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Executive summary

Three-quarters of retail and consumer executives call AI a top strategic priority. One in six can quantify a 

return. This document is about the gap between those two numbers, and it argues that the gap is a records 

problem rather than a technology problem.

THE ARGUMENT IN ONE LINE

Where the cost sits Keeping everyone in agreement about what a garment is. Twelve interdependent 
documents create 66 pairs that have to agree, so coordination grows faster than 
the range that produces it.

Why AI has underdelivered A faster way to produce a document helps little if the documents still disagree. 
Spending has gone to the visible half, which demonstrates well and changes 
nothing structural.

The unlock Artifact liquidity: whether a record moves between people, systems and partners 
carrying its version, approvals and dependencies. Nothing agentic works without it.

Where the value is Eight of the twelve highest-impact capabilities are blocked by records a machine 
cannot read. Fund the blocker rather than waiting for it to clear.

What it adds up to One product record per garment, versioned and answerable, that a factory, a 
regulator, an assistant and a customer can query. The only line in an AI budget that 
appreciates.

T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

# CAPABILITY IMPACT WHY IT IS ON THE LIST

07 Drafting the tech pack 100 Rank one. The only capability that moves all 
four levers at once.

12 Making one change land everywhere 90 Where the coordination cost concentrates, 
and almost nobody funds it.

22 Imagery from the file the factory sews 85 Fastest visible result, and it buys room for the 
rest.

09 The body standard your fits measure against 85 Four other capabilities inherit it.

17 The factory bulletin, with a receipt 82 The most common operational complaint, and 
the most tractable.

02 Making the archive searchable 65 Cheap, and three capabilities above depend 
on it.

If you do one thing this quarter

Take one live style and one change. Count the documents it touches, the people who have to act, and 

the days until they agree. Then open twenty specification packs and check four things: are points of 

measure named consistently, do grade rules travel with the size charts, are materials coded or free text, 

and can you retrieve the approved version with confidence.

Neither takes more than a week, neither needs a purchase order, and together they produce the baseline 

and the repair list every later decision depends on.
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The argument in brief 01
Ask a fashion executive where AI will help and the answer is usually images or speed. Both describe the 

visible work. The expensive work sits elsewhere, and it is the subject of this document.

Designing garments and making them are the costs a fashion business tracks closely. The cost it does not 

track is keeping everybody who touches a garment in agreement about what that garment is, and over a 

season that one runs larger.

A sleeve gets two centimeters longer in a fitting on a Tuesday. By Friday that change should have reached 

the specification, the graded size chart, the fabric consumption, the costing sheet it just invalidated, the 

vendor pack and the label copy. In most businesses it reaches four of those six, a week later, because a  

person carried it by hand and got interrupted. Nobody logs this. It shows up instead as a sample that came 

back wrong, a costing redone, a factory building to a superseded measurement, and a technical designer  

working until eight.

That is the shape of the problem, and it explains why so much AI spending in this industry has produced 

impressive demonstrations and unimpressive results. A faster way to produce a document helps little if the 

documents still disagree. It gets you to the disagreement sooner.

What follows is a walk through a fashion business in the order a garment moves through it. Trend, design, 

development, proof, handoff, and then what happens once the thing is on sale and people start sending it 

back. Twenty-five places where AI changes something real, each one rated on how much it changes and  

how ready you are to do it today. A few are obvious. A few are the opposite of obvious, and those are the  

ones worth your attention.

It ends on a technical-sounding idea with a commercial edge to it. By the time you have done most of this, 

you will have built something you did not set out to build: a garment a machine can ask questions of. That 

turns out to matter commercially, and sooner than most people in this industry expect.

T H E  A D O P T I O N  G A P

Deloitte surveyed 200 retail and consumer-products executives in June 2026: 75% call AI a top strategic 

priority and 16.5% can quantify a return. McKinsey puts the same gap globally in its State of AI 2025: 88% of 

organizations use AI in at least one function, 39% report any EBIT impact, and for most of those the impact 

is under 5%.

Fashion sits at the back of that queue: BCG and Altagamma found in July 2026 that 60% of fashion and 

luxury companies remain at an emerging stage of AI maturity. The companies that did scale are pulling 

away. BCG puts future-built companies at 3.6x the three-year total shareholder return of laggards, and PwC 

finds 74% of AI’s economic value accruing to 20% of organizations.

That gap between priority and return has little to do with the technology. It opens up when capable systems 

meet records that cannot support them.
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How to use this document 02
Three ways in, depending on what you need.

I F  Y O U  H A V E R E A D Y O U  W I L L  B E  A B L E  T O

Ten minutes The note you have just read, then 

Part Two

Name the six things worth doing first, and 

say why each one is on the list

An hour Parts One, Two, Four and Five Diagnose your own business, choose 

where to start, and defend the choice to a 

board

A working session Part Three, one stage at a time, with 

the people who own that stage

Hand somebody a capability with its 

owner, its boundaries, the thing to watch 

and the way it usually goes wrong

Part Three is the reference section. Look things up in it. Start with the six capabilities named in Part Two.

S I X  W O R D S  T H I S  D O C U M E N T  U S E S  P R E C I S E L Y

Everything else is ordinary fashion vocabulary. These six carry a specific meaning here, and the argument 

depends on them.

TERM WHAT IT MEANS HERE

Artifact liquidity How well a document travels. Does it carry its version, its approvals and what depends 
on it, or is it a file with the meaning stripped out?

Judgment Work that decides something: what to make, how it should fit, whether it is right.

Conveyance Work that moves something so the next person can act: chasing versions, re-keying, 
answering questions that exist only because context went missing.

Propagation One approved change reaching every document that depends on it, without a person 
carrying it there.

Recall An assistant naming your product from what it already knows, rather than searching for 
it mid-answer.

Provenance Proof of where a file came from. For imagery, the signed metadata and watermark that 
now carry legal weight in three jurisdictions.

T H E  F *  W O R D    ·    2 5  A I  U S E  C A S E S  F O R  T H E  F A S H I O N  I N D U S T R Y 5



W H E R E  E A C H  F U N C T I O N  S H O U L D  S T A R T

I F  Y O U  R U N R E A D B E C A U S E

Technical design Stage three, then stage four The specification work and the sampling 

decisions, where the largest recoverable 

costs sit.

Product development Stage three, capabilities 07 to 12 Drafting, patterns, the body standard, the 

gate and propagation, in that order.

Merchandising Stage one, plus capabilities 16 and 

25

How much you buy, how confident you 

should be, and what returns are telling you.

Sourcing and production Stage five The boundary at which most of what you 

know about a garment stops traveling.

Ecommerce and brand Stage six, then Part Four The stage that changed most in two years, 

and who is now reading your product data.

Whoever holds the budget Executive summary, Part Four, Part 

Five

The strategic argument, the risks, and the 

first thirty days.
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P A R T  O N E   ·   S E C T I O N  0 3

The arithmetic of coordination

Every  fashion  business  runs  two operations.  The first  is  the  one on  the  organization  chart:  design, 

development, sourcing, production, merchandising, marketing. The second has no name, no budget line 

and no owner, and it consumes a substantial share of every week. It is the work of moving information 

between the first operation’s parts, and it arrives as a bill nobody itemizes.

It has five recognizable shapes. Chasing versions, because nobody is certain which file is current. Re-

keying data from one system into another because the two do not speak. Answering clarification questions 

that exist only because something arrived without its context. Synchronizing status, which is a polite way of 

saying asking people where things are. And absorbing rework caused by somebody acting on information 

that had already changed.

None of it belongs to any single role, which is precisely why it costs so much. It is distributed across every 

role. A technical designer carries some of it, a merchandiser more, a production coordinator little else. Two 

kinds of hour go into a product week. Judgment is work that decides something: what to make, how it 

should fit, whether it is right. Conveyance is work that moves something from one place to another so the 

next person can act. Sample a week of your product organization’s hours, tag each one as judgment or 

conveyance, and most brands doing this for the first time find the split runs heavily toward conveyance. 

That is the number worth knowing before you spend anything on AI,  because it  is the number AI is  

addressing.

W H Y  I T  C O M P O U N D S

Double the documents and you roughly quadruple the things that have to agree. Adding styles makes it worse, not better.

The reason it gets worse rather than staying flat is countable. Six documents that depend on each other give 

you 15 pairs that have to agree. Twelve documents give you 66. A single style in pre-production carries 

twelve or more, crossing design, technical, sourcing, costing and the factory. Add a style and you add 

coordination faster than you add revenue, which is why growing brands so often feel like they are getting  

slower.

Six interdependent documents create 15 pairs that have to agree. Twelve create 66. Coordination grows  

faster than the range that produces it.
T H E  A R I T H M E T I C  O F  C O O R D I N A T I O N
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Artifact liquidity 04
There is one idea in this document worth learning properly, and this is it. Everything else follows from it.

A work artifact is any object in your business that carries meaning: a tech pack, a sketch, a bill of materials, 

a graded size chart, a costing sheet, a vendor pack, a brief, a launch asset. Artifact liquidity is how well one 

of those travels. Can it move between people, systems and partners without getting scrambled, going out of 

date, losing its context, or being cut off from its approvals?

A fully liquid artifact carries four things wherever it goes. Its version state, so you know which one this is. Its 

approval history, so you know who signed it and when. Its dependencies, so you know what else changes if 

this does. And the rules that govern it, so a machine can check it without asking a person. Most fashion  

artifacts carry none of the four. They are PDFs and spreadsheets with the meaning stripped out and a  

filename doing the work of a version control system.

F I G  0 1

O N E  C H A N G E ,  T W O  W O R K F L O W S

Both sides show the same change. On the left it takes six people-actions and a week. On the right it takes one approval. Nothing about 

the garment is different. Everything about the cost of changing it is.

A  D I A G N O S T I C  Y O U  C A N  R U N  T H I S  W E E K

You do not need a consultant to find out where you sit. Take one live style and one change, the two-

centimeter sleeve. Then count three numbers: how many documents the change touches, how many 

people have to act before every document agrees again, and how many days pass before they do.

In a trapped workflow the honest answers are six or more documents, four or more people, and one to three 

weeks, during which a factory may cut against the old measurement. In a liquid one the change reaches 

everything on its own, and the people involved approve it instead of carrying it.
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Run the same test again in six months and you have a trend line. Most brands find it moves slowly at first and 

then faster, because liquidity is one of those properties where fixing the third document is much cheaper  

than fixing the first.

Sequence, and why it is not negotiable

An agent cannot maintain what it cannot read. Point a capable system at documents only humans can 

interpret and it will do exactly what you would expect: read something stale, produce something 

plausible, and hand it to somebody who signs it because it looks right.

This is the single most common way these programs fail, and it does not announce itself. There is no 

error message. There is a pilot that reports high accuracy against the wrong source, and then, six weeks 

later, a factory building to a measurement that was superseded in January.

Liquefy first, then automate. If you take one instruction from this document, take that one.
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Make, read, run 05
Fashion runs on artifacts, and every artifact has versions. That single fact decides which kind of AI 

belongs where, and it is the distinction most buying decisions get wrong.

Generative AI makes an artifact. One instruction in, one thing out, a person looks at it and decides. It is fast 

to buy, easy to demonstrate, and it stops at the edge of the document it just produced. It has no memory of 

what is current and no obligation to tell anyone what it did.

Agentic AI runs a job. Several steps, across several documents and often across the boundary into a factory 

or a marketplace, where the system has to know which version is live, act on more than one thing, and leave 

a record of what it changed and why. It is slower to buy, harder to demonstrate, and it is the shape that  

matches the way a fashion business breaks.

Sort the twenty-five by shape and the picture is blunt. Three of them make things. Ten read what you 

already own and turn it into something retrievable. Twelve run work that crosses documents, versions and 

parties.

F I G  0 2

T H E  T H R E E  S H A P E S  O F  T H E  W O R K

Color is the stage; the row is the shape of the work. The three in the top row are the ones every AI budget already funds, and they are 

the smallest group on the page.
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S H A P E W H A T  I T  D O E S W H A T  I T  N E E D S  F R O M  

Y O U

R I S K S

Make Produces a new artifact from 

an instruction: a brief, a 

concept, a first-draft spec, a 

set of images.

