 

systems that detect and propagate changes automatically, because 

humans cannot economically police 1,500 relationships at fashion's 

pace of change. Second, 100 percent never appears. Some drift is the 

healthy byproduct of a team that iterates; the goal is a rate where drift 

is caught before it becomes cost.

Where the Exposure Concentrates

Not every workflow needs the same investment in coherence, and the 

essay-derived framework in Figure 6-1 sorts them. Plot any workflow 

on two axes: how liquid its artifacts are (Chapter 5's measure) and how 

much coordination load it carries, meaning how many teams, partners, 

and approvals its work crosses.

Figure 6-1. The exposure quadrant: artifact liquidity against coordination load.
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Workflows in the lower left, with liquid artifacts and little coordination, 

are naturally defended; drift has nowhere to hide and nobody to hurt.  

The lower right,  liquid artifacts under heavy coordination, is where 

agents thrive immediately, an advantage waiting to be switched on. 

The  upper  left,  trapped  artifacts  with  light  coordination,  is  quiet 

overhead: annoying, survivable, low priority. The upper right is the 

commercially exposed zone, trapped artifacts crossing many hands, 

and fashion pre-production sits squarely inside it, together with the 

vendor handoff and the launch-content pipeline. The quadrant tells an 

executive where the first coherence investment pays fastest, and for a 

fashion brand the answer is nearly always the chain that runs between 

design approval and factory confirmation.

A brand can place its own functions on the map in an afternoon. Pre-

production sits deep in the exposed corner: twelve or more artifacts 

per style crossing design, technical, sourcing, costing, and the factory. 

The  launch-content  chain,  where  product  data  crosses  design,  e-

commerce, and marketing, sits nearby. Line planning is usually quiet 

overhead,  incoherent  but  contained  within  one  team.  Payroll  and 

finance  close  sit  in  the  defended  zone,  which  is  exactly  why  the 

software  that  runs  them  faces  so  little  disruption.  The  pattern 

generalizes: commercial exposure, for the brand and for its software 

vendors alike, concentrates where rich artifacts cross many hands.

Drift Half-Life

Coherence  audits  reveal  a  dynamic  that  catches  most  leadership 

teams off guard: coherence is a state that decays. A brand that runs a 

heroic data cleanup and reaches 99 percent in January will measure 

something like  92 percent  by  March without  any  process change, 

because  every  design  revision,  supplier  substitution,  and  costing 

update creates fresh relationships that begin drifting the day they are 

born.
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This  decay  can  be  measured,  and  we  propose  a  name  for  the 

measurement: Drift Half-Life. Drift Half-Life is the time it takes, absent 

active maintenance, for half of a workflow's newly synchronized artifact 

relationships to fall out of sync. Measure it by re-auditing the same 

styles a few weeks after a baseline audit and fitting the drop. In active 

development  periods,  fashion  pre-production  workflows  commonly 

show a Drift Half-Life of three to five weeks; in calmer replenishment 

periods it stretches considerably. These figures are illustrative, and a 

brand's own number is easy to obtain.

Drift Half-Life converts a vague anxiety into an operating rule: your 

review cadence must be substantially shorter than your Drift Half-Life, 

or your reviews are archaeology. It also settles the cleanup-versus-

maintenance argument on arithmetic rather than opinion. A cleanup 

project buys a coherence level; only continuous maintenance keeps it, 

and at 1,500 relationships with a four-week half-life, the maintenance 

workload sits far beyond what any team can staff manually. This is the 

precise point where agents earn their place: an agent that checks the 

approved design against the tech pack, flags BOM drift, and pushes 

the current  revision into  the vendor  pack is  performing coherence 

maintenance at  machine cadence,  which is  the only  cadence that 

outruns the half-life.
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Figure 6-2. What an ACR audit inspects: one style's six artifacts and fifteen 
pairwise relationships, with out-of-sync links marked at 88 percent coherence.

One Waste, Counted Three Ways

A careful reader will notice that this book now has several numbers for 

what looks like the same problem, and honesty requires reconciling 

them before they get added together by mistake. The Invisible Payroll 

of Chapter 2 (roughly 4,500 coordination hours a season) is the labor 

view: people's time spent moving work between systems. The change-

propagation cost of Chapter 5 (the smaller hour figure, measured on a 

single revision's ripple) is a component of that same labor, isolated to 

show how one edit multiplies, not a separate loss to be added on top. 

The Coherence Margin here is the outcome view: the dollar waste that 

the drift produces downstream in samples, delays, and errors. Change 

Radius, later in the book, is the same phenomenon seen from the 

agent's side: how many artifacts one approved change must reach. 

These are four lenses on one underlying waste, coordination against 

drifting  artifacts,  not  four  independent  line  items.  The conclusion's 

profit-and-loss bridge is de-duplicated for exactly this reason: it counts 

the recovered coordination labor once and the avoided downstream 
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waste once, and a brand modeling its own case should do the same, 

or it will double-count its way to a savings number no season could 

deliver.

The Same Math Prices Your Software

The Coherence Margin also rewrites how to evaluate the software a 

brand buys.  Vendors  have traditionally  sold  storage,  screens,  and 

seats, and Chapter 21 examines the repricing now underway across 

the industry.  The useful  question in any procurement conversation 

flows directly from this chapter: which artifact relationships does this 

product keep synchronized, how is that verified, and what happens to 

our ACR if we adopt it. A tool that holds artifacts without maintaining 

their relationships adds a repository and leaves the coordination tax 

intact. A platform that maintains the chain converts the tax into margin, 

and it deserves to be measured, and paid, on exactly that conversion.

In Practice:  the industry  now has a published baseline for  this 

chapter's metric. The F* Word's State of AI Fashion report (Edition 

One, 2026), built on a survey of 250 fashion professionals across 

more than ninety countries and twelve months of platform telemetry, 

proposes ACR as the one metric to run weekly and calibrates it 

against  7,142  styles  processed  in  production.  The  baseline  is 

sobering: most brands sit at an ACR of 30 to 45 percent, meaning 

half  of  every  workflow  is  manual  reconciliation.  Brands  running 

production agents on a unified spec layer measure 75 to 90 percent. 

The thresholds match this chapter's math: above 90 percent, agentic 

workflows compound; below 60, they fail to land. One anonymized 

practitioner in the report's dossier put the baseline in a sentence: 

"The issue was that no one knew which version of the spreadsheet 

was final."

