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Getting Real Results
from Al in Fashion

Fewer samples, faster tech packs, real ROL Not just more

images.

Generative Al made fashion images cheap. Turning them into something a

factory can build stayed hard. The enterprises that win will measure Al by

the deliverables that move product, not the images that fill a folder.
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SECTION 01

Executive summary

ashion now drowns in images and starves for finished work. Any tool can generate a
F hundred design pictures before lunch. None of that moves a collection forward until

it becomes a factory-ready tech pack, a checked grade, an approved sample. The
industry spent two years getting very good at the cheap part of the process and left the
expensive part untouched.

The claim worth testing is counterintuitive: the cheaper generation gets, the more expensive execution
becomes. Every image not tied to a decision is a new reconciliation liability, so a tool that makes a
hundred of them has multiplied the liabilities, not the product on the floor. Enterprises that buy on output,
speed, volume, novelty, lose margin on the numbers that decide it: sample rounds per style, tech-pack
completion time, fit-driven returns, and concept-to-order cycle time. A tool can win every demo and still

raise the cost per shipped style.

The model that works is deliverable-first. Organize the system around the deliverables that carry
decisions, tech packs, BOMs, patterns, approvals, keep the software's complexity out of sight, and keep
everything in sync so a change made once updates everywhere it matters. The payoff runs two ways:
fewer sample rounds, faster specs, and fewer returns on each style, and shared master rules that fix a
tolerance once so every style on that block inherits the correction.

(01 02 03

Images pile up, deliverables Finishing the work is the hard Judge Al on real results
move product part If sample rounds, cycle time, and
A generated picture is one more Concepts are abundant now. What returns do not move, the tool is
thing to manage. A finished, stayed hard is turning an idea into adding activity, not value.
checked tech pack is a decision something a vendor can build.

the factory can act on.

This paper lays out the operating model behind that shift: the framework that ties Al to results, the hidden
cost that output-first tools pile up at scale, the design that removes it, and the numbers an enterprise

should hold any vendor to.
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SECTION 02

The output trap

Digital transformation in fashion mostly reskinned the storefront. The back office still runs on handoffs.
Generative Al made the front of that process, concepts and imagery, nearly free, which did not solve the
bottleneck so much as expose it. The hard part was never drawing the jacket. It was everything after.

Here is the trap. Each extra image that is not tied to a decision adds friction, not progress. A creative
director approves a look. The technical designer receives a flat with proportions that do not match. The
BOM misses two trims. The vendor sends a list of clarifications. Merchandising flags a mismatch
between the product data and the website copy. Ten more generated images do not touch a single one of
those problems. They add ten more things to reconcile.

The evidence sits in the returns data, because execution failures, not creative ones, are what the
customer feels. Roughly 38 percent of shoppers frequently return apparel because of poor fit (Vogue
Business, 2026), 91 percent report inconsistent sizing across brands (Vogue Business, 2026), and about
44 percent of returns trace directly to fit and sizing (Shorr, 2025-26). The 38 percent counts shoppers
who return often; the 44 percent counts the returns themselves, so the two describe the same problem
from different angles rather than contradicting each other. All are tech-pack, grade, and tolerance

problems wearing a customer-experience costume.

38% 44% 480

of shoppers frequently return of returns tied directly to fit and output groups from just 40

apparel due to poor fit sizing styles, before a single revision

VOGUE BUSINESS, 2026 SHORR, 2025-26 40 STYLES x 4 COLORWAYS x 3
CHANNELS

The trap compounds at enterprise scale

Forty styles, four colorways, three channels is 160 variants and 480 output groups before
anyone asks for a change. At a flowchart tool's 12 percent defect rate, that is roughly 58
flawed groups to catch by hand before the first revision, and each one missed becomes a
sample round or a return. Output-first tools do not slow at that scale; every new batch
multiplies the reconciliation.

FiG:+ The cost o_f ou[/vufffuzx‘[ Al shows up downstream, in returns and reconciliation.
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The Outcome-to-
Deliverable Tree

The fix inverts the question. Stop asking what the software can generate; ask what outcome you are
buying and which deliverables prove it. The Outcome-to-Deliverable Tree makes that concrete: pick one
measurable outcome, trace the decisions behind it, and map each decision to the deliverable that must
exist and be correct.