Almost nothing. This is why 

it gets bought first.

It produces a faster version 

of a document that still goes 

out of date the moment 

anything upstream moves.

Read Turns what you already own 

into something a person or a 

system can retrieve: archive, fit 

history, returns, category 

language.

Patience, and a budget line 

that survives a review 

nobody applauds.

Every planning cycle defers 

it, and everything above 

and below it remains 

approximate.

Run Executes multi-step work with 

state: propagate an approved 

change, brief a factory and 

confirm receipt, answer 

inbound questions, reconcile a 

costing, clear a release.

Readable artifacts, written 

boundaries, a named owner 

and an audit trail.

It is pointed at trapped 

documents, reads 

something stale with total 

confidence, and acts on it.

T H E  S E Q U E N C E

Read before Run. Make buys room, not structure.

The sequence follows from the table. Run is where the coordination bill lives, and Run is the half nobody 

funds, because it does not demonstrate well in a room. Run also cannot start until Read has happened, 

because an agent cannot maintain what it cannot retrieve. Make is available today, buys you political room, 

and changes nothing structural on its own.

One caution before Part Five says it properly. Agentic does not mean unsupervised. Every one of the twelve 

in the bottom row should start by recommending while a person executes, and earn independence on 

evidence rather than on ambition.

P R O T E C T I N G  B R A N D  D I S T I N C T I V E N E S S

A system trained on everything drifts toward the average of everything, and the average of everything is the 

aesthetic center of the internet. The drift is slow, it looks like competence, and a merchandiser usually 

notices it in the sell-through rather than in the range review.

What holds a brand steady is a set of constraints that mostly live in senior people’s heads. The proportions 

you return to.  The colors  you never  use.  The finish that  says it  is  yours.  The silhouettes you tried, 

abandoned, and the reason you abandoned them. Write those down and every generative capability runs 

inside them. Leave them unwritten and each default in each tool becomes a small decision that nobody 

made and nobody can point to later.

This is the same work as agreeing your points of measure, applied to taste rather than to fit, and it produces 

the same result: retrieval from your own history instead of invention from the general case. Capability 04 

covers it, and three others become safe only once it exists.
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The trouble with node graphs

Some vendors sell the Run half as a visual workflow builder: boxes wired together, one per step, forty or 

more on a screen. It looks like control and it behaves like concrete.

Every connection hard-codes an assumption about the order work happens in, and fashion work does 

not happen in a fixed order. A fabric lands late. A fit session reopens a decision three steps upstream. A 

factory substitutes a trim. A compliance field turns out to be missing. In a graph, each of those is a 

rewiring job performed by whoever built the graph, which is usually one person, often a consultant, and 

the graph decays the week they leave.

◆   Sprawl. Every exception adds a branch. A graph that reads well at twenty nodes is unreadable at two 

hundred, and nobody can say what it does any more.

◆   Silent staleness. A node fires on whatever input it is handed. It has no view of whether that input is 

the current version, which is precisely the failure this whole document is about.

◆   Ownership collapse. Governance attaches to nodes rather than outcomes. When something goes 

wrong there is a graph to debug and no person accountable.

◆   Migration lock. The graph is the logic. It does not export, it does not move between vendors, and 

rebuilding it is a project rather than a configuration change.

Describe the outcome and the boundaries, let the system find the route, and audit what it did. Declarative 

rather than wired. That distinction is what makes Run durable and it is worth putting to any vendor before 

you sign.
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The product journey, and the missing 
feedback loop

06
The rest of this document follows the six stages a garment passes through, in the order the work happens 

and the order the twenty-five become relevant. Several run concurrently all season, so read them as a route 

rather than a maturity model.

In most product organizations the path from what sold back to what gets briefed does not exist. Each 

season begins roughly where the last one began, and nothing compounds.
T H E  M I S S I N G  F E E D B A C K  L O O P

Two features of the picture deserve attention. The first is where the capabilities cluster: as many sit in the 

middle of the journey as at either end, and almost no AI budget is distributed that way. Boards fund imagery 

and content because those demonstrate well in a room. Specification and handoff get deferred, because a 

slide about change propagation has never made anybody lean forward.

The second is the arrow underneath, running from the end back to the beginning. That is what should 

happen to everything learned once a garment is on sale: what sold, what was kept, what came back and  

why. In almost every business the arrow is missing, so the loop runs as a line, once per season, starting 

roughly where it started last time. Building that arrow separates a business that automated some tasks from 

one that improves every season, and it is the least funded item on the list.

F I G  0 3

T H E  S I X  S T A G E S ,  A N D  T H E  R E T U R N  P A T H

The last two stages get most of the attention and most of the budget, because that is where the demonstrations are. The middle three 

are where the money is.
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P A R T  T W O   ·   S E C T I O N  0 7

How we ranked the twenty-five

One number decides the order, and three others decide the sequence. Keeping those two questions apart 

is the whole point, because a single blended score is exactly what makes businesses fund the easy things.

Impact sets the rank. Each capability scores low, medium or high on four things it can change: team time, 

revenue, assets and cost. Those four are weighted toward revenue and assets, at 30% and 25% against 

25% for cost and 20% for team time, because this is written for a business deciding where to put capital  

rather than a team deciding what to automate. The result is an impact index out of a hundred and a rank  

from one to twenty-five.

Readiness, effort and risk set the sequence. Readiness asks whether your records can support it today. 

Effort asks what standing it  up costs in weeks, integration and change management. Risk asks what 

happens when it is wrong. None of these three touch the rank, and that is deliberate: a capability does not 

become less valuable because it is hard, it becomes later.

Each card then carries one of four sequence labels. Start now means high impact with the path clear. Fund 

the blocker means high impact with something in the way, and it is the largest group on the list. Quick win 

means lower impact and nothing in the way. Hold means lower impact with a dependency, which is a polite 

way of saying not this year.

Re-weight it for your own business

The weights are a judgment, not a law, and they are published so you can argue with them. A brand 

under cash pressure raises cost. A brand recovering from a failed pilot raises risk until confidence 

returns. A group with clean PLM data lowers readiness, because it has stopped being a differentiator. 

Re-weight the four impact dials against your own position and the order changes, which is the point of 

showing the working.

One capability out of twenty-five scores high on all four impact dials at once. Specification drafting 

moves team time, revenue, assets and cost together, which is why it ranks first and why it is where 

almost every program should start.
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F I G  0 4

A L L  T W E N T Y - F I V E  B Y  I M P A C T

Color is the stage. Four of the top twelve have a clear path today. The other eight are worth more and sit behind the same blocker, 

which is the case for funding it rather than waiting for it to clear.

The full table sits at the end of Part Three, sorted by rank, with all four readings for each capability. Part 

Three itself runs in journey order rather than rank order, because that is how a team reads it.
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The six to fund first 08
A list of twenty-five is a useful completeness check and a poor program. No organization deploys twenty-

five capabilities at once. Six are worth funding first, and the reasoning for each is below.

Score alone did not pick them. Three of them come straight from the top-right of the priority map, where the 

value is high and nothing is in the way. Two sit just outside it, because they carry a small dependency that is 

worth clearing rather than avoiding. And one has an unremarkable score on its own and is on the list 

because three others need it first.

Between them they cover two visible wins that make the program credible, two attacks on the largest 

controllable costs in the business, one fix for the complaint you hear most often, and one quiet piece of 

foundation work that nobody will thank you for.

F I G  0 5

T H E  S I X  T O  S T A R T  W I T H

Read down the right-hand column and you will notice these are spread across the journey rather than clustered. That is deliberate. A 

program concentrated in one stage produces a fast department inside a slow business.
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Where the six sit in the portfolio 09
The map below plots all twenty-five on two axes. How much the capability changes, which is the sum of its 

effect on team time, revenue, assets and cost. And how ready you are to do it today, which in practice is  

mostly one question: can a machine already read the documents it touches?

F I G  0 6

W H E R E  T O  P U T  T H E  M O N E Y  F I R S T

The ringed dots are the six to start with. Most of the value sits in the top-left, where something has to be cleared first. That is the 

honest shape of this in most businesses, and an argument for funding the blocker rather than waiting for it to clear itself.

Eight of the top twelve land in the top-left quadrant. That is the most important thing on the page and the  

easiest to read past. Two-thirds of the value worth having sits behind a dependency, and the dependency is 

nearly always the same one: documents a machine cannot read.

The usual response is to work the bottom-right instead, because those are available today. Do some of 

them, and be clear what you are buying: visible progress and political room. The structural change sits in the 

top-left, and it starts with liquidity.
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Why each of the six earns its money 10
07   Drafting the tech pack
Rank one, and the only capability that moves all four impact levers at once.

Eight to ten minutes to a factory-ready draft against three to eight hours per style manually. The technical  

designer shifts from creating to correcting, which redeploys the most expensive judgment in product 

development. Note what the figure measures: time to a serious first pass, not time to sign-off. Sign-off is  

the part you keep, and it carries the highest blast radius on the list, so fund the specification gate alongside 

it rather than after it.

22   Imagery made from the same file the factory sews
The fastest visible result, and the one that funds political room for the rest.

Commercial  imagery  rendered  from the  geometry  the  factory  will  sew,  produced before  a  garment 

physically exists. Photography is a substantial per-style line and most of it is marginal work. It also opens a 

door nothing else on this list opens: sellable images before production money commits, which lets real 

customer response set the depth of the buy. Read it with the provenance obligations, because unlabeled 

synthetic imagery is now a fineable event in three jurisdictions.

17   The factory bulletin, with a receipt
The most common operational complaint in a product organization, and the most tractable.

The boundary with a supplier is where meaning degrades. An approved specification becomes an email 

with attachments, somebody rekeys it, and status returns as whatever the last call said. A structured bulletin 

with a confirmed receipt is not sophisticated engineering and it removes a great deal of friction. Where a 

supplier  runs  a  modern  system  it  pushes  straight  in;  where  they  do  not,  a  versioned  link  with  an 

acknowledgment still beats an attachment nobody confirmed reading.

12   Making one change land everywhere
Where the coordination cost concentrates, and the capability almost nobody funds.

One approved change propagated to every dependent document, cleared in a single approval. This is what 

turns the sleeve-change test from a week into an afternoon, and what makes every other capability durable. 

Producing a document faster helps once. Making one change reach everything that depends on it keeps the 

whole set true, every time. It also needs something in place first, since it cannot run on trapped artifacts,  

which makes it the clearest case on the list for funding the blocker rather than waiting.

09   The body standard your fits measure against
The least visible capability here, and the one four others inherit.

One size standard, one avatar set, one vocabulary of measurement points, distributed to every brand, 

region and supplier. A group running four brands on four undocumented charts cannot share blocks, 

compare fit data or tell a supplier what correct means. The cost never appears as a line; it appears as fit 

inconsistency customers notice and nobody can trace. Settle whose chart wins and the capabilities around 

it start producing comparable data.
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02   Making the archive searchable
It will not win a prioritization exercise on its own merits, and it should be funded anyway.

Most archives are storage. Somewhere in yours is the answer to the majority of the fit problems this season 

will produce, and nobody can retrieve it. Structured, searchable records change what every downstream 

capability can do: specification drafting performs markedly better retrieving from your own library than 

inventing from general knowledge, and so do block selection and pattern generation. Three capabilities 

above depend on this one, and it is inexpensive.

What a sensible first year looks like

Start with two, not six. One visible win that makes the program credible in the building, and one structural 

piece that makes the second year cheaper than the first.

The most common pairing that works: imagery from the record for visibility, and turning the archive 

into something searchable underneath it. The first buys you room. The second means that when you 

come to specification drafting in six months, it works properly rather than approximately.

The most common pairing that fails is two visible wins. You will look busy, everyone will be pleased, and 

in month nine somebody will ask what structurally changed and the answer will be nothing.
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P A R T  T H R E E   ·   S E C T I O N  1 1

All twenty-five, and what each one moves

Every capability rated on four things it can change. Team time, meaning hours released from moving work 

around. Revenue. Assets, which covers both inventory and the data you come to own. And cost, meaning 

cash leaving the business today.

H O W  T O  R E A D  A N  E N T R Y

Every entry carries the same nine fields in the same order, so you can read across capabilities rather than 

down one.