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

The chapter's machinery compresses into a one-week diagnostic.
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PART III: THE LIQUID STUDIO

The studio, rebuilt as one connected motion. Signals become 
briefs, sketches become structure, garments are validated  
without fabric, tech packs maintain themselves, and launch  
imagery exists before the line is locked. Every chapter here  

converts a document only a person could interpret into a field  
the record can carry.
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C H A P T E R  7

From Signal to Sketch

The Monday trend meeting opens with a beautifully produced PDF. It 

arrived from a subscription service, it names the season's directions 

with confidence, and it is illustrated well enough to feel like intelligence. 

Around the table, twelve people annotate it earnestly. The same PDF, 

with the same directions and the same illustrations, is being annotated 

this  week  in  the  offices  of  every  competitor  who  shares  the 

subscription, which is most of them. Whatever the document contains, 

one thing it cannot contain is advantage, and the deeper problem is 

older than the subscription model: by the time any trend is compiled, 

edited, and published, the signal it describes is six to eighteen months 

old. Fashion's most important input, what people are starting to want, 

has  traditionally  entered  the  building  latest,  slowest,  and  least 

exclusively of all.

This chapter merges two stages the old workflow kept apart, trend 

research and concept development, because in a connected workflow 

they are one motion: a signal arrives, becomes a brief, and becomes 

curated design directions in days. The compression matters for the 

calendar, as Chapter 13 priced, but the deeper change is epistemic. 

When exploration is nearly free, the scarce inputs become the quality 

of the signal and the quality of the taste applied to it, and both reward 

brands that build rather than rent.

Why the Published Forecast Cannot Save You

Trend services deserve a  fair  statement  of  their  role.  Aggregated, 

editorially  filtered  forecasts  remain  useful  for  macro  context:  fiber 

directions, palette families, the slow tectonic movements of silhouette. 

What they structurally cannot provide is competitive information, for 

two  reasons  that  no  service  can  engineer  away.  They  are  slow, 
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because  compilation  and  publishing  take  quarters  even  when  the 

underlying  reading  is  sharp.  And  they  are  shared,  because  the 

business model requires selling the same insight to everyone, which 

sets every subscriber's starting line at the same mark. A brand whose 

briefs begin at the trend service has outsourced its differentiation to a 

vendor whose incentive is to be agreeable to a thousand clients at 

once.

Live  signal  reading  inverts  both  properties.  Social  velocity,  search 

movement,  commerce  sell-through,  runway  analysis  of  the  kind 

Chapter 8's scanning produces, and a brand's own community activity 

can be read continuously, quantified, and scored for momentum, with 

the lag measured in days. The difficulty was never access; the modern 

difficulty is noise, thousands of candidate signals of which a handful 

matter to any given house. That is why the reading layer needs both 

machine scale  and a  filter  no machine supplies:  relevance to  this 

brand.

What  the  machine  layer  contributes  is  quantification  with  humility. 

Current trend intelligence scores a rising signal on velocity, breadth, 

and durability, attaches a confidence estimate, and distinguishes a 

spike from a curve, the difference between a meme and a movement. 

Chapter  8's  scanning  practice  feeds  the  same  engine  from  the 

designer's side: an archive of structured references, tagged by season, 

lets the system measure movement across thousands of garments 

instead of guessing from captions. None of it decides anything. It ranks 

candidates for human attention, which is precisely the assistance a 

drowning trend function needs.
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Figure 7-1. The trend timing and brand relevance matrix: momentum decides 
urgency, relevance decides everything else.

Figure  7-1  is  the  discipline  in  one  picture,  and  its  most  valuable 

quadrant is the lower left. Ignore, on purpose is a decision, recorded 

and  defensible,  and  the  brands  with  coherent  identities  are  those 

whose  archive  of  deliberate  refusals  is  as  considered  as  their 

adoptions. The matrix converts trend response into portfolio behavior: 

adopt-now candidates brief immediately and route through Chapter 

12's tests, watch items earn a single adapted probe, durable fits fold 

into core on the house's own clock, and the rest are declined in writing.

One boundary keeps the matrix honest: it governs the commercial line, 

and  the  commercial  line  only.  The  muse  pieces,  the  runway 

statements, the work a house makes because its identity demands it, 

enter through conviction and answer to Chapter 22's argument about 

taste,  not  to  a  momentum score.  The matrix  protects  exactly  that 

freedom, by making the rest of the line pay its way on evidence, and 

the houses that confuse the two, scoring their soul or indulging their 

basics, damage both.
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The Signal Estate

The concept this chapter adds names the strategic asset underneath 

the matrix. A brand's Signal Estate is the set of demand signals it owns 

outright  rather  than  rents:  the  scanned  reference  archive  and  its 

season-over-season movements (Chapter 8), the cohort test scores 

and Kill  Ratio  history  of  Chapter  12,  the  brand's  own search and 

product-page  behavior,  its  community's  conversations,  pre-order 

patterns,  and,  increasingly,  the  intent  queries  arriving  through  the 

shopping  agents  of  Chapter  15.  Rented  signals  are  available  to 

everyone and therefore price at  zero in competitive terms. Owned 

signals are exclusive by construction: they measure these customers 

responding to this house, and every season of operation makes the 

estate larger, more specific, and harder to replicate. The estate is also 

the  raw  material  the  machine-readable  brand  was  already 

accumulating: the same records that serve the factory, the regulator, 

and the agent generate, as a byproduct, the most private demand data 

a brand has ever held.

Source Lag Specificity to 
your brand

Exclusivity

Published trend 
services

6-18 months Low: market-
wide

None: shared 
with subscribers

Social and 
search velocity

Days Medium: 
filterable

Low: public, but 
few read it well

Runway and 
web scanning 
(Ch. 8)

Days Medium-high: 
curated by your 
eye

Medium: your 
archive, your 
tags

Own commerce 
and community 
data

Real time High: your 
customers

Full

Cohort test 
scores (Ch. 12)

One week Highest: your 
designs, your 
buyers

Full

Table 7-1. The signal sources, candidly priced
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The  estate  suggests  its  own  metric:  the  owned-signal  share,  the 

proportion of a season's briefs that cite at least one owned signal as 

their  primary  trigger.  Brands  that  track  it  discover  their  creative 

calendar  migrating  upstream,  because  owned  signals  arrive 

continuously  instead  of  twice  a  year,  and  the  brief-writing  rhythm 

follows the data rather than the trade-show schedule.