FIG 2
ONE OUTCOME, TRACED TO THE DELIVERABLES THAT PROVE IT

OUTCOME

THE BUSINESS RESULT YOU ARE BUYING

Cut fit-driven returns by 3 points

THE DECISIONS BEHIND IT

Fit block per Grade rules Tolerance by fabric Size curve by region
category class

THE DELIVERABLE THAT MUST BE CORRECT

Measurement table Graded tech pack Approved fit sample PDP size guidance

points of measure, anchored monotonic, checked signed off, logged matches the spec

If any deliverable is missing or inconsistent, the outcome is at risk, and the tree shows exactly where.

The reframe pays because a factory cannot cut from a picture. An image carries no points of measure,
no grade rules, no tolerance, so the first sample built from it is a guess, and each wrong guess is
another round at $450 to $2,000. The tree closes that gap: the measurement table, graded tech pack,
and approved fit sample must exist and agree before anything reaches a vendor. The tool stops filling a
moodboard and starts finishing the work.
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SECTION 04

The hidden cost
of complexity

Some tools make the team assemble the whole pipeline by hand, on a screen full of boxes and arrows. It
looks powerful and demos beautifully, but that diagram is the software's plumbing, and a merchandiser
works in tech packs, BOMs, and print files, not plumbing. Every hour spent wiring the tool is an hour not
spent finishing a deliverable, and at scale that tax is large enough to measure.

FIG 3
SAME 40-STYLE JOB, 160 VARIANTS: FLOWCHART TOOLS VS DELIVERABLE-FIRST

Deliverable-first

WHERE THE TIME GOES (EXTENDED HOURS) FLOWCHART TOOLS DELIVERABLE-FIRST
Setup, one-time 3.0 0.8
Config: 8 vs 3 min x 40 styles 5%3 2.0
Control: 1.5 vs 0.3 min x 160 variants 4.0 0.8
Export QA: 2 vs 0.5 min x 480 groups 16.0 4.0
Defect rate applied to 480 groups 12% 4%
Rework: 6 min per defect (58 vs 19) 5.8 1.9
Total hands-on hours 34.1 9.5

Hlustrative model. Rework is the defect count (12% or 4% of 480 groups) times 6 minutes each; the columns foot to the
totals, roughly 4x fewer hands-on hours (about 3.6x on these inputs). A reader can re-run it with their own rates.

The principle underneath the number: the more moving parts a tool puts on screen, the more time it costs
and the less each step is worth. Every extra box multiplies branches, colorway by print by market by
approval, and each branch is one more place to break. One wrong print-zone setting flows into concept
images, previews, print files, and the factory handoff, which is why the defect rate runs 12 percent
against 4: three times the errors, each one a sample round or a return waiting downstream. In a

deliverable-first system the print zone is locked to the garment, and the error never leaves the room.
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Plot the tools an enterprise is choosing between, and the right one stops
being a matter of taste.

Two axes decide it: how much complexity the tool puts on screen for the team, and how much real result
it delivers. Image generators are simple and deliver little past the concept. Flowchart tools deliver more
but cost hours in on-screen complexity. The strongest fit for an enterprise sits in the top left: real results

with low on-screen friction, the plumbing kept out of sight.

FIG 4
WHERE THE FASHION Al TOOLS SIT

WHERE TO BUY

Deliverable-first tools
Flowchart-style tools

Legacy point tools

REAL RESULTS DELIVERED =

Image generators

low high

COMPLEXITY ON SCREEN >

1)(’/ivt'1'aNu—ﬁrxz tools sit in the mpr/u_/i L]Lu,u{mm: real results with low on-screen ('omp/u.\‘z‘zy.

Three ways of thinking, one screen

Designers think in silhouette, proportion, and print scale. Technical designers think in points of
measure, tolerance, and grade rules. Merchandisers think in assortment and channel.
Deliverable-first lets each person work in the things they already know. Flowchart tools force
all three to reason through the plumbing, which is exactly the cost Figure 3 measures.
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SECTION 05

Deliverable-first design

Deliverable-first does not throw the advanced controls away. It moves them out of the way. The steps
still run behind the scenes; the screen is organized around the tech packs and specs a team ships. The

complex controls stay tucked away until an expert needs them.

FIG 5
YOUR TEAM WORKS UP FRONT, THE SOFTWARE RUNS BEHIND IT

ON SCREEN BEHIND THE SCENES

What sits on screen What runs underneath

¢ Atech pack to open, not a wiring ¢ The pipeline runs and the models
diagram combine

A graded spec to approve, not a ¢ Every colorway and size variation is
diagram generated

Garment zones locked, colorway ¢ BOM, grade, and cost are cross-
rules applied checked

Checks run up front, so correct is ¢ Advanced controls stay open to an
the default expert

Correctness is c)l]bn'ud [7_\' the system, not [q/l as a manual QA step at the end.