FIELD MEANING

Number and name Position in the journey. Numbering follows the order a garment meets each 
capability.

Scope Core, adjacent or outside: where the capability belongs in your stack, and 
whose problem it is to solve.

Rank and impact index Where it sits among the twenty-five, and its impact score out of a hundred.

Sequence Start now, fund the blocker, quick win or hold. Derived from readiness, effort 
and risk.

The one-liner What it does, in a sentence you could repeat in a meeting without notes.

Impact Effect on team time, revenue, assets and cost, rated low, medium or high.

Readiness, effort, risk rating What the path looks like: the state of your data, what it costs to stand up, and 
how much damage it does when it is wrong.

Success criteria The first observable result at thirty days. Absent this, it is not working.

Owner, level of autonomy, risks, 
necessary conditions

Who is accountable, how much the system decides on its own, the specific 
ways this one goes wrong, and what has to be in place before you start.
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F I G  0 7

I M P A C T  A C R O S S  T H E  T W E N T Y - F I V E

Cost is the densest column and the easiest to fund. Team time is the thinnest, which is the honest position. What each person can get 

done changes far more than how many people you need, and a business case built on cutting heads will not survive its first season.
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01        C O R E         R A N K  2 3   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  5 8
Q U I C K  W I N

Reading the signal early
Watch the market continuously, in a form you can still query next season.

Published trend services arrive late, describe the market rather than your customer, and are read by everyone 

you compete with. They are the least valuable input on the panel and the one most brands pay most for.

The work here is ownership. Collection is already solved, and your competitors buy the same subscription. What 

matters is that six months later, when a range underperforms, you can pull up the signal that triggered the brief 

and see whether the signal was wrong or the interpretation was.

It also carries the translation step that most teams do by hand. A signal that produced a brief should stay 

attached to that brief, so the reason a range exists is retrievable rather than remembered. Teams that skip this 

find, two seasons later, that nobody can say which observation started the collection.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Med C O S T    Low

Gives back the fortnight a 

team spends turning a 

subscription report into a point 

of view

Ranges aimed at what your 

customer responds to, not at 

what a report published two 

seasons ago

Builds a dated, sourced signal 

archive that belongs to you 

rather than to a subscription

Reduces spend on trend 

services whose signal every 

competitor also receives

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A range decision that names the signal behind it, with the signal still retrievable and dated.

O W N E R Whoever owns creative direction for the category

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs inside limits. It collects and ranks; a person decides what it means.

R I S K S Teams start saying "the tool said" instead of forming a view. Signal is evidence for a 

brief, never a replacement for one.
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02        C O R E         R A N K  2 0   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  6 5
Q U I C K  W I N

O N E  O F  T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

Making the archive searchable
Every image, sketch and archive sample becomes structured, searchable data at the moment someone saves it.

Point a camera at a garment and you get color, fabric and weave cues, construction analysis, trim identification, 

all as fields rather than as a photograph. Point it at your archive room and a decade of samples stops being 

storage.

Nothing on this list carries a lower profile or a higher return on the asset side. Three of the most valuable 

capabilities further down cannot run without it, which makes it cheap to fund and expensive to skip.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Low A S S E T S    High C O S T    Med

Assembling a reference set 

drops from most of a morning 

to a few minutes

Indirect. Better-grounded 

briefs make better product, 

but the effect is lagged and 

you should say so.

The clearest asset creation in 

the set. A decade of dormant 

archive becomes something a 

person, or a machine, can ask 

questions of.

Fewer fit mistakes repeated 

because nobody could find 

the style that already solved 

them

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A designer assembles a full reference set for a new brief in minutes, in front of you, without opening a folder of 

screenshots.

O W N E R Design, with a person committing every scan

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. It extracts and proposes; a person names it and commits it.

R I S K S Automating the capture. An archive filled by a scraper is a liability. Humans commit 

every reference, sources get tagged, and extracted fabric data stays flagged until 

sourcing confirms it.
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03        C O R E         R A N K  2 2   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  6 2
H O L D

Finding the gaps buyers are asking about
Range gaps derived from how people phrase what they want, rather than from last year’s sales report.

When someone asks an assistant for a waterproof trench under a certain price, the machine quietly breaks that 

into a fan of smaller questions and shops them all at once. Each one is a place where products either exist or do 

not.

Some of those places are crowded. Some are empty, with the assistant reaching into neighboring categories 

because nothing sits in the center. The empty ones are assortment gaps expressed in the language your 

customers use, which is a better brief than any sales report.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    Med C O S T    Low

Low. Range planning stays a 

human job and should.

The clearest signal available: a 

question your customers ask 

repeatedly, with real demand 

behind it, and nothing of yours 

in reach

A map of your category, built 

from live demand language, 

that competitors are not 

building

Fewer styles developed into 

places already crowded with 

correctly-filed competitors

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One gap the merchandising team had not seen, with evidence they accept and a style brief written against it.

O W N E R Merchandising

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Suggests. It surfaces candidates; buying and range decisions stay with people.

R I S K S Chasing crowded questions because volume looks like opportunity. Many eligible 

products all correctly filed is a fight you win slowly and expensively.
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04        C O R E         R A N K  1 9   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  7 0
Q U I C K  W I N

Writing down the rules the brand never wrote down
The proportions, colors, finishes and refusals that make a garment yours, encoded so a system can apply them.

Generative systems trained on everything drift toward the average of everything, and the average of everything 

is the aesthetic center of the internet. That drift is slow, it looks like competence, and by the time a 

merchandiser notices, a season is already in production.

What holds a brand steady is a set of constraints that mostly live in people’s heads: the proportions you return 

to, the colors you never use, the finish that says it is yours, the silhouettes you tried and abandoned, the reason 

you abandoned them. Write those down and they become a filter every generative capability runs inside. Leave 

them unwritten and every default in every tool becomes a small decision nobody made.

This is the same work as agreeing your points of measure, applied to taste rather than fit, and it produces the 

same result: retrieval from your history instead of invention from the general case. It is the cheapest capability 

here and the one with the longest shadow, because three others become safe only once it exists.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    Low

Cuts the review loop where a 

director rejects work for 

reasons nobody had written 

down

Protects the price premium 

that distinctiveness earns, 

which is the whole margin 

argument for a brand

Your taste becomes an asset 

the business owns rather than 

knowledge three people carry

Low. This is a fortnight of 

senior time and a document.

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A written codex two design leads can apply to the same brief and reach the same rejection.

O W N E R Creative director, with the design leads for each brand

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Suggests. The codex constrains generation; a person still signs the range.

R I S K S Writing aspiration instead of practice. A codex that describes the brand you want 

reads well and constrains nothing. Write what you reject, and why.
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05        C O R E         R A N K  2 4   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  5 8
Q U I C K  W I N

Concepts that stay inside your brand’s rules
Wide exploration with the house’s non-negotiables encoded as constraints rather than as hopes.

A single style spawns a dozen colorways, each needing a standard, a compatibility check and a commercial 

rationale. Repetitive, high in volume, and just judgment-heavy enough to defeat a plain template.

The detail that pays for this is the reuse flag. A colorway built on an already-approved standard skips an entire 

approval cycle, and almost nobody tracks that systematically today.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Low C O S T    Med

High-volume, repetitive 

variant work stops consuming 

senior design hours

Faster, fuller colorway and 

variant coverage across 

channels

Reuse of already-approved 

color standards, each one an 

approval cycle avoided

Every new color standard 

carries a submission and 

approval cost that reuse 

removes

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A colorway set where a meaningful share reuse an already-approved standard, flagged automatically.

O W N E R Design and color

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs inside limits for variants. First-concept work stays assisted, permanently.

R I S K S Generating sets nobody checks against approved standards, which recreates the 

whole color approval workload one step downstream.
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06        A D J A C E N T         R A N K  1 2   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  8 2
F U N D  T H E  B L O C K E R

Screening what can be made, at your price
A buildability and cost check at concept stage, before a development slot gets allocated.

This is the most underrated intervention in the whole sequence. It makes nothing faster. It stops work that 

should never have started, which is worth considerably more than accelerating work that should not exist.

It is also where duty belongs. Deciding origin and construction at brief stage, when the tariff position is still 

moveable, is a different exercise to discovering it at a border. Marked adjacent because the capability data and 

the decision both live in sourcing.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Development slots are the 

scarcest thing in product 

development. This stops the 

ones that were never going to 

ship.

More development capacity 

aimed at styles that reach the 

floor

Fewer samples cut for 

concepts that were never 

buildable at the target

A large share of samples 

never reach production, and a 

meaningful part of that was 

decidable at concept stage

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Three concepts stopped at the gate that development agrees, in hindsight, would have wasted slots.

O W N E R Product development with sourcing

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Suggests, with a person making the call. It should never quietly kill a concept.

R I S K S Screening on cost alone. Do that and you get a range of safe basics nobody chose, 

arrived at by accident.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Structured vendor capability data, which most brands hold in relationships rather than 

systems
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07        C O R E         R A N K  0 1   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  1 0 0
S T A R T  N O W

O N E  O F  T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

Drafting the tech pack
A factory-ready first draft in minutes, for a technical designer to correct rather than create.

This is the visible win, and it deserves to be. A first draft that covers measurements, graded sizes, bill of 

materials, trims, construction and packing. The best current systems, ours included, land a factory-ready draft in 

eight to ten minutes against a manual baseline of three to eight hours per style. That is the one hard number in 

this document, and it is here because we measure it ourselves rather than borrow it.

Note what the figure measures: time to a serious first pass, not time to sign-off. A technical designer still 

approves fit logic, tolerances, materials and factory readiness, and that review is the point. Quality tracks the 

depth of the measurement library behind it. Fed several seasons of your own graded specs, the draft is close 

and the corrections small. Fed industry defaults, it is confident and wrong on anything unusual.

And on its own it produces a faster version of the same fragile thing: a document that starts going out of date 

the moment anything upstream changes. Capability 12, change propagation, is where that gets fixed.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

The single largest block of 

recoverable hours in product 

development

Weeks earlier to the floor, and 

weeks earlier is weeks at full 

price

Every draft lands as 

structured data rather than as 

a PDF in an inbox

Specification labor is a 

substantial line and this 

removes most of it

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Twenty specs timed end to end including review, against the hand-timed baseline you took in week one.

O W N E R Technical design

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. The technical designer approves fit logic, materials, tolerances and factory 

readiness before anything moves.

R I S K S Measuring how fast it generates instead of how fast it gets approved. A pack 

produced in minutes that takes two hours to correct has moved the work, not removed 

it.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S A structured archive, or the draft is confident and wrong on anything unusual
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08        C O R E         R A N K  0 2   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  9 0
F U N D  T H E  B L O C K E R

Drawing the pattern and the grade
Production-ready graded patterns generated from your own blocks, compensated for the fabric they will be cut in.

Most of what a pattern room does in a season is derivation rather than invention: a new body from a known 

block, a sleeve variation, a length change, the same shirt in a heavier cloth. That work is skilled, it is slow, and it 

is the constraint that quietly sets how many styles a range can carry.

Generated patterns change the arithmetic. Given a rationalized block library, a target size chart and measured 

fabric behavior, the system produces a graded pattern with the grade rules attached and shrinkage, stretch and 

compression already compensated. The pattern cutter moves to judging and correcting, which is where the 

expensive skill belongs.

Two things decide whether it works. The block library has to be clean, which puts this downstream of the 

archive work. And the fabric has to be measured rather than assumed, which is capability 13. Fed guesses about 

cloth, a generated pattern is confident, plausible and wrong at the first fitting.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Pattern capacity stops being 

the ceiling on how many 

styles a season can carry

More styles developed per 

pattern cutter, and a shorter 

path from approved concept 

to cuttable pattern

Every generated pattern 

deepens a block library that 

already belongs to you

The scarcest and most 

expensive skill in development 

stops being spent on routine 

derivations

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One graded pattern generated, cut and fitted, with the pattern cutter’s corrections logged and countable.

O W N E R Head of pattern, with technical design

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. A pattern cutter approves the grade rule and the fabric compensation before 

anything is cut.