The role that reads all this changes title without losing status. The trend 

forecaster whose craft was synthesizing secondhand reports becomes 

a  signal  analyst  curating  the  estate:  deciding  what  the  house 

measures, tuning the relevance filters, and writing the briefs that turn 

readings into work. It is a promotion disguised as a disruption, because 

the judgment that made a good forecaster, knowing which movement 

matters to this brand, is the exact judgment the estate cannot generate 

for itself.

The Brief Is the Creative Act

Generative concept development moved the craft. When a model can 

render thirty directions from a paragraph, the paragraph becomes the 

work, and the teams producing distinguished output write briefs with 

the care that used to go into first sketches. A working brief carries five 

elements: the intent, what this piece is for and who wears it where; the 

triggering signal, named explicitly so the direction can be evaluated 

against  it  later;  the  brand  codes,  the  house's  non-negotiables  of 

silhouette, finish, and attitude, increasingly encoded from the scanned 

archive so the generation starts inside the house's own language; the 

fabric  platform  constraint  of  Chapter  14,  so  every  direction  is 

manufacturable  inside  the  season's  secured  materials;  and  the 

commercial frame, target price and margin, which disciplines fantasy 

at the source. A brief missing these elements produces generic beauty, 

the AI slop the industry rightly fears, and the failure is in the paragraph 

rather than the model.
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Generation and Curation

With  the  brief  written,  the  economics  of  exploration  invert.  The 

traditional  concept  phase  spent  roughly  240  designer-hours  per 

capsule to develop a dozen directions, twenty hours each of research, 

sketching, and revision. The generative cycle explores thirty directions 

in a morning and spends its human hours where they now belong, on 

curation: a working funnel of thirty to eight to three, with the eight 

reviewed against the brief's named signal and the three advancing to 

Chapter 12's cohort. The same capsule consumes perhaps 32 hours, 

one per direction against twenty, and the wider funnel is worth more 

than the saved 200 hours: Chapter 12's Kill Ratio only functions when 

the candidate pool is broad enough to contain genuine winners, and a 

team exploring thirty directions per brief supplies its tests with better 

raw material than a team defending five sketches it cannot afford to 

abandon.

Curation at this scale is a skill with its own failure modes. The reliable 

one is drift: thirty attractive directions exert gravitational pull away from 

the brand,  one plausible  option at  a  time.  The countermeasure is 

structural rather than heroic, the brand codes in the brief, a curation 

review that asks which signal does this answer and which code does 

this express,  and the Ignore quadrant's  written record of  what the 

house does not do. Identity, in a generative workflow, stops being an 

aesthetic  mood  and  becomes  an  operated  constraint,  which  the 

strongest creative directors report experiencing as clarity rather than 

limitation.
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Figure 7-2. The signal-to-sketch pipeline: owned signals brief the generation,  
taste curates it, and survivors enter the test cohort.

In  Practice:  the  signal-to-sketch  motion  is  now  measurable  at 

population  scale.  In  The  F*  Word's  State  of  AI  Fashion  report 

(Edition One, 2026), sketch and concept generation is the single 

most-used AI  application in fashion,  cited by 70 percent  of  250 

surveyed professionals, and the platform's telemetry shows trend-

agent queries growing 212 percent year over year, the fastest-rising 

workflow in the dataset. The report's reading matches this chapter's: 

adopters  have  stopped  treating  trend  research  and  concept 

development as separate calendar phases and run them as one 

motion, measured in hours.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Audit last season's briefs: for each, name the triggering signal 

and classify it owned or rented. The rented share is how much 

of your differentiation you are currently subscribing to.

• Run one capsule through the full motion: an owned signal, a 

five-element  brief,  thirty  generated  directions,  the  30-8-3 
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curation funnel, and Chapter 12 tests on the survivors, timed 

end to end against your usual concept calendar.

• Start the estate inventory: list every owned signal source you 

already possess, who reads it, and where it flows. Most brands 

discover they own more than they use and use almost none of 

it in briefs.

The Monday trend meeting survives this chapter; what changes is what 

sits on the table.  In place of the shared PDF, a dashboard of the 

house's own signals; in place of twelve annotators, a brief with an 

author; in place of five defended sketches, thirty candidates and a 

funnel that treats taste as the scarce resource it actually is. The sketch 

that survives carries its provenance with it, the signal that triggered it  

and the  codes it  honors,  and Chapter  8  has  already shown what 

happens  next:  the  sketch  becomes  structure,  and  the  structure 

becomes the record everything else in this book reads.
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C H A P T E R  8

Scan Everything

Ask a fashion designer where her research lives and she will show you 

a graveyard: four thousand screenshots on a camera roll, a Pinterest 

board with nine hundred pins, a desktop folder called INSPO FINAL 

v3, and a sample archive in the basement that nobody has cataloged 

since the person who understood it left. The industry is drowning in 

visual information and starving for data,  and the distance between 

those two conditions is precisely one scan. This chapter is about the 

input layer of everything the book has described so far: how sketches, 

references, archive garments, and competitor products become the 

structured material that briefs, tech packs, and product records are 

built from.

The technical shift enabling it is recent. Vision models can now read a 

garment from an image the way a pattern maker reads it in a fitting: 

identifying  construction,  estimating  proportion,  classifying  fabric 

behavior,  and  cataloging  every  visible  finishing  detail,  in  about  a 

second, with stated confidence. The camera, which fashion has always 

used to admire itself, has become its cheapest data pipeline, and the 

brands that notice are converting decades of visual exhaust into a 

proprietary asset.

Why now, when computer vision is decades old? Because the current 

generation of multimodal models changed the unit of understanding. 

Earlier systems could label an image "coat"; today's, tuned on garment 

taxonomies,  read the coat:  they distinguish a raglan from a set-in 

sleeve, infer a twill from its surface, and place a color inside a Pantone 

system rather than calling it yellow. The same capability is spreading 

to the factory floor, where vision systems inspect finished garments 

against spec, a thread Chapter 24 picks up. Upstream or downstream, 
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the principle is identical: anything a trained eye can see, a tuned model 

can now record.

Four Inputs, One Extraction

Everything scannable falls into four families, each feeding the workflow 

at a different point. Table 8-1 maps them.