R I S K S Running it on a block library nobody has rationalized. Generated patterns inherit 

whatever the archive believes, including the three near-duplicate blocks that disagree 

about armhole depth.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S A digitized, deduplicated block library, and measured fabric behavior for 

compensation
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09        C O R E         R A N K  0 7   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  8 5
F U N D  T H E  B L O C K E R

O N E  O F  T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

The body standard your fits measure against
One size standard, one avatar set, one vocabulary of measurement points, shared across every brand, region and supplier.

Every fit capability in this document measures something against something. This card is the second something. 

If it is undocumented, inconsistent between brands or drifting quietly with whoever last edited the spreadsheet, 

then every reading downstream inherits that.

A group running four brands on four undocumented charts cannot share blocks, compare fit data, tell a supplier 

what correct means, or tell whether a return for size is a grading problem or a chart problem. The cost never 

appears as a line. It appears as fit inconsistency customers notice and nobody can trace.

The work is a physical and digital body standard, a fixed vocabulary of measurement points, and distribution of 

both to every supplier who fits for you. It is the least glamorous card on this list. It is also the one that decides 

whether the four cards around it produce data you can compare or twenty-five thousand measurements that 

quietly mean different things.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    Med

Ends the recurring argument 

about which chart is correct, 

which consumes senior fit 

time every season

Consistent fit across a range 

is the strongest driver of 

repeat purchase and the 

largest lever on returns

A documented body standard 

is the reference every other fit 

capability in this document 

inherits

Fewer fit-driven samples, 

fewer factory queries about 

which chart applies, fewer 

returns for size

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One published body standard, one avatar set, and every tier-one supplier acknowledging receipt.

O W N E R Technical director, at group level rather than per brand

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Not applicable in the usual sense. This is a standard people agree and then hold, not a 

system that acts.

R I S K S Letting each brand keep its own chart and calling the group standard a mapping layer. 

A mapping between four disagreements is a fifth disagreement.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S A decision at group level about whose chart wins, which is political before it is 

technical
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10        C O R E         R A N K  1 5   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  7 7
H O L D

Knowing which blocks earn their place
The archive, joined to what happened commercially, so pattern decisions stop being folklore.

Which blocks produce the fewest rounds. Which measurement points generate the most comments across 

everything built on them. Which grading rules have quietly drifted between seasons. Every brand could answer 

these and almost none can.

There is a cautionary story worth carrying into any vendor conversation. A large house tested a general-purpose 

model against its own archive and found tolerances matching no block the company owns, stated with complete 

confidence. Retrieval from a library you trust beats invention from general training, on every measurement that 

matters.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Ends the repeated 

investigation of fit problems 

that were solved three 

seasons ago

Fewer fit-driven returns on the 

blocks that reliably cause 

them

Turns storage into a 

compounding asset that gets 

better every season it runs

Specifications drawn from 

your own library are markedly 

more accurate than ones 

invented from general 

knowledge, and accuracy 

here shows up as rework you 

do not pay for

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A block recommendation a senior technical designer agrees with and can explain to somebody else.

O W N E R Technical design

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts, with the recommendation and its evidence shown together.

R I S K S Ranking blocks on sample rounds alone, which quietly rewards simple garments and 

penalizes the complex ones carrying your margin.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S The archive work in entry 02
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11        C O R E         R A N K  1 0   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  8 2
S T A R T  N O W

The gate on the spec
Nothing is marked approved until it has been checked against your blocks, grades and tolerances.

This is the cheapest place in the entire business to catch a mistake, by a wide margin. It is also the gate that 

makes everything downstream trustworthy, which is why it earns a permanent human signature rather than a 

temporary one.

The thing to watch is how often the reviewer changes something. Almost never, and the gate has become a 

rubber stamp. Very often, and the draft upstream needs narrowing rather than the reviewer needing coaching. 

That single number tells you more about the health of a deployment than accuracy scores do.

The same gate applies earlier, at the brief. A brief signed off without a check against what the business can 

make, at what cost, in what block, is an approval that means nothing downstream. One gate, applied twice, on 

the two objects that matter.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Validation done by eye today, 

one measurement at a time

Errors caught before dispatch 

instead of after the cut

The approved spec becomes 

the reference every 

downstream document 

derives from

A spec error found here costs 

two minutes. Found at the 

factory it costs a delay, and 

sometimes a re-cut.

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

At least one real error caught per twenty specs, with the reviewer confirming it would otherwise have shipped.

O W N E R Technical director, by name

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature, permanently. This gate does not lift as the system matures.

R I S K S Rules tuned so loose they never fire, because someone optimized away false positives 

in week two and nobody checked what stopped being caught.
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O N E  O F  T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

Making one change land everywhere
One approved change, propagated to every document that depends on it, on one approval.

A sleeve gets two centimeters longer. That touches the spec, the graded size chart, the fabric consumption, the 

costing sheet it just invalidated, the vendor pack and the label copy. Six documents, four people, and 

somewhere between one and three weeks before everything agrees again.

This is the entry most brands skip and the one that carries the economics. Generation was the opening act. A 

brand that stops at faster documents has bought speed and kept its drift problem, which is a worse position than 

it sounds, because now the wrong answer arrives sooner.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

The largest single pool of 

coordination hours in the 

business, and the one nobody 

has ever costed

Indirect, through fewer wrong 

builds and fewer late styles

This is what keeps the record 

true. Without it every other 

document decays at the first 

upstream change.

Both the manual walking and 

the downstream cost of 

documents that quietly 

disagree

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One approved change reaching every dependent document on a single approval, with a working one-click 

reversal.

O W N E R Head of technical design, by name

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature. It prepares the whole cascade; a person approves it in one 

action.

R I S K S Deploying it before the record is liquid. Automating on trapped documents is the most 

common cause of a canceled program, and this is the entry where it happens.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Artifact liquidity. This one is not optional.
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Measuring the fabric so the simulation is honest
Weight, stretch, bend and drape captured from the actual cloth, into a library every simulation reads from.

Capability 14 is where the sampling money is, and its accuracy is bounded entirely by what the simulation knows 

about the cloth. Fed measured weight, stretch, bending stiffness and surface behavior, a drape a merchandiser 

will trust comes back. Fed the default settings that ship with the software, a costume comes back.

That distinction decides whether the whole virtual proofing program survives its first year. One tailoring style 

that looked right on screen and hung wrong in the sample will discredit the method in every region at once, and 

the failure will be blamed on the simulation when the cause was an unmeasured interlining.

The work is finite: measure the materials you use in volume, catalog them against supplier and batch, and 

require measured data with new cloth as a condition of development. A few hundred materials usually cover the 

large majority of what a brand makes, which makes this a project with an end rather than a standing overhead.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Low directly. Its return arrives 

through the three capabilities 

that stop producing wrong 

answers.

Decisions taken on screen 

become decisions you can act 

on, which is what pulls weeks 

out of the calendar

A measured material library is 

a permanent asset and one of 

the few that a competitor 

cannot buy a copy of

The sampling saving in the 

next card cannot happen 

without this one, so the money 

shows up there rather than 

here

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Fifty materials measured and cataloged, with one simulation re-run against measured data and compared to the 

sample.

O W N E R Materials or fabric development

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Not applicable. This is measurement and cataloguing.

R I S K S Measuring the hero fabrics and defaulting the rest. Simulation quality is set by the 

worst material in the assembly, not the best.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Scanning or test equipment, or a mill relationship that supplies measured data with the 

cloth
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Deciding on screen whether to cut
Resolve silhouette, proportion, placement and fit digitally, and commission a physical round only to confirm.

The counter-intuitive finding is the useful one. Structured categories, tailoring and outerwear, routinely run the 

most rounds, while a simple jersey may pass first time. So the categories teams assume are too complex for 

digital validation are exactly the ones where it pays most.

The limiter is not category, it is fabric data. A simulation fed measured weight, stretch, stiffness and friction 

produces drape a merchandiser can trust. The same engine fed defaults produces a costume. Building the fabric 

library is the first real task of any digital sampling program, and skipping it is how these efforts get a bad name 

internally.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Decisions resolved per week 

rises sharply, because you 

stop waiting on couriers

Weeks off the calendar, which 

converts directly into full-

price selling weeks

Physical samples are the 

clearest asset line in the 

business, and this is the lever 

on it

Sampling is typically the 

largest controllable cost in 

development

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Ten styles that skipped a physical round and then passed at the next fitting without rework.

O W N E R Technical design

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature. It recommends cut or skip and shows what would go wrong.

R I S K S Pushing it into categories where the physics are unreliable. One bad call on tailoring 

discredits it everywhere at once.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S A digital fabric library with measured behavior, not default settings
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Capturing what the fit session decided
Voice notes, annotated photos and scribbled sheets become structured comments tied to a revision.

A fit session produces the highest-value information in the whole development process and records it in the 

worst available format: a voice memo, a photo with arrows on it, and a note that says take a centimeter out of 

the sleeve.

Capture it properly and two things follow. The comment survives the week. And the spec revision it caused 

stays connected to it permanently, so when a factory asks in March why a measurement changed in January, 

the answer takes seconds rather than an afternoon.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Low A S S E T S    Low C O S T    Med

Removes the transcription 

pass after every session

Fewer fit errors reaching 

market, which shows up in the 

size and fit return line

Every comment becomes 

signal that improves the block 

intelligence

Comments that get lost cause 

repeat rounds, and rounds are 

expensive

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Pick five recent revisions and trace each back to the fitting comment that caused it, in under a minute.

O W N E R Technical design

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. It structures what was said; the fitter confirms it.

R I S K S Capture without linkage. Neatly structured comments that never attach to the revision 

they caused are analytics, and analytics do not change next season’s pattern.
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Testing demand before you buy
Put rendered styles in front of real customers and let the response set the depth of the buy.

Most of a fashion business commits capital most of a year before the first reliable signal about whether anyone 

wants the product. That interval is the parent of the markdown line, the deadstock line and a good part of the 

returns line.

A test costs a fraction of a sample round and takes a fortnight. Read the kill rate in both directions: almost 

nothing eliminated means the tests are decoration, and eliminating most of the cohort means the concept 

pipeline is producing candidates your own customers reliably reject. Keep a few low scorers in production at 

shallow depth so you can price how often the test is wrong.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Low. This adds a test cycle 

rather than removing labor.

Depth set by evidence rather 

than by forecast, on the styles 

where forecasting is least 

reliable

Keeps a substantial amount of 

capital out of unproven 

inventory every season

The cheapest evidence you 

will ever buy, against the most 

expensive mistake you 

routinely make

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A cohort tested under identical conditions, with the kill threshold written down before the data arrived.

O W N E R Merchandising, with thresholds written down before the data arrives

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature. It produces the ranking; a person sets depth against it.

R I S K S Letting the test vote on whether a design exists. It sizes the bet. A design the house 

believes in does not need permission from a two-week ad test.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Renders that exist before the buy, which is entry 21
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The factory bulletin, with a receipt
An approved spec becomes an operations bulletin the factory confirms receiving, not an attachment and a hope.

This is the boundary where meaning gets destroyed. An approved spec becomes an email with attachments, the 

factory rekeys it, and production status comes back as whatever the last phone call said. By the time a 

merchandiser is reading a cropped screenshot in a chat thread, most of what the document originally meant is 

gone.

Where a vendor runs a modern system, this pushes straight into it. Where they do not, a versioned link scoped 

to that vendor, with a structured document and a confirmed receipt, is still a large improvement on an 

attachment nobody acknowledged.

Status rides on the same rail. Once a bulletin is confirmed received, progress against it is a property of the 

bulletin rather than a separate chase. The weekly call asking suppliers where things are becomes a report you 

read before the call.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Handoff coordination is one of 

the largest single blocks of 

conveyance work in the 

business

Most production delays trace 

back to documentation 

problems at this exact 

boundary

Fewer wrong-build units and 

less stranded work in 

progress

Rework, expedited freight and 

dispute resolution all start 

here

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

Every bulletin in a month confirmed received, and a measured drop in clarification questions per style.

O W N E R Production, signing before dispatch

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature, permanently. Nothing leaves the building unsigned.

R I S K S Pushing without confirmation of receipt. That is the same email problem with better 

formatting and more confidence.
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Answering the factory’s questions from the record
The inbound half of the boundary, which almost nobody builds.

Every brand builds the outbound side and stops. Meanwhile the factory sends a steady stream of questions, 

most of which have answers already sitting in the record, and each one takes somebody twenty minutes and 

their concentration.

The routine share of those questions is very large. Answer them from the record with an audit trail, escalate the 

ambiguous ones, and a line item that consumes weeks of somebody’s season becomes a rounding error.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Low A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Hundreds of status and 

clarification queries a season, 

each interrupting somebody 

mid-task

Faster answers mean fewer 

lines stopped waiting for one

Every answered question 

becomes a documented 

decision rather than a 

message in an inbox

Clarification traffic is pure 

coordination cost and most of 

it is answerable from the 

record

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A week of factory questions, with the share answered from the record without a person touching them.

O W N E R Production

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs inside limits. Routine questions answer themselves; the ambiguous ones 

escalate.

R I S K S Building outbound only. The bulletin is the easy half. The inbound questions are where 

the hours go.
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Reconciling the costing sheet
Line-by-line matching of your bill of materials against what the factory has quoted.

A factory costing sheet rarely maps cleanly onto a brand bill of materials. Different naming, different quantity 

logic, cost assumptions built on the factory’s own supplier relationships. Reconciling takes hours and produces 

disputed lines that hold up sign-off.

The commercial point most people miss is about attention rather than speed. Nobody reads eighty line items 

with equal care. Full capture is where the value sits, and it compounds across every style placed with that 

vendor.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    High R E V E N U E    Low A S S E T S    Low C O S T    High

Hours per style of 

reconciliation, gone

Marginal Fewer material substitutions 

arriving as a surprise in 

production

A human reviewing many line 

items under time pressure 

stops noticing partway down. 

Full capture is the money.

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A costing conversation closed in one pass instead of three.

O W N E R Sourcing and finance

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. It produces the reconciliation; the negotiation stays human.

R I S K S Flagging discrepancies without a reference for what the line should cost, which turns 

a long reconciliation into a longer argument rather than a shorter one.
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Checking what the factory made
Computer-vision inspection against the approved specification, at the factory, before goods ship.

The document hands off, answers the questions and tracks the order. Nothing so far verifies what was built. In 

most businesses that verification is a person with a clipboard sampling a carton, and its findings go into an 

email.

Vision-based inspection changes what verification produces. Measurement points checked against the 

approved spec, construction and trim checked against the bill of materials, color checked against the standard, 

on the line rather than in a warehouse three weeks and one ocean later. The economics are simple: the same 

defect costs a rework at the factory and a markdown at the destination.

The compounding matters more than the catching. Every graded defect attaches to a supplier, a construction 

and a style. After a few seasons you can see which factories struggle with which constructions and place work 

accordingly, which is a sourcing asset built as a by-product of quality control.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    Med A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Ends the pattern where a 

quality problem is discovered 

by a distribution center and 

worked backwards

Fewer delayed launches and 

fewer markdowns on goods 

that arrived wrong

Defect data attached to the 

supplier, the style and the 

construction becomes a 

supplier scorecard you own

A defect found on the line 

costs a rework. The same 

defect found in a warehouse 

costs freight, handling and 

margin.

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One production line inspected against the approved spec, with defects graded and written back to the supplier 

record.

O W N E R Quality, with sourcing

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature. It flags and grades; a person makes the accept, rework or reject 

call.

R I S K S Buying it as a camera rather than as a feedback loop. Inspection that does not write 

back to the supplier record and the specification is a cost with no compounding.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S An approved specification a machine can read, which is the whole of stage three
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Proving origin, and filling the passport
Chain of custody and product data assembled across supplier tiers, each time you reorder, before anyone demands it.

Product passports, origin documentation, chemical compliance, care and end-of-life data, and the evidence 

behind every environmental claim in your copy. This arrives on a schedule you do not set, and the date is the 

least interesting part of it.

Timing is what matters. These fields get collected where material changes hands, over several seasons, in the 

ordinary course of ordering, at prices nobody is negotiating under pressure. Collected late, from suppliers who 

know you need them, the same fields cost a multiple and arrive with gaps you cannot close.

The consolation is that almost none of it is separate work. Origin, composition, certification and care are the 

same fields your factory already needs and your product page already displays. One requirement arriving in 

several envelopes, and a record that later answers a resale platform and a repair service as easily as it answers 

an auditor.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    Med

Replaces the annual 

compliance scramble, which 

consumes weeks of sourcing 

and quality time

Market access. A product that 

cannot produce its data 

becomes a product you 

cannot list.

Verified origin and 

composition data is an asset 

with a resale, repair and 

authentication life beyond 

compliance

Data collected in the ordinary 

course of ordering costs a 

fraction of data collected 

under deadline

R E A D I N E S S    Low E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One category traced past tier one, with the passport fields populated and the gaps named rather than estimated.

O W N E R Sourcing, with compliance

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs inside limits. It requests, validates and flags gaps; a person handles the 

exceptions and signs the declaration.

R I S K S Treating it as a reporting project. The fields are collected at the tiers where the 

material changes hands, not assembled at the end from what suppliers remember.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Supplier engagement past tier one, which is the part that takes seasons rather than 

weeks
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O N E  O F  T H E  S I X  T O  F U N D  F I R S T

Imagery made from the same file the factory sews
Commercial visuals rendered from validated geometry, carrying credentials that survive to the product page.

Flat image generation is a commodity and the price only falls. A dozen vendors will produce on-model imagery 

from a flat lay, and the output is indistinguishable enough that no brand builds an advantage on the generation 

step itself. Buying that alone is buying an input and calling it a strategy.

Two things turn it into an asset. The first is that the image renders from the same geometry the factory will sew, 

so the picture and the garment cannot drift apart. Break that and you are generating returns rather than content, 

and you will not connect the two for two seasons. The second is provenance: proof of where a file came from. It 

stopped being good practice and became law. Signed metadata and an imperceptible watermark on generated 

output, a human-visible disclosure wherever the imagery shows a person, and written consent before any digital 

replica of a model is made. Google Merchant Center requires generative imagery to carry the IPTC 

TrainedAlgorithmicMedia tag and prohibits stripping it, which makes this a commercial requirement today rather 

than a legal one later.

The operational failure is almost never at generation. It is that the pipeline from asset manager to content 

delivery network to page strips the credentials on a resize or a format conversion, and nobody tests it. Treat the 

chain as the capability, not the generator.

Then measure the result. A launch that produces a thousand images without checking whether the machines 

assembling shortlists can read the resulting page has bought volume and skipped the part that produces 

revenue. Pair this with capability 24: generate, publish, then read appearance, position, cited source and 

repeatability, and rewrite against those numbers. Hero campaign imagery stays human-led and its relative 

budget should grow.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    Med C O S T    High

Production coordination on 

photography collapses, and 

the studio calendar stops 

gating launch dates

Sellable images exist before 

production commits, which 

lets real demand set the depth 

of the buy

A rendered asset library tied 

to the product record, with 

provenance attached to every 

file

Photography is a substantial 

per-style line and most of it is 

marginal work

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    High

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One rendered asset published with its credentials intact end to end, verified by inspecting the file on the live 

page.

O W N E R Ecommerce and brand, with the product record owner

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Drafts. A person approves the asset, and the disclosure and consent checks run 

before publication rather than after.

R I S K S Buying generation and skipping the chain. The credentials are almost never lost at 

generation; they are stripped by the resize between the asset manager and the page, 

and nobody checks.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S Approved 3D geometry, a metadata-preserving image pipeline, and a per-model 
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One record that everything reads
A single product record the factory, the regulator, the assistant and the customer can each consume without a human 

translating.

Composition derives from the bill of materials. Care instructions derive from the care data. Size range derives 

from the graded set. Construction language derives from the spec. When the spec changes, affected fields get 

flagged rather than quietly going stale.

This is where the whole sequence has been heading, and it is the subject of the closing section. The failure it 

removes is specific and expensive: selling a product described one way after the materials moved another, 

because the page was never updated by anyone whose job it was.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Med R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    Med

Ends manual product data 

entry across every channel 

and system that needs it

A machine that cannot 

establish what your product is 

will not put it in front of 

anyone

The record itself is the asset, 

and it is also the foundation 

for passports and for resale

Modest directly. Large in 

avoided cost when a material 

change silently fails to reach a 

product page.

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    High R I S K  R A T I N G    Medium

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A specification change that reaches the product page, the size guide and the channel feed without anybody 

touching any of them.

O W N E R A named record owner with authority across functions

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature on anything that reaches a customer or a regulator.

R I S K S Publishing once rather than maintaining. A record that is not re-derived on every 

approved change decays inside a season.

N E C E S S A R Y  C O N D I T I O N S The change propagation in entry 11
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Winning the assistant’s shortlist
Measuring, and then fixing, whether machines can read your products well enough to recommend them.

An assistant answering a shopping question assembles a short list in seconds, and the top two or three places 

take most of the recommendations. Three things decide whether you are there. The machine has to know the 

product exists, which comes from independent coverage rather than your own pages. The product has to be 

filed where your buyers ask their questions, because a misfiled product goes missing entirely rather than 

ranking low. And the copy has to read as fact, since assistants score how clearly a page states composition, fit, 

occasion, care, availability and price.

Measure before rewriting. Run a fixed set of category questions across the main assistants every month and 

record four readings: whether you appear, in what position, which page was cited, and whether the same 

answer returns days later. That last reading separates a durable placement from a lucky one. Rewrite against 

those numbers and re-run. Rewrite against opinions about words and you have a content project with no way to 

tell whether it worked.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    Med

Merchandising work changes 

shape rather than shrinking. 

The craft becomes shaping 

data for a reader that is not 

human.

Traffic arriving through AI 

assistants is growing quickly 

and converts better than most 

other channels. Absence from 

the shortlist is invisible lost 

revenue.

A read-side baseline on your 

own catalog that no 

competitor can see

Low. This is diagnosis and 

correction, not production.

R E A D I N E S S    High E F F O R T    Low R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

A repeatable read of where you appear across several assistants on a fixed set of buyer questions, ready to re-

run next quarter.

O W N E R A named owner for the agent channel

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs inside limits for measurement. Copy changes get reviewed.

R I S K S Rewriting before measuring. Most copy projects start with opinions about words and 

end with no measurable change in whether anything got recommended.

T H E  F *  W O R D    ·    S T A G E  S I X   ·   S E L L I N G ,  A N D  W H A T  C O M E S  B A C K 54



25        C O R E         R A N K  0 5   O F  2 5         I M P A C T  8 7
F U N D  T H E  B L O C K E R

Letting returns teach the next range
Every keep, return and exchange becomes structured evidence attached to the style and the block that caused it.

Returns are the largest pool of operational truth a fashion brand owns and the one almost nobody reads. A 

reason code saying the shoulders were tight, or the color was darker than the image, is a decision trace about a 

specific measurement point on a specific block.

Three different problems get averaged into one number. Descriptions and images that oversold the garment. 

Specification issues clustering on particular measurements. And channel differences where the same style 

behaves completely differently by market. Each has a different owner and a different fix, and separating them is 

what turns a cost line into a feedback loop.

I M P A C T

T E A M  T I M E    Low R E V E N U E    High A S S E T S    High C O S T    High

Ends the quarterly returns 

analysis nobody has time to 

finish

An avoidable return costs the 

sale twice: it reverses, and the 

item often cannot be resold at 

full price

The one asset a competitor 

cannot copy. A feed can be 

copied. Your customers’ 

outcomes cannot.

Reverse logistics, processing 

and remarking are a 

substantial share of returned 

value

R E A D I N E S S    Medium E F F O R T    Medium R I S K  R A T I N G    Low

S U C C E S S  C R I T E R I A ,  T H I R T Y  D A Y S

One specification revision and one product copy change this month, each traceable to a named return cause.

O W N E R Ecommerce, technical design and retail together

L E V E L  O F  A U T O N O M Y Runs with a signature where it changes a spec. Classification itself runs inside limits.

R I S K S Classifying into categories that map to no owner. You end up with a beautiful set of 

categories and nothing reaching anyone who can act on it.