Input What extraction 
produces

Where it lands

Runway, editorial, and 
web references

Color, fabric, silhouette, 
trim taxonomies with 
confidence scores

Trend research and the 
design brief (Ch. 7)

The designer's own 
sketch

Inferred measurements, 
construction callouts, a 
candidate spec

The tech pack draft 
(Ch. 10)

Archive samples and 
past-season garments

Full attribute records 
from physical inventory

The searchable brand 
archive and the record 
(Ch. 16)

Competitor products Structured teardown: 
construction, materials, 
price-point signals

Range planning and 
Calendar Arbitrage 
defense (Ch. 13)

Table 8-1. What the camera captures and where it flows

The families share one property that spreadsheets never had: they 

start as images anyone can produce. A junior designer with a phone, 

a  browser,  and  an  afternoon  can  generate  structured  product 

intelligence that a decade ago required a lab, a ruler, and a sacrificial 

seam ripper.

One note on the sketch, where scanning touches the creative act most 

directly.  A hand sketch photographed on a phone can return with 

inferred proportions, suggested construction callouts, and a candidate 

measurement set, the raw material of Chapter 10's generated draft. 

Nothing about  this  replaces the sketch's  judgment;  it  removes the 

transcription that followed it. Design schools have noticed: the fastest-

growing user group for scanning tools is students, who are learning to 

treat structured capture as part of drawing rather than an administrative 
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chore that comes later, and who will arrive in studios expecting the 

workflow this book describes.

A Worked Example: The Scanner in Practice

What extraction actually looks like is best shown through a live tool, 

and  with  due  disclosure  the  example  is  the  authors'  own:  the  AI 

Fashion Scanner, part of The F* Word's AI Fashion Suite. It runs as a 

browser  extension.  A  designer  researching  on  Pinterest,  Vogue 

Runway, Instagram, or a commerce site like SSENSE or Net-a-Porter 

clicks  on  any  garment  image,  and  roughly  1.2  seconds  later  the 

analysis returns at an average confidence of 94 percent: Pantone TCX 

color  matches  (a  coat  reads  as  13-0859  Vibrant  Yellow  at  0.94 

confidence),  fabric  identification  with  weave  and  weight  cues, 

construction  analysis  covering  cut,  drape,  seams,  panels,  and 

proportion, stitch density, and trim and hardware identification down to 

button material  and approximate dimension.  Each scan lands in a 

season-sorted, auto-tagged library the designer can search visually, 

and from there flows onward: scans become design dossiers,  and 

sealed  dossiers  become  production  tech  packs,  a  path  the  suite 

describes as trend to factory in under ten clicks.



T H E  M A C H I N E - R E A D A B L E  B R A N D

68

Figure 8-2. Anatomy of one scan: the structured fields a single runway image 
yields in about a second.

One design  decision  in  the  Scanner  deserves  executive  attention 

beyond fashion, because it answers the governance question every 

scanning  program  raises.  Every  scan  is  committed  manually:  the 

designer decides what enters the archive, names it,  and keeps or 

discards  it,  and  there  is  no  automated  scrape  running  in  the 

background. The archive stays defensible because a human authored 

it,  reference by reference.  That  philosophy,  authorship  first,  is  the 

difference between a research library a creative director trusts and a 

data swamp nobody can vouch for, and any brand building its own 

scanning practice should adopt it on day one.

In Practice: The F* Word's State of AI Fashion report (Edition One, 

2026)  puts  numbers  on  why  grounding  beats  raw  generation. 

Specifications  produced  against  proprietary  fabric  libraries 

measured 3.4  times the accuracy of  ungrounded output;  BOMs 

generated by models trained on a brand's own data cut downstream 

rework by 41 percent; and 62 percent of production-AI adopters now 

feed  structured  grading  data  into  their  workflows.  The  report's 
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sharpest cautionary voice is a chief digital officer at a multi-billion-

dollar  house  who  tested  a  general-purpose  model's  tech  pack 

against the brand's own archive and found tolerances matching no 

block  the  company  owns.  Reference  Capital  is  the  difference 

between those two outcomes: the machine is only as grounded as 

the archive behind it.

Reference Capital

The concept this chapter contributes to the book's toolkit names what 

accumulates when scanning becomes habit. Reference Capital is the 

compounding asset formed when visual references are captured as 

structured,  searchable  data  instead  of  screenshots:  its  value  is  a 

function of how many references exist, how much structure each one 

carries, and how quickly anyone can retrieve them. A screenshot has 

none of the three; it is a memory aid for one person for about a month. 

A scan has all three, permanently, for the whole organization.

The math compounds quickly. A working designer saves perhaps thirty 

references a week, 1,500 a year. As screenshots, their retrieval value 

rounds to  zero:  assembling the reference set  for  one design brief 

means re-researching from scratch, a task teams report at two to four 

hours per brief, or roughly 120 hours across a forty-brief season. As 

scans, each reference carries on the order of fifteen structured fields, 

so the same designer banks over 22,000 data points a year, the brief's 

reference set assembles itself from a search, and the two-to-four-hour 

ritual becomes twenty minutes. Across a six-designer studio the saved 

research time alone approaches 600 hours a season, before counting 

what the structure feeds downstream: palettes that flow into briefs, 

construction details  that  pre-fill  tech pack drafts,  and season-over-

season trend comparisons that Chapter 7's intelligence runs on.

The compounding is organizational as much as personal. A shared, 

structured library becomes the studio's collective visual memory: the 

house's recurring silhouettes, its rejected directions, the references 
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behind every past season's winners, all queryable by anyone. New 

designers onboard into it on day one, inheriting years of the house's 

visual reasoning instead of reconstructing it by osmosis. And because 

every reference is tagged and dated, the library supports the question 

studios could never answer before: what did we look at, two years 

before it worked?

The Archive Is a Buried Asset

The  most  undervalued  application  is  pointed  backward.  Most 

established brands sit on a physical archive, five, ten, twenty years of 

samples,  and  treat  it  as  storage  cost  and  sentiment.  Scanned,  it 

becomes three assets at  once. It  becomes searchable institutional 

memory: the merchandiser hunting last cycle's best-selling jacket spec 

finds it  in seconds instead of mailboxes at midnight.  It  becomes a 

proprietary dataset: thousands of garments with construction, fabric, 

and outcome history, exactly the raw material  for the demand and 

design intelligence of Parts III and IV, and a moat no competitor can 

scrape  from  the  web.  And  it  becomes  legal  ammunition:  a 

timestamped, structured record of what the brand designed and when, 

which the dupe-culture era of Chapter 13 makes newly valuable.