T H E  F *  W O R D    ·    S T A G E  S I X   ·   S E L L I N G ,  A N D  W H A T  C O M E S  B A C K 55



The portfolio, ranked 12
Impact sets the order; readiness, effort and risk set the sequence. Most of the value sits above the halfway 

line, and most of what sits there is marked fund the blocker. The blocker is nearly always the same one, 

records a machine cannot read.

# CAPABILITY IMPACT READY EFFORT RISK SEQUENCE

1 07  Drafting the tech pack 100 High Low High Start now

2 08  Drawing the pattern and the grade 90 Med High High Fund the 
blocker

3 12  Making one change land everywhere 90 Med High High Fund the 
blocker

4 16  Testing demand before you buy 87 Med Med Med Fund the 
blocker

5 25  Letting returns teach the next range 87 Med Med Low Fund the 
blocker

6 22  Imagery made from the same file the factory sews 85 High Med High Start now

7 09  The body standard your fits measure against 85 Med High High Fund the 
blocker

8 23  One record that everything reads 85 Med High Med Fund the 
blocker

9 14  Deciding on screen whether to cut 83 Med High Med Fund the 
blocker

10 11  The gate on the spec 82 High Med Med Start now

11 17  The factory bulletin, with a receipt 82 High Med Med Start now

12 06  Screening what can be made, at your price 82 Med Med Med Fund the 
blocker

13 24  Winning the assistant’s shortlist 78 High Low Low Quick win

14 21  Proving origin, and filling the passport 78 Low High High Hold

15 10  Knowing which blocks earn their place 77 Med Med Med Hold

16 13  Measuring the fabric so the simulation is honest 77 Med Med Low Hold

17 20  Checking what the factory made 75 Med High Med Hold

18 18  Answering the factory’s questions from the record 72 Med Med High Hold

19 04  Writing down the rules the brand never wrote 
down

70 High Med Med Quick win

20 02  Making the archive searchable 65 High Med Low Quick win

21 19  Reconciling the costing sheet 63 High Med Med Quick win

22 03  Finding the gaps buyers are asking about 62 Med Low Low Hold

23 01  Reading the signal early 58 High Low Low Quick win

24 05  Concepts that stay inside your brand’s rules 58 High Low Med Quick win

25 15  Capturing what the fit session decided 48 High Low Low Quick win
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P A R T  F O U R   ·   S E C T I O N  1 3

The record is the asset

Work through the previous three parts and you will notice something. Every capability, whatever stage it 

sits in, is doing the same thing underneath: turning a piece of a garment’s meaning from something a 

person interprets into something a machine can retrieve.

Reference capture turns a photograph into fields. Specification drafting turns a concept into structured 

measurements. Change propagation keeps those measurements true across everything that depends on 

them. The bulletin turns an approved spec into something a factory can query. Returns turn a customer’s 

disappointment into a fact attached to a measurement point on a block.

None of these were sold to you as data projects. Every one of them is. And what accumulates, season by  

season, is a single record per garment that is versioned, current, and answerable. At which point something 

changes in kind rather than in degree.

A product page is the human interface to a garment. What you have built, without setting out to, is the 

machine interface to the same underlying truth. Ask it what this is made of, how it fits, whether it is in stock, 

when it ships, whether it complies, and it answers, in a form another system can act on, without anybody 

translating.

F I G  0 8

F O U R  R E A D E R S ,  O N E  R E C O R D

Four readers, one source. Historically the tech pack, the compliance file and the product page were three separate artifacts maintained  

by three teams who disagreed. They are becoming three views of one thing.
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W H Y  T H E  R E C O R D  A P P R E C I A T E S

T H E  O N E  A S S E T

Tools depreciate. The record accumulates every correction made while using them.

Every other line in an AI budget depreciates: tools replaced, models superseded, vendors acquired. The 

record is the one asset that appreciates, because it accumulates the corrections people make while using 

everything else.

A corrected specification improves the next one in that category. A fit comment tied to a revision improves 

the block behind it. A classified return sharpens the next range and size guide. None of it appears as a 

capability you bought. It appears as year three costing less than year one.

The product record is the only line in an AI budget that appreciates. Tools depreciate and models are 

superseded; the corrections people make while using them either accumulate somewhere or are lost.
T H E  R E C O R D  A S  A N  A S S E T

F I G  0 9

T W O  B U S I N E S S E S ,  S I X  S E A S O N S

Both automate. One repairs and retains what it learns; the other buys tools and starts each season from the same place. The gap is six 

seasons of corrections: one business keeps them, the other pays for them again.

T H E  C O S T  O F  N O T  H A V I N G  O N E

Four consequences, and none of them announces itself.

◆   Every capability performs at the level of your worst data, and you pay list price for it. The pilot reports 
high accuracy against clean samples, then meets the archive.

◆   You cannot answer a factory, a regulator or a marketplace without a person translating, which caps 
what any agent can do on your behalf.

◆   Competitors whose catalogs are legible get read by the machines assembling shortlists. Yours does 
not, and the loss is invisible because absence generates no data.

◆   You rent your own product truth from whichever vendor holds it, and the switching cost grows every 
season. Nothing compounds, so each season starts where the last one did.
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Who reads the record, and when 14
Four readers are coming for this record. They arrive on different timescales, and only one of them is 

optional.

T H E  F A C T O R Y

This one is available now and pays immediately. A factory that can query the record rather than read a PDF 

stops asking you hundreds of questions a season, and starts building to the current version by default 

rather  than  by  luck.  The  commercial  effect  is  fewer  wrong  builds  and  a  shorter  critical  path.  The 

organizational effect is subtler and larger: your production coordinators stop being a message-forwarding 

service.

T H E  R E G U L A T O R

Product  passports,  origin  documentation,  chemical  compliance,  care  and  end-of-life  data,  and  the 

evidence behind every environmental claim in your marketing copy. This arrives on a schedule you do not 

control, and the date is not the important part. The fields get collected each time you reorder, over several 

seasons. The record that answers an audit in three years is the one you start building this year, at calm 

prices, in the ordinary course of placing orders. Start late and you collect the same data in a panic, from 

suppliers who know you need it urgently.

The consolation is that none of it is separate work. Origin, composition, chemical certification and care data 

are the same fields your factory and your product page already need. It is one requirement arriving in  

several envelopes.

T H E  A S S I S T A N T

The reader most fashion organizations are underweight on, and the one moving fastest. A growing share of 

shopping now begins with somebody asking a machine, and the machine does not return a page of results. 

It assembles a very short list and names the products on it.

Two things decide whether you are on that list, and neither is what most brands are working on. First,  

whether the machine knows the product exists, which comes from independent coverage rather than your 

own pages. Second, whether the product is filed in the part of the category where your customers ask. A  

product filed wrongly does not rank poorly. It is absent, and no media spend changes that.

Both come down to whether your product data is legible. Legible before beautiful, and legible before on-

brand. Composition, fit, occasion, care, availability and price, readable as facts rather than implied by a 

photograph.

R E C A L L  A G A I N S T  S E A R C H

Recall means the assistant names you from memory. Search means it has to go looking.

There is a second distinction here that most brands have not started tracking, and it decides where the 

money should go. An assistant can name your product from what it already knows, which is recall, or it can 

go and look it up mid-answer, which is  search. Recall is owned: it fires more often, costs nothing per 

answer, and no competitor can outbid you for it. A search-found placement is rented, and it goes when the 

retrieval picks a different page next week. Recall is built by independent text existing in enough places 

before the model’s next training snapshot closes, which is a window rather than an open horizon.

D I S C O V E R E D ,  C I T E D ,  R E C O M M E N D E D

These get used interchangeably and they are not interchangeable. Only one of them produces revenue, and 

confusing them is how a brand runs a visibility program for a year and cannot say what it bought.
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E V E N T W H A T  H A P P E N E D W H A T  D R I V E S  I T H O W  Y O U  R E A D  I T

Discovered The machine knows the 

product exists and can return it 

when asked directly.

A crawlable, machine-

readable catalog, plus 

independent text about the 

product.

Ask for the product by 

name and description. 

Does it come back at all?

Cited The machine used one of your 

pages as its source and named 

it.

Page-level clarity: 

composition, fit, occasion, 

care, availability, price 

stated as fact.

Which URL appears in the 

answer’s sources. Often a 

review site rather than 

you.

Recommended The machine put the product 

on a shortlist in answer to a 

buying question.

Correct category filing, 

plus recall built from 

independent coverage.

Appearance, position, and 

whether the same answer 

returns days later.

The expensive failure is being discoverable and never recommended, because every dashboard reads that 

as success. Traffic looks healthy, the catalog is indexed, the pages load, and the product never reaches a 

shortlist. The second failure is being recommended while a review site gets cited, which sends the click 

somewhere you do not own.

Measure all three separately, on a fixed schedule, with a fixed question set. Appearance, position, cited  

source, and repeatability on re-asking. The top two or three positions take most of the recommendations, 

so position is not a vanity reading, and repeatability separates a durable placement from a lucky one. 

Capability 24 covers the method, and it is the one to fund before the next product launch rather than after it.

This is also where imagery stops being a content decision. A launch that generates a thousand images 

without checking whether the machines assembling shortlists can read the resulting page has bought a 

commodity and skipped the part that produces revenue. Read capability 22 and capability 24 as one 

program.

T H E  C U S T O M E R

The slowest of the four and the most interesting over a decade. A garment carrying its own verified history 

changes what happens after the first sale: authentication, condition, provenance, repair, resale. Resale 

platforms built that economics by reconstructing, expensively, what the brand knew and threw away.
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Risks, and the openings that close 15
Part Five covers the ways a program dies politically. This is the narrower question: what each capability 

does to you when it is wrong, and which openings close if you wait.

S I X  R I S K S ,  A N D  T H E I R  C O N T R O L S

R I S K H O W  I T  H A P P E N S W H A T  C O N T A I N S  I T

Confident and wrong A specification drafted from inconsistent 

records reaches a factory and gets built. No 

error message, no alarm, a container of the 

wrong thing.

A human gate with a measured 

correction rate, and demotion of the 

capability when that rate climbs.

Brand drift Unconstrained generation pulls a range 

toward the aesthetic center of the internet, 

across several brands at once, and the sell-

through reveals it a season late.

A written codex of constraints, applied at 

generation rather than at review.

Regulatory exposure Synthetic imagery published without 

disclosure, passport fields missing at audit, a 

model likeness used outside the consented 

scope.

A credentials chain that survives the 

image pipeline, a consent register keyed 

to the asset, and field completeness 

tracked as a metric.

Contaminated 

provenance

A model trained on somebody else’s archive 

produces work you cannot defend owning, 

and you find out when a competitor does.

Training-data provenance stated in the 

contract, with indemnity attached.

Design leakage Your unreleased range becomes a vendor’s 

training data through a clause nobody read.

Data-use terms tested before signature 

rather than after an incident.

Vendor lock Your workflow logic lives in a proprietary 

format that will not export. Leaving means 

rebuilding it.

An exportability clause exercised at 

renewal, not at exit.

Three of these six are new in the last eighteen months, and all three sit in the same place: what you publish 

and what you can prove about it. That is a shift in where the risk lives. It used to sit in the factory. It now also 

sits on the product page.

F O U R  O P E N I N G S ,  E A C H  T I M E - B O U N D

The passport window. Origin, composition and certification fields cost little when you collect them at 

reorder and a great deal when you collect them under deadline, and the window is open while nobody is  

negotiating under pressure.

The recall  window. What a model remembers gets rewritten when its next training snapshot closes. 

Coverage placed now compounds into recall;  the same coverage later competes with everyone who 

worked it out.
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The coherence advantage. Competitors are buying speed, and speed applied to documents that disagree 

produces faster disagreement. Fix coherence first and you get a compounding curve while the rest get a 

faster flat line.

The returns loop. Almost nobody classifies returns back to a measurement point on a block. The data is 

already in your building, and four seasons of it is not for sale.

F I G  1 0

R I S K  A G A I N S T  O P P O R T U N I T Y

The clusters that carry the most opportunity also carry the most risk, which is an argument for governance rather than for avoidance. 

The bottom-left is where most AI budgets sit today.
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O B L I G A T I O N S  A L R E A D Y  I N  F O R C E

D A T E W H A T  A P P L I E S E X P O S U R E

In force, 2 Aug 2026 EU AI Act Article 50. Providers mark synthetic 

output machine-readably; you, as deployer, apply 

a human-visible label on deepfake imagery. 

Systems already on the market have until 2 

December 2026 to meet the marking obligation, 

and content published before 2 August 2026 

needs no retroactive label.

Up to €15m or 3% of worldwide 

turnover, whichever is higher

In force, 2 Aug 2026 California AI Transparency Act, SB 942 as 

amended by AB 853. Latent disclosure carrying 

provider, system, version, timestamp and 

identifier. It binds the tool vendor, which makes it 

a procurement question.

Five thousand dollars per 

violation, each day separate

In force, 9 Jun 2026 New York synthetic performer disclosure. Any 

advertisement, still images included, featuring a 

synthetic performer needs conspicuous 

disclosure.

One thousand dollars first, five 

thousand after

In force, 19 Jun 2025 New York Fashion Workers Act. Written consent 

before a digital replica of a model is created, 

stating scope, purpose, pay and duration, separate 

from the booking agreement.

Private right of action, six 

years, up to treble liquidated 

damages

Adopted 2027, applies c. 

2029

Digital Product Passport for textiles under ESPR. 

2027 is the indicative date for adopting the 

delegated act. Obligations follow at least eighteen 

months after that under Article 4, so treat it as a 

window rather than a date.

Market access

Google Merchant Center requires images made with generative AI to carry the IPTC DigitalSourceType 

TrainedAlgorithmicMedia  tag,  and  prohibits  stripping  it.  Google  does  not  reject  AI  imagery  as  such: 

disapprovals arrive under the misrepresentation policy, where an image portrays the product inaccurately. 

Either way the consequence is commercial today rather than legal later. The operational failure is almost 

never at generation. It is that the pipeline from asset manager to content delivery network to page strips the 

credentials on a resize, and nobody checks.
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What this means for your stack 16
If the record is the asset, then the question you ask vendors changes. It stops being about features and 

becomes about ownership and legibility.

L A Y E R W H E R E  T O  S T A R T T H E  Q U E S T I O N  T H A T  S E T T L E S  

I T

The product record itself Build and own. You control the 

structure, the access and the 

provenance.

Would losing this vendor cost us our 

advantage?

3D and digital product creation Buy. Open geometry and material 

formats.

Does our data come out cleanly if we 

switch?

PLM and tech pack tooling Buy, but it has to maintain 

relationships between documents, 

not just store them.

Does this make our documents 

agree, or does it add another place 

they can disagree?

Compliance and passports Buy or partner, generated from the 

record you already keep.

Is compliance a feature of our data, 

or a separate silo with its own 

database?

Agent and commerce platforms Partner, and stay the merchant of 

record.

Do we keep the customer 

relationship and the data, or rent 

both?

There is a contradiction worth putting to any vendor selling you AI. The previous generation of software had 

a commercial incentive to keep your records hard to move, because difficulty creates switching costs and 

switching costs create renewals.  AI  inverts that incentive completely:  these systems cannot function 

without readable, versioned, addressable records. A vendor selling you agents while keeping your data 

hard to extract has not resolved that contradiction. Ask them to, and get the answer in the contract rather  

than on the call.
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P A R T  F I V E   ·   S E C T I O N  1 7

The first thirty days

Spend the first month measuring and inspecting, and buy nothing. This is the month that decides whether 

the program survives its second year. Everything after it depends on two things: proof of what changed, 

and a clear read on the state of your records before a system touches them.

F I G  1 1

T H E  F I R S T  N I N E T Y  D A Y S

None of the first three moves requires a purchase, which is unusual enough to be worth saying out loud. The first two months are 

measurement and data repair, and skipping them is the most reliable way to waste the third.

Three measurements, none of which needs anybody’s permission. Run the sleeve-change test on a live  

style and write down the three numbers. Sample a week of your product team’s hours and publish the split 

between judgment and conveyance. And list every automation already running inside your vendor tools, 

because some of them are already acting on your behalf without an owner.

Then do the part most teams skip, and it is the part that decides the next two years. Open your specification 

archive and find out what condition the data is in. Not how much of it there is: what state it is in.

Four questions answer that, and a technical designer can work through them for twenty live styles in a 

week. Are the points of measure named the same way across styles, or does one call it chest and another 

bust and a third PTP? Do the graded size charts carry the grade rules, or only the finished numbers? Are 

materials coded against something, or typed as free text with six spellings of the same yarn? And for how 

many styles can you retrieve the final approved version with confidence rather than the last one somebody 

emailed?
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The answers are almost always worse than the executive team expects and better than the technical team 

fears. What they give you is a repair list with a size on it, and that list is your project plan for the year.

Data condition sets the ceiling

Every capability in the Read and Run rows of this document reads your existing records. A drafting 

system fed a clean measurement library produces a draft that needs small corrections. The same system 

fed inconsistent point-of-measure names and free-text materials produces a draft that is confident, 

plausible and wrong in ways a busy reviewer will approve.

That second failure is expensive because it is invisible. There is no error message. There is a pilot 

reporting high accuracy, a technical team quietly correcting everything by hand, and a business case 

that stops adding up in month nine.

Repair the data on the styles the first pod is about to run, and leave the rest of the archive for later. 20 

to 50 styles in the categories that pod touches is enough to prove the mechanism. That is a week of 

work, not a year of it. Full archive normalization is a second-year project that pays for itself only after the 

first one has earned the room.

D O  N O T  S K I P  M O N T H  O N E

No baseline means no proof. Dirty data means no result to prove.

Teams skip this month because it feels like preparation rather than progress. It is the month whose absence 

kills the program, in two separate ways: no baseline means no proof, and dirty data means no result to 

prove. When somebody asks in month nine what changed, you will either have a before, or you will have an 

argument.
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Days thirty-one to ninety 18
Two months to turn the repair list into conventions, the conventions into repaired records, and one 

capability into something a team can see working.

W E E K S  F I V E  T O  E I G H T :  S E T  C O N V E N T I O N S ,  T H E N  R E P A I R

One page, three columns: what AI may generate freely, what it may generate behind a gate, and what only 

people do. It needs two signatures, the creative director and the chief executive, because a boundary 

signed by one of them is a memo and a boundary signed by neither is a rumor.

Alongside that, agree the small amount of vocabulary the machines will use. One naming convention for  

points of measure. One material coding scheme. One rule for what counts as the approved version of a  

document and where it lives. This is dull, it takes a few afternoons with the technical team, and it is the 

difference between a system that retrieves and a system that guesses. Write it down and put a name 

against it, because a convention nobody owns drifts back within two seasons.

Then run the repair list from month one across the styles the first pod will touch. Rename the points of 

measure. Code the materials. Attach the grade rules to the size charts. Mark the approved version of each 

pack. It is unglamorous work and it is cheap now, at calm prices, compared with what it costs when you are 

doing it in a hurry to rescue a pilot.

Finally, give the product record a named owner with authority across functions. A person, whose job it is 

when it goes wrong, rather than a committee or a role description. And write the specification for the first 

capability: who owns it, what it may touch, what it may never touch, who signs before anything moves, and 

what would cause you to take it back.

W E E K S  N I N E  T O  T H I R T E E N :  P R O V E  I T  I N  O N E  V I S I B L E  T E A M

Select one team, from volunteers. Organization-wide mandates fail at precisely this point, because working 

habits transfer by apprenticeship and demonstration rather than by memo. Run one cohort of styles end to 

end through whatever tools you already have. Put the first capability live in suggest mode, recommending 

while people execute, so that what accumulates is an evidence file rather than an opinion.

Watch one number in particular during this quarter: how much correction each output needs, tracked week 

by week. If corrections are falling as the pod feeds cleaner records back in, the data work is compounding 

and you can widen the scope. If corrections are flat, the tool is being fed the same mess faster, and the  

answer is more repair rather than more automation.

Publish the team’s setbacks alongside its results. A pilot that reports only wins recruits nobody, because 

every other team assumes it was resourced differently.
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How much to let it decide 19
Treat autonomy as something a capability earns over months of observed behavior. The mistake almost  

everyone makes is granting it on ambition, before there is an evidence file thick enough to justify it.

F I G  1 2

H O W  M U C H  R O P E  T O  G I V E  I T

Nothing starts at level four and most things should never reach it. Anything touching a factory, a customer or a regulator stays at level  

three permanently, because the cost of being wrong there does not fall as the system improves.

Two rules  make this  real.  Every  capability  has  one named human owner,  however  much of  it  runs 

automatically. And demotion has to be as easy as promotion, with somebody whose explicit job it is to pull 

the lever. A business that has never demoted a capability does not have a governance model. It has a 

rubber stamp.

There is a useful diagnostic hiding in the review process. Watch how often the person at the gate changes 

the output. Almost never, and the gate has become ceremonial and the boundaries can widen. Very often, 

and the problem is upstream: narrow what the capability is allowed to attempt rather than coaching the  

reviewer to be quicker.

W H A T  S T A Y S  W I T H  P E O P L E

A short list, and it does not get shorter as the technology improves. Anything judged by taste, because the 

standard cannot be written down. Anything that can sign, spend or promise on the business’s behalf without 

a limit. Work that happens rarely and varies wildly, which gives a system no pattern to learn. And anything 

whose documents are still trapped, which is physics rather than governance.
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Five ways it goes wrong 20
None of these are technology failures, which is the point.

W H A T  K I L L S  I T H O W  I T  S H O W S  U P T H E  E A R L Y  W A R N I N G

Trapped documents The capability is pointed at things 

only a person can interpret, and 

produces confident nonsense that 

everybody signs.

The liquidity test came back badly and 

nobody wanted to publish the result.

Bolted on, not built in The old process survives intact and 

the new capability becomes an 

eleventh tool, adding a handoff it 

was meant to remove.

People are doing the old steps plus a 

new one, and will tell you so if asked 

directly.

Nobody owns it No named person, no written 

boundaries, no rule for widening or 

narrowing them. The first dispute 

becomes a program review.

You can name a department but not an 

individual.

Connector sprawl Integrations multiply against every 

tool in the stack rather than 

consolidating on one record, and 

maintenance quietly overtakes the 

saving.

The second capability costs as much to 

deploy as the first did.

Trust collapse The inevitable first mistake arrives 

with no audit trail and no way to 

reverse it, so an incident a designed 

system would absorb becomes the 

story that ends the initiative.

You cannot answer "which version did 

the factory receive" in under ten 

minutes.

The sequencing mistake that costs a year

Brands routinely open the factory work first, because factory miscommunication is the loudest pain in 

the building. It is also the area with the most external dependencies and the least control. You end up 

waiting on dozens of vendors to standardize, while the specification work you fully own, where the cost 

is densest, sits untouched.

Fix your own record first. When your vendors start receiving structured, versioned, complete bulletins 

from you, the integration conversation becomes a much easier one to have, because you are asking 

them to receive something good rather than to fix something jointly.
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How you prove it worked 21
Programs fail for two reasons. The technology does not work, or nobody built a rigorous way to know 

whether it is working. The second is far more common, and its symptom is a slide deck of anecdotes in 

month nine.

Four layers, and they move on different clocks. A board that expects financial readings in month three will 

get either disappointment or fiction, so publish the calendar alongside the numbers.

T E C H N I C A L :  D O E S  T H E  S Y S T E M  W O R K

Correction rate per output, tracked weekly. Retrieval accuracy against a frozen held-out set. Propagation 

completeness, meaning of the documents that should have changed, how many did. Time to first draft.  

These are the readings the owning team looks at every week, and they lead everything below by a quarter. 

A flat correction rate says the tool is being fed the same mess faster, and the answer is repair rather than  

more automation.

O P E R A T I O N A L :  D O E S  T H E  W O R K  C H A N G E

The judgment-to-conveyance split across the product organization. Cycle time from brief to factory-ready 

pack. Sample rounds per style. Inbound factory questions per style per season. And the sleeve-change 

test, repeated quarterly against the baseline you took in month one. These move between month three and 

month six, and they are what an operating board should see.

F I N A N C I A L :  D O E S  M O N E Y  M O V E

Four levers, each tied to a named mechanism rather than to a total.