The numerical contrast makes the case for doing it now. Digitizing a 

five-thousand-sample archive at three minutes of scanning and review 

per garment is 250 hours: one intern-summer. Recreating the same 

records manually, at the four hours per garment that specification work 

actually takes, would be 20,000 hours. That is why it was never done. 

Scanning does not  make archive digitization cheap so much as it 

makes a previously impossible asset merely tedious, and the brands 

that clear the backlog first will train on it for years.
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Figure 8-1. The camera-to-record pipeline: four input families, one extraction 
layer, and the downstream artifacts they feed.

There  is  also  a  defensive  clock  running  on  this  decision.  The 

competitors  scanning  today  are  accumulating  the  structured 

references and archive records that train tomorrow's brand-specific 

models, and Reference Capital shares the property of most capital: 

early  accumulation  compounds  while  late  accumulation  merely 

catches up. A studio that starts scanning in 2026 owns a three-year 

structured archive in 2029; the studio that waits owns three more years 

of screenshots.

Honesty About the Edges

Two cautions keep a scanning program credible. The first is healthy 

doubt about inference: a fabric read from an image is an informed 

estimate, and weight, hand feel, and stretch behavior remain physical 

facts that sourcing must verify. That is why the Scanner's confidence 

scores matter and why extracted data should enter the record flagged 

by source until confirmed. Vision output is a draft the way Chapter 10's 

generated tech pack is a draft: reviewed, then trusted. The second is 

competitive  ethics.  Scanning  a  competitor's  public  product  for 



T H E  M A C H I N E - R E A D A B L E  B R A N D

72

structured understanding is the digital form of what every brand has 

always done in stores with a notebook; reproducing what was scanned 

is design theft with better tooling. The line is analysis versus imitation, 

the same line Chapter  13 drew around the ten-day machine,  and 

brands that confuse them inherit  the legal exposure this book has 

already priced.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Run  a  scanning  week:  have  three  designers  capture  fifty 

references  each  through  a  structured  scanner  instead  of 

screenshots, then time the assembly of one design brief from 

the resulting library against the old ritual.

• Start the archive pilot: pull twenty of your most-referenced past 

samples,  scan them into  structured records,  and hand the 

output to whoever owns the product record (Ch. 16) as its first 

historical entries.

• Write the authorship rule into the program before scaling it: 

humans  commit  every  reference,  sources  are  tagged,  and 

nothing  enters  the  archive  by  automation.  Governance 

retrofitted later never sticks.

Chapter 5 argued that fashion's knowledge is trapped in formats only 

humans can read; this chapter is the practical escape route for the 

largest category of it. Every scan is a small act of liquefaction, one 

more piece of the visual world enrolled into the record that the factory, 

the regulator, and the shopping agent are waiting to read. And the 

studios doing it daily are accumulating Reference Capital at a rate their 

competitors will need years to match.
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C H A P T E R  9

Fit Without Fabric

Follow one sample through one week. It is cut in a factory outside Izmir 

on Friday,  sewn Monday,  couriered Tuesday,  and cleared through 

customs Wednesday. On Thursday morning it  is  on a fit  model  in 

London, where a room of experienced people takes eleven minutes to 

agree on what the technical designer suspected two weeks ago: the 

sleeve is wrong. A revision goes back that afternoon, and the cycle 

begins again. The garment itself, one of three that will be made to 

reach  one  production-ready  decision,  joins  the  rack  of  its 

predecessors, each a physical printout of a conversation that could not 

happen any other way. Until it could.

The economics of that rack are the cleanest numbers in this book. A 

sample round costs 450 to 5,000 dollars once fabric, sewing, freight, 

and duties are counted, and three to five rounds per style remains the 

industry norm. Each round consumes two to four weeks of calendar: 

factory queue, make time, international shipping, and the wait for a 

fitting slot. For the 250-SKU brand this book follows, an average of 3.5 

rounds per style means roughly 875 sample rounds a season, and at 

a mid-range 800 dollars per round, a sampling bill around 700,000 

dollars, before pricing the six to ten weeks of Blind Interval (Chapter 1) 

that sampling adds to every style's clock. Sampling is where fashion 

pays most visibly for using physical objects to answer questions, and 

most of the questions never needed the object.

The  averages  also  hide  where  the  pain  concentrates.  Tailoring, 

outerwear,  and anything with  structure  routinely  runs five  or  more 

rounds, while a jersey tee may pass in one; the seasonal figure is 

dominated by the complex minority. That skew matters for sequencing: 

the categories where 3D validation pays most are the ones teams 
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assume are too complex for it, because every avoided round there 

returns 2,000 dollars and three weeks instead of 400 and two.

What the Screen Resolves

3D garment visualization has crossed the threshold where it answers 

most pre-production questions reliably. Silhouette and proportion read 

accurately on a simulated body. Print placement and scale, colorway 

decisions, pocket position, hem length, and trim choices resolve on 

screen in minutes. Drape simulates convincingly for the majority of 

fabrications when the physics engine is fed real fabric parameters. The 

tools  that  do  this  are  named  and  mature:  CLO3D,  Browzwear's 

VStitcher, Style3D, and Optitex are the working standards for garment 

simulation, and The Interline's annual Digital Product Creation report 

tracks the field for anyone choosing among them. And the screen does 

something no sample room ever could: it iterates in parallel. A designer 

weighing five sleeve options sees all five simultaneously on the same 

body,  an experiment that  would cost  five samples and five weeks 

physically and therefore was simply never run. The exploration that 

sampling used to perform, expensively and sequentially, happens at 

conversation speed, which changes who participates: merchandisers, 

sales, and even factory partners can react to a validated 3D garment 

weeks before anything is cut.

The simulation is only as honest as its fabric data, which makes fabric 

digitization  the  unglamorous  foundation  of  the  whole  practice.  A 

physics engine fed measured parameters,  weight,  stretch,  bending 

stiffness, friction, renders drape a merchandiser can trust; the same 

engine fed defaults renders a costume. Building the brand's digital 

fabric library is therefore the first real task of a 3D program: measuring 

the  recurring  fabrications  once,  attaching  the  parameters  to  the 

material records of Chapter 16, and reusing them across every style 

that shares the cloth. Chapter 8's scanning practice accelerates the 
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long tail, reading weave and weight cues from imagery as a starting 

estimate that physical measurement then confirms.