L E V E R W H A T  Y O U  C O U N T W H A T  H A S  T O  B E  T R U E  F O R  I T  T O  

H O L D

Headcount Hours released, expressed as capacity 

redeployed. Never as roles removed.

Which conveyance task stopped, and what 

the freed hours now do. A business case built 

on cutting heads does not survive its first 

season.

Cost Sampling spend per style, specification 

labor, photography per SKU, rework and 

airfreight from wrong builds.

Which round of sampling did not happen, and 

why the decision could be taken on screen 

instead.

Revenue Weeks earlier to floor at full price. Sell-

through on ranges briefed from retrievable 

signal. Assistant-referred revenue.

Which weeks came out of the calendar, and 

what those weeks are worth at full price 

rather than at markdown.

Assets Structured archive coverage, measured 

material library, block performance history, 

consent register completeness.

Nothing here appears on a balance sheet, and 

it is the only part that compounds. Count it 

anyway, in units, every quarter.

C O M M E R C I A L :  C A N  O T H E R  S Y S T E M S  R E A C H  I T

The layer nobody measures, and the one that decides whether year three differs from year one. Share of 

the catalog carrying a complete machine-readable record. Factory self-service rate, meaning questions 

answered from the record without a person. Passport field completeness for the categories you sell into.  
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Assistant appearance, position and recall, measured on the same schedule every time. Slow, cheap to 

measure, and the closest thing here to a leading indicator of market position.

F I G  1 3

F O U R  L A Y E R S ,  F O U R  C L O C K S

Readings at the top move in weeks and readings at the bottom move in seasons. Report them on the same cycle and a board cancels a 

working program in month four.

T H E  A T T R I B U T I O N  R U L E

Several capabilities attack the same underlying waste from different angles. The hours somebody spends 

carrying a change between documents, and the cost of those documents disagreeing while they do it, are 

two views of one problem. Count the recovered hours once, count the avoided downstream cost once, and 

assign every hour to exactly one line. Teams that skip this arrive at a savings number no season could 

deliver, and they lose the room the moment somebody in finance adds it up independently.
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Two business cases 22
One published, one you fill in yourself. Both are arithmetic rather than assertion.

T W O  P U B L I S H E D  E X A M P L E S

LPP runs Sinsay, Reserved, Cropp, House and Mohito. It told Reuters in May 2026 that AI cut content  

production costs by 60%. It also shortened its design process from six to twelve months down to six to 

twelve weeks, with AI generating 80% of marketing visuals against 20% the year before. Zalando told 

Reuters in May 2025 that image production costs fell 90% and production time went from six to eight weeks 

to three to four days, with roughly 70% of its fourth-quarter 2024 editorial campaign imagery AI-generated.

Both figures are company-stated rather than audited, and both sit in the same place on this document’s 

map: the visible end. Neither company has published a comparable figure for specification or propagation, 

which is where this document argues the larger money is. Take them as proof that the visible half is real, and 

as evidence of how little of the harder half anyone is reporting yet.

A  M O D E L  F O R  Y O U R  O W N  N U M B E R S

Take a mid-market brand carrying twelve hundred styles a season. Three lines, and every input is a figure 

you already have.

L I N E Y O U R  I N P U T I L L U S T R A T I O N W H A T  M O V E S  I T

Specification labor Hours per pack × loaded 

rate × styles

Four hours at a mid-

market loaded rate, 

twelve hundred styles

Drafting takes the first 

pass; the gate keeps the 

quality. Model a 

reduction, not an 

elimination.

Sampling Rounds per style × cost 

per sample × styles

Two and a half rounds 

average, structured 

categories higher

On-screen decisions 

remove exploratory 

rounds and leave 

confirmation rounds.

Photography Cost per SKU × SKUs 

shot

Most of the catalog is 

non-hero

Rendered imagery from 

approved geometry, 

with hero work 

protected.

Run it twice. Once with a 30% reduction on each line against your AI spend, then again assuming the data 

repair never happened, so correction rates stay flat and specification falls by 5%. The second run prices the 

month-two repair work, and it is usually the larger number. Two rules keep it honest: use your own rates,  

and carry the asset line as a count rather than a value.
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Where the compounding happens 23
Everything in this document either compounds or it does not, and the difference decides whether year 

three costs less than year one or exactly the same.

Three mechanisms do the compounding, and none of them appears in a vendor demonstration.

Corrections teach. A technical designer corrects a drafted specification. That correction becomes signal 

for the next draft in the same category, in the same block, in the same cloth. Correction volume falls season 

over season, and the falling curve is the asset. A program that does not capture corrections buys the same 

first draft forever.

Decisions attach. A fit comment tied to a revision on a named block means the next style on that block 

starts closer. Run this for four seasons and your blocks encode how your customer’s body is shaped, which 

is a fit signature no competitor can copy and no vendor can sell them.

Returns close the loop. A return classified to a measurement point names the block, the grade rule and the 

size guide line that caused it. Most brands discard this every season and start the next one guessing. Four 

seasons of classified returns is the cheapest proprietary dataset available in this industry.

The arithmetic is unforgiving in both directions. A business that cuts its correction rate by a fifth each 

season halves its specification labor inside four seasons and keeps the saving. A business that holds 

correction flat pays the same specification labor in season six as in season one, having bought the tools  

twice. Same software, same vendors, different outcome, and the only variable is whether the corrections 

went anywhere.

This is also the honest answer to why the unglamorous cards rank where they do. Pattern generation, the 

body standard, propagation and the passport all look like infrastructure and all sit near the top of the impact 

ranking, because each one is a place where work stops evaporating and starts accumulating.
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The argument in one page 24
The industry spent two years buying tools that make pictures and calling it strategy. It produced imagery, 

internal enthusiasm, and little change to how a garment gets from an idea to a shelf.

The change is available, and it sits in the middle of the business: in the documents nobody enjoys talking 

about, at the boundary with the factory, and in the returns data that should be teaching the next range and 

teaches nothing. It requires you to fix something boring before you build anything impressive, which is why 

so few brands have done it and why the ones that have will be difficult to catch.

What compounds is the part worth holding on to. Every corrected specification teaches the next one. Every 

fit comment tied to a revision improves the block behind it. Every classified return sharpens the next range 

and the next size guide. A business that starts this in the next two quarters will be operating with materially 

better judgment in eighteen months than one that starts then, because the flywheel only turns when real 

work flows through real decisions. There is no way to buy the accumulated seasons back.

Correction rate, tracked season over season, separates a program that compounds from one that merely  

runs. A flat curve after four seasons means the tools improved and the business did not.
T H E  C O M P O U N D I N G  T E S T

Four moves this month

01 Run the sleeve-change test. One style, one change, three numbers. It takes an afternoon and it 

will reframe every AI conversation you are having.

02 Sample a week of hours across your product organization and publish the split between judgment 

and conveyance. Publish it, not just measure it.

03 Find the automations you already have. The reorder settings, the pricing rules, the platform 

behaviors already acting on your behalf inside vendor tools, none of which has an owner or an 

audit trail.

04 Give the product record a name against it. One person, with authority across functions. 

Everything else in this document is easier once that exists, and nothing in it works properly until it 

does.
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Twelve questions for a vendor 25
Drawn from the way each capability breaks. Ask them before signature, and get the answers into the 

contract rather than onto a call.

01 Exportability. If we leave in three years, what comes with us, in what format, and who has done it 

before? Show us a completed migration.

02 Training data. Was any part of this model trained on other brands’ archives, and what indemnity 

do we have if that is contested?

03 Our data. Under what circumstances does our unreleased product data enter your training set, 

and how is that switched off in writing?

04 Propagation. When one approved measurement changes, which downstream documents update 

automatically, and which still need a person?

05 Version truth. How does your system know which version is current, and what happens when it is 

handed a stale one?

06 Provenance. Does generated imagery carry signed metadata and a watermark on output, and 

does that survive our resize and format pipeline?

07 Audit trail. For any action the system takes on our behalf, what record exists of what it did, on 

what input, and who approved it?

08 Demotion. How do we reduce this system’s autonomy after an incident, and how quickly?

09 Correction capture. When our team corrects an output, where does that correction go, and does 

the next output improve because of it?

10 Boundaries. Can we write rules the system may never cross, and are those enforced in the 

product rather than in a policy document?

11 Data condition. What does your system require of our records to perform as demonstrated, and 

what happens when it meets our actual archive?

12 Logic ownership. If our workflow logic lives in your builder, does it export, and what does 

rebuilding it cost if it does not?
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Score yourself in one page 26
Two exercises, a week of effort, no purchase order. Run them before you decide anything, and repeat 

them each quarter against the same baseline.

T H E  C H A N G E  T E S T

Take one live style and one change, a two-centimeter sleeve adjustment agreed in a fitting. Follow it and 

record three numbers.

R E A D I N G T H I S  Q U A R T E R N E X T  

Q U A R T E R

A  Y E A R  F R O M  

N O W

Documents the change had to reach

People who had to act for it to land

Days until every document agreed

Documents still wrong after a fortnight

In a trapped workflow the honest answers are usually six or more documents, four or more people, and one 

to three weeks. In a liquid one the change reaches everything on its own, and the people involved approve it 

instead of carrying it.

T H E  D A T A  C O N D I T I O N  A U D I T

Open twenty live specification packs across the categories your first pod will touch. A technical designer 

can work through these in a week.

Q U E S T I O N Y E S P A R T L Y N O

Are points of measure named identically across all twenty?

Do the graded size charts carry the grade rules, not just finished 

numbers?

Are materials coded against a scheme rather than typed as free text?

Can you retrieve the final approved version with confidence for each 

one?

Does each pack name an owner who is accountable when it is wrong?

Every no on this page is a line on the repair list, and the repair list is the project plan for the year. Every yes is 

a capability you can fund immediately.
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What this document leaves out 27
The twenty-five cover the product record and the journey a garment takes through it. Eight adjacent 

territories are real, large and out of scope by choice. Here is the boundary, and the reason it sits where it 

does.

TERRITORY WHAT IT COVERS WHY IT SITS OUTSIDE

Demand forecasting Forecasting using history plus external signal. 
The single most-cited AI use case in the 
industry literature.

A planning discipline with its own 
systems and owners. It consumes the 
product record rather than producing it.

Inventory and allocation Allocating and rebalancing stock across 
stores and channels, replenishment, order 
routing.

Downstream of everything here, and 
generic across retail rather than specific 
to apparel product development.

Pricing and markdown Price optimization, promotion depth, 
markdown timing, competitive price response.

A commercial capability that touches the 
product record only lightly.

Store operations Clienteling, associate copilots, workforce 
scheduling, planograms, loss prevention.

A different operating model with different 
owners.

Customer service Automated resolution, triage, post-purchase 
support. The highest actual adoption rate in 
the industry.

Mature, well served, and unrelated to 
how a garment gets specified.

Wholesale sell-in Digital showrooms, order capture, B2B 
content syndication.

Adjacent and important if wholesale is 
material to you. It consumes the product 
record; capability 23 is the connection 
point.

Competitor benchmarking Assortment and price benchmarking against 
the market.

Partly covered by capability 03. The rest 
is a market intelligence purchase.

Corporate back office Finance, legal, HR and procurement 
automation, where the highest automation 
potential of any function sits.

Not fashion-specific. Worth funding, and 
not from this budget.

One number worth carrying into any board discussion: product design and development ranks near the 

bottom of every published automation-potential table, at roughly a fifth of task time. That is precisely why 

the return here lands as coherence and compounding rather than as headcount, and why it survives contact 

with a finance review that a headcount case would not.

M E T H O D  A N D  S O U R C E S

Impact, readiness, effort and risk are rated low, medium or high against a mid-market to enterprise brand 

with a working PLM and several seasons of retrievable specification history. Re-rate them against your 

own position before committing anything, and take the lower answer wherever two people disagree.

The framing draws on The Machine-Readable Brand: The Future of Fashion in the Age of AI Agents by 

Nitin Kumar, Rosmon Sidhik and Akanksha Lokam, at a.co/d/0f3LsNmX. Adoption figures come from 

Deloitte, McKinsey, BCG and PwC surveys published between September 2025 and July 2026; traffic 

and conversion figures from Adobe Analytics. Figures use a single-hue sequence checked for color-

vision separation, and every rating appears as a word as well as a shade.
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