Decision Density

The concept this  chapter  adds to the book's toolkit  reframes what 

sampling is for. Decision Density is the number of production-ready 

decisions resolved per week of validation time. It is the metric that 

exposes traditional sampling's real weakness, which was never only 

cost: a physical round resolves perhaps two or three decisions and 

then everyone waits weeks for the next opportunity, so exploration 

proceeds at a density of roughly one decision per week. A 3D session 

resolves dozens of decisions in a day. Measured this way, the choice 

is  stark:  the  same  style,  validated  3D-first,  packs  its  months  of 

scattered decisions into its first two weeks and reserves the physical 

world for the questions that have earned it.

Measure Traditional 3D-first

Rounds per style 3.5 average ~1.15 (one 
confirmation, 15% need 
a second)

Rounds per season ~875 ~288

Cost at ~800 dollars per 
round

~700,000 dollars ~230,000 dollars

Validation calendar per 
style

9-12 weeks 3-5 weeks

Decisions resolved per 
week

~1 Dozens

What the round is for Exploration Confirmation

Table 9-1. Sample-round economics: traditional vs 3D-first (250 SKUs,  
illustrative)

The last  row of  the table is  the operational  headline.  In a 3D-first 

workflow  the  physical  sample  changes  job  description:  it  stops 

searching and starts confirming. One round, cut from a spec that the 

screen has already validated, verifies what pixels cannot: hand feel, 
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stretch and recovery, wash behavior, comfort in motion on a human 

body. Those are real and permanent limits; fabric is a physical fact and 

the final fit on a living wearer is a judgment no simulation replaces. The 

discipline is triage, and Figure 9-1 draws the tree.

Figure 9-1. The validation triage: what resolves on screen, what confirms once,  
and what still earns a physical sample.

The simulated body needs the same rigor  as  the simulated cloth. 

Validating  on  a  single  sample-size  avatar  reproduces  digitally  the 

industry's oldest fitting bias; the point of a body that costs nothing to 

change is to fit on many. A 3D-first workflow can validate proportion 

and grade across the full size run and across body shapes within a 

size, before a pattern is graded, which is where the fit failures that 

Chapter 18 priced as returns actually originate. Brands that use the 

capability report finding grading problems in the upper sizes that three 

rounds of size-38 physical sampling had never surfaced, for the simple 

reason that nobody had ever sampled there.



F I T  W I T H O U T  F A B R I C

77

The Money and the Weeks

Run the arithmetic end to end. Moving 250 styles from 3.5 rounds to 

roughly  1.15  cuts  the  season's  rounds  from 875  to  288  and  the 

sampling bill from about 700,000 to about 230,000 dollars: 470,000 

dollars  a  season,  of  which  Chapter  1's  cost-of-guessing  table 

conservatively  booked 350,000 as  excess  sampling.  The calendar 

effect compounds it. Two exploration rounds removed per style returns 

six or more weeks, visible in Figure 9-2, and those weeks flow directly 

into the Calendar Arbitrage mathematics of Chapter 13: a brand that 

validates in four and a half weeks instead of ten and a half enters trend 

windows it previously watched from the queue at DHL.

Figure 9-2. Two validation calendars: three exploration rounds against screen 
iteration plus one confirmation round.

In Practice: The F* Word's State of AI Fashion report (Edition One, 

2026)  measured the  sampling ladder  across its  250-respondent 

survey: 45 percent of brands still run four to five physical rounds per 

style and 15 percent run six or more, while the adopter median sits 

at two, with brands using AI-generated specs clustering at one to 

two. The report calls the move from four rounds to two "the single 
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largest  cost  compression  in  the  dataset."  Its  dossier  states  the 

experience from the production floor in one line, from the head of 

production at a European mid-size ready-to-wear brand: "The first 

sample was right. We did not need another round for that style."

What the Factory Thinks

Sourcing teams sometimes assume factories resent  losing sample 

revenue, and the assumption misreads the sample room. For most 

factories, sampling is a cost center run at thin or negative margin to 

win  production  orders,  staffed  by  their  scarcest  technicians.  What 

factories resent is exploration disguised as specification: the fourth 

round  caused  by  a  brand  that  was  still  making  up  its  mind.  A 

confirmation-round  relationship,  fewer  rounds,  cut  from  validated 

specs that arrive as structured data rather than PDFs (Chapter 10), is 

one  most  factories  prefer,  and  the  better  ones  are  investing 

accordingly: digital sample rooms, 3D review capability, and pattern 

systems that consume the same geometry the brand validated. The 

3D asset also keeps paying after the fitting: its geometry drives the size 

recommendation attacking returns in Chapter 18, its renders become 

the launch imagery of Chapter 11, and its measurements are already 

most of the tech pack Chapter 10 maintains. One validated garment 

file,  four  payoffs,  which  is  the  quiet  economics  of  the  connected 

workflow.

Adoption succeeds or fails on review culture rather than software. The 

fitting  session,  fashion's  most  synchronous  ritual,  becomes  partly 

asynchronous: a creative director reviews validated 3D garments from 

a phone between meetings, comments land on the garment file rather 

than in email, and the fit session that survives is shorter and later, 

convened for confirmation garments only. Teams describe the shift the 

way Chapter 10's technical designers describe theirs: the judgment 

stays,  the  logistics  around  the  judgment  disappear.  The transition 

takes a season of habit-building, and the brands that force every 3D 
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review  through  the  old  physical-fitting  calendar  simply  rebuild  the 

queue they paid to remove.

In Practice:  the manufacturer's side of this chapter has a name. 

MAS Holdings, the Sri Lanka-based apparel group behind much of 

the world's intimate and performance wear, began its digital product 

creation  program  in  2017  and  formalized  it  into  a  center  of 

excellence in 2020; by the account published in its digital-maturity 

materials, MAS now develops more than 4,000 unique 3D styles a 

year for over 50 brand partners, with leadership describing lead 

time, agility,  and sustainability  as the targets.  Read against  this 

chapter, the case settles the recurring objection from the brand side: 

the factories are not waiting to be dragged into 3D validation. The 

most  capable  ones  industrialized  it  years  ago,  at  a  scale  most 

brands  have  not  matched,  and  a  brand  arriving  with  validated 

garment files meets a partner already fluent in them.

The Objections, Answered

Three objections recur. First, 3D lies about drape. Early tools earned 

that  reputation;  current  physics  simulation,  fed  measured  fabric 

parameters rather than guessed ones, has closed most of the gap, and 

the confirmation round exists precisely to catch the remainder. The 

teams that still get burned are those that simulate with default fabric 

settings, which is the 3D equivalent of specifying "blue." Second, our 

factories cannot work with 3D. Standard exports travel fine, a growing 

share of factories read them natively, and for the rest, nothing changes 

except that the tech pack they receive was validated before they cut it. 

Third, our designers are not 3D artists. The current tool generation 

assumes no 3D experience: teams describe the garment and iterate 

on results, with first usable output in minutes, and the craft skill that 

matters, knowing a good drape from a bad one, is the one they already 

have.
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W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Audit last season's sampling: rounds per style, cost per round, 

and,  for  your last  twenty rounds,  what each round actually 

resolved. Classify every round as exploration or confirmation; 

the exploration share is your addressable waste.

• Compute your Decision Density: production decisions made 

per week of validation time, before any tooling change. The 

number gives the pilot its baseline.

• Run ten styles 3D-first  next  season: screen validation, one 

confirmation round, measured against ten comparable styles 

run traditionally. Rounds, dollars, weeks, and fit outcomes, side 

by side, settle the internal argument faster than any vendor 

demo.

The rack of dead samples behind the fitting room was never evidence 

of rigor; it was the receipt pile of questions asked in the most expensive 

possible format. A 3D-first workflow does not abolish the rack, it shrinks 

it to the garments that deserved to exist: the confirmations, the edge 

cases, the fabrications that had to be touched. Everything else moves 

to the screen, where a question costs minutes, and the sample budget 

goes back to funding what samples were always supposed to buy: 

certainty, at the moment it matters, in the only format that settles it.
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C H A P T E R  1 0

The Autonomous Tech Pack

At eleven on a Wednesday night, a technical designer is finishing the 

forty-seventh tech pack of the season. It is a document she has built  

hundreds  of  times:  measurement  spec,  graded  size  chart,  bill  of 

materials, trim sheet, construction details, label placement, packing 

instructions. It will take her most of tomorrow to complete, it will be 

accurate the moment she exports it, and it will begin to rot the moment 

anyone changes anything upstream. She knows this, the factory knows 

this,  and  the  season's  schedule  is  built  around  everyone  quietly 

compensating for it. The tech pack is fashion's most consequential 

document and its least loved, and this chapter is about what happens 

when it stops being a document at all.

The tech pack needs its centrality. It is the contract between a brand 

and its factory: the single artifact that translates creative intent into 

manufacturable instruction. It is also, at 16 to 20 manual hours per 

style, one of the most expensive documents in the building, and the 

drafting is the cheap part. The expensive part is maintenance. A style 

in active development absorbs revision after revision, and each one 

obligates a human to find every place the old information lives and 

replace it, under deadline, without missing one. Chapter 2 priced that 

labor; Chapter 5 explained why the PDF format guarantees it; Chapter 

6 measured what happens when it fails. This chapter assembles the 

alternative.

Generation Was Only the Opening Act

The first  AI  improvement  to  the tech pack was generation,  and it 

remains startling to teams seeing it for the first time: a working draft  

assembled in minutes from a concept, a 3D garment, or a scanned 

sketch,  with  measurements  inferred,  BOM  fields  prefilled,  and 
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construction callouts placed. The 16-hour draft becomes a 10-minute 

one, reviewed and corrected by the technical  designer rather than 

typed by her.

Where does the draft come from? From everything the earlier chapters 

built.  A  concept  selected  in  Chapter  7's  curation  cycle  carries  its 

silhouette  and  construction  intent.  A  scanned  sketch  or  sample 

garment from Chapter 8 arrives with inferred measurements and a 

candidate BOM. A 3D garment validated in Chapter 9 contributes exact 

geometry, drape behavior, and consumption. The generator's honesty 

matters here: drafts inherit the quality of their inputs, spec hallucination 

is a documented failure mode, and no serious team ships a generated 

tech pack unreviewed. The review, though, is a different species of 

work  from  the  drafting:  an  hour  of  expert  judgment  applied  to  a 

complete draft, against two days of assembly followed by the same 

hour of judgment anyway.

Generation,  though,  produces a  faster  version of  the same fragile 

thing: a static artifact that starts decaying at the first upstream change. 

A brand that stops at generated documents has bought speed and kept 

its drift problem, and Chapter 6's arithmetic showed what drift costs per 

season. The consequential upgrade is the second one: the tech pack 

as an autonomous record. An autonomous tech pack is not written and 

then maintained; it is created once and then maintains itself. It watches 

the artifacts it  depends on. When the approved design changes, it 

updates its own measurements and flags what it cannot resolve. When 

a supplier substitutes a trim, it recalculates the BOM and pushes the 

revision to costing. When anything moves, it presents the full cascade 

to a human for one approval instead of six manual edits. The factory 

stops receiving exports and starts querying the record itself,  which 

always answers with the current revision because there is only one.
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Figure 10-1. One approved change, six dependent artifacts: the agent walks the 
radius and a human approves the cascade.

The gate  needs its  own economics,  because it  is  where  skeptics 

assume the savings leak away. A cascade approval takes ten to fifteen 

minutes: the designer reviews a computed diff, artifact by artifact, and 

accepts, edits, or escalates. Even at 750 cascades a season that is 

under 190 hours of  gate time, against  the 1,560 hours of  manual 

walking it replaces, and the gate produces something the manual walk 

never did: a complete, timestamped record of who approved what, 

when. And why, which becomes the audit trail Chapters 20 and 25 rely 

on.  The  gate  is  not  overhead  on  the  automation.  It  is  where  the 

organization's judgment gets concentrated instead of diluted.

The Change Radius

The concept  that  makes  autonomy measurable,  and  the  one  this 

chapter adds to the book's toolkit, is the Change Radius: the full set of 

artifacts, people, and partner touchpoints that one approved change 

must reach before the organization agrees with itself again. Chapter 

5's  Sleeve-Change  Test  measured  a  single  radius  by  hand;  the 

Change Radius generalizes it into a unit of workflow physics. Every 
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change has one,  whether or not  anyone walks it.  A sleeve length 

touches six artifacts, four people, and one factory. A fabric substitution 

touches eight artifacts, five people, two suppliers, and a compliance 

check. The radius exists the moment the change is approved; the only 

question is who travels it, a machine in minutes or humans over days, 

and what fraction of it gets missed.

The numerical example ties three chapters together. The 250-SKU 

brand averages three approved changes per style,  or 750 change 

events a season. Walked manually, at five downstream artifacts and 

roughly 25 minutes per artifact including the surrounding messages, 

each radius costs about two hours: 1,560 hours and 78,000 dollars a 

season,  the  figure  Chapter  5  established.  Worse,  manual  radius-

walking is imperfect: if 12 percent of the artifact updates are missed or 

late, those 450 misses are the mismatch events Chapter 6 priced at 

81,000 dollars. The same three numbers keep appearing because they 

are the same phenomenon viewed from three angles: trapped artifacts 

(Chapter  5),  incoherence  (Chapter  6),  and  unwalked  radii  (this 

chapter). An autonomous tech pack walks the full radius by machine in 

minutes, presents one approval, and misses nothing it can see, which 

converts both cost lines at once: the walking labor falls by roughly 

seven-eighths, and the miss rate falls to the exceptions the human gate 

catches.
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Three Generations of the Same Document

Capability Static (PDF and 
email)

Generated (AI-
drafted)

Autonomous 
(agent-
maintained)

Creation time 16-20 hours 
manual

Minutes, human-
reviewed

Minutes, human-
reviewed

Upstream 
change handling

Human finds and 
edits every copy

Human 
regenerates and 
redistributes

Record updates 
itself, human 
approves 
cascade

Version integrity Rival copies 
multiply

Fresh copies still 
fork on export

One record; 
readers always 
see current 
revision

Factory access Attachment in an 
inbox

Attachment, 
faster

Live query 
against the 
record

Drift detection None; 
discovered as 
cost

None between 
generations

Continuous; 
flagged before it 
ships

Agent readability Pixels Partially 
structured

Fully structured; 
other agents can 
act on it

The human's 
role

Author, courier, 
and detective

Editor and 
courier

Approver and 
exception 
handler

Table 10-1. The tech pack in three generations

The table's last row is the organizational headline. Autonomy does not 

remove the technical designer; it removes the courier and detective 

work that was consuming her, and Chapter 23 takes up what the role 

becomes.  The judgment  calls  that  actually  require  fifteen years  of 

garment  knowledge,  whether  the  drape  survives  the  cheaper 

interlining,  whether  the  factory's  tolerance  request  is  reasonable, 

whether the fit model's feedback invalidates the grade, remain exactly 

where they were.
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Figure 10-2. Where the week goes: a technical designer's hours before and after  
the autonomous tech pack (illustrative).

In Practice: The F* Word's State of AI Fashion report (Edition One, 

2026)  prices  this  chapter's  opening  scene  across  the  industry. 

Seventy-five percent of surveyed practitioners spend more than an 

hour per tech pack manually and 45 percent spend more than four; 

the platform's autonomous agent produces a factory-ready first draft 

for expert review in eight to ten minutes, a 24-to-96-times speed 

change and a 75 to 90 percent effort reduction. The telemetry adds 

the autonomy data point this chapter predicts: 68 percent of first tech 

pack drafts on the platform are now initiated autonomously, with the 

technical designer entering at the gate rather than the blank page.

What the Factory Sees

The factory's  experience of  an autonomous tech pack is  the quiet 

argument  that  wins  sourcing  teams  over.  Clarification  traffic  falls 

because the questions that generated it, which revision is current, does 

the BOM match the sketch, did the label change apply to this market, 

stop having ambiguous answers. Sample rooms cut against the current 

spec because there is no other spec to cut against. And the factory's 



T H E  A U T O N O M O U S  T E C H  P A C K

87

own systems, increasingly digital per Chapter 16, can consume the 

record  directly:  the  brand-to-factory  hop  that  Figure  2-2  showed 

destroying 85 percent of an artifact's meaning becomes a query that 

loses none of it.  Suppliers notice which clients work this way. In a 

capacity-constrained season, being the brand whose information can 

be trusted on arrival is a quiet form of priority.

The same record also sharpens quality control. Incoming inspection 

can check garments against the spec's current revision rather than a 

printout  from  three  revisions  ago,  and  vision-based  QC  systems, 

arriving on factory floors per Chapter 24, need exactly the structured 

measurements and construction data the autonomous record holds. A 

factory that can verify garments against the record's current revision 

catches errors at the sewing line instead of at the DC, where they are 

thirty times cheaper to fix.

The Objections, Answered

Three objections arrive in every executive discussion of autonomy, and 

each has a short answer. First, trust: what if the system propagates a 

wrong change everywhere at machine speed? The design answer is 

the  human  gate,  visible  in  Figure  10-1:  propagation  is  computed 

automatically  and applied only on approval,  with an audit  trail  per 

Chapter  20's  oversight  machinery,  which  makes  the  autonomous 

record more controlled than the manual workflow it replaces, where 

changes propagate partially  and invisibly.  Second,  complexity:  our 

garments  are  too  complicated  for  this.  Complexity  multiplies  the 

Change Radius,  which multiplies the payoff;  simple products  were 

never where the drift  was killing anyone. Third, legacy: our twenty 

years of specs are in PDFs. Chapter 8's answer stands: the archive is 

scannable, and the transition runs style by style, starting with the new 

season rather than the museum.

One sequencing note keeps pilots out of trouble: autonomy assumes 

liquidity. A brand whose tech packs are still PDFs has nothing for the 
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agent to maintain. That is why the 40-plus percent of canceled agentic 

projects (Chapter 4) skew toward teams that automated before they 

structured. Chapters 5 and 8 are the prerequisites; this chapter is the 

payoff.

W H A T  T O  D O  O N  M O N D A Y

• Measure your last ten Change Radii: for ten recent approved 

changes, count artifacts touched, people involved, days to full 

agreement,  and  anything  missed.  The  averages  are  your 

baseline and your business case.

• Split your tech pack hours into drafting versus maintaining for 

one month. Teams consistently guess the split backward, and 

the real ratio is what justifies autonomy over mere generation.

• Pilot  one  category  with  sign-off  gates:  autonomous 

propagation on, human approval required for every cascade, 

audit  trail  reviewed  weekly.  Expand  when  the  gate  stops 

catching surprises.

The tech pack opened Chapter 5 as this book's canonical trapped 

artifact: the PDF that ships as a photograph of information. It closes 

this chapter as the opposite: the first artifact most brands make fully 

liquid. And the natural spine for everything Chapter 16 builds, because 

a record that maintains itself  for the factory is already most of the 

record the regulator and the shopping agent are waiting to read.
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