A quick test: ask what a merchandiser sees when the tool opens. A screen of boxes and arrows means
they are carrying the software's plumbing, at the cost Figure 3 puts in hours.

What the draft still gets wrong

An Al-drafted grade enforces internal consistency across the pack: measurements that ladder,
a BOM that matches the spec, tolerances applied the same way each time. It does not know a
given vendor's shrinkage history, how a fabric relaxes after wash, or how one factory reads a
callout. A technical designer verifies those by hand, and the first fit sample still earns its round.
The draft clears the mechanical errors so human hours go to judgment instead of typing.
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Keeping everything in sync

Even correct deliverables fail if they sit still. A tech pack emailed as a PDF is a snapshot. The moment a
measurement changes upstream, every copy downstream is wrong, and someone has to stitch it back
together by hand, re-keying and cross-checking. That hidden cost is the real price of a disconnected
system, and you do not see it until you add it up.

Staying in sync means information moves across teams in real time, not in emailed snapshots. Five things
get you there.

FIG 6
FIVE WAYS TO KEEP EVERYONE ON THE SAME, LIVE INFORMATION

Drafted for Everything in One shared Tracked & Shared master
you the file view approved rules

The software Context lives in Design, technical, Every changeis Rules update once
drafts the tech the tech pack, not and owned, approved, and apply

pack, BOM, and in a meeting note merchandising all and logged. everywhere,
grade, the or an inbox. see the same instead of static
working thing. files.

deliverables, not

the picture.

DISCONNECTED T, | S YINC

[)I‘SL'(UZHCC[C(,‘[I p(’ﬂp[(’ Y'L’L'(‘)lL'i[(’ 17\' /IJHL‘{A In Sync: a L']Y[Ulg( HMTL‘{L’ once LIIDLY’[U'CS L’L‘C}”YIL‘]]CI'C it matceers.

A tolerance set once as a shared master rule applies to every style that uses that block, across seasons
and regions. Typed into a spreadsheet cell, it is re-entered and re-argued every season. That is the
difference between fixing rework on one style and fixing it across the whole line, which is where the
bigger savings live.
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SECTION 07

What to measure

The discipline that makes the model real is measurement. Pick outcome KPIs, baseline them before you
buy, and hold the tool to them after ninety days. If they do not move, you bought activity, not outcomes,

no matter how the demo looked.

OUTCOME KPI WHAT IT REVEALS READ IT AS
Sample rounds per style How often specs land right the first time Lower is better
Tech—pack Comp]etion time How fast intent becomes factory-ready Lower is better

Revision cycles per style How much rework the workflow creates Lower is better
Fit-driven return rate How well grade and tolerance hold in market Lower is better
Concept—to—PO Cycle time Speed of the whole critical path Lower is better
First—pass factory acceptance ::;W production-ready the deliverables truly Higher is better

16 ; The outcome scorecard. Baseline before, re-measure after, and let the deltas decide.

The one question that cuts through a demo

Do not ask how good the output looks. Ask which of these six numbers will move, by how
much, and how you will see it. A vendor who cannot answer that is selling you outputs. A

vendor who can is selling you outcomes.
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SECTION 08

The ROI

The math is not exotic. Cut sample rounds and you cut the most expensive, slowest part of development.
On a 120-style program, moving from 3.0 to 2.2 rounds per style avoids 96 sample rounds a season.

The value depends only on your loaded cost per round.

FIG 8
96 AVOIDED SAMPLE ROUNDS, PER SEASON

At $450 / round $43,200
At $2,000 / round $192,000

Hlustrative. 120 styles (3.0 - 2.2) rounds = 96 avoided rounds x loaded cost per round.

Now add those wasted hours back in. On the illustrative model in Figure 3, the same volume of work runs
about 34 hours with flowchart tools and roughly nine and a half the deliverable-first way, and the freed

time is senior technical talent that is hard to hire more of. Multiply that across every style, every season.

The compounding point is what a CFO should hear: sample savings add up per style; staying in sync
saves across the whole line. Cut a round and you save one garment once. Fix a tolerance as a shared
master rule and you fix every style on that block, this season and next, which is why the sync savings
compound faster than the sampling savings and land in gross margin rather than a single trimmed cost

line.

~4x 96 Per line

less hands-on time than sample rounds avoided per where savings compound
flowchart tools (illustrative) season, 120-style program across the line, not one style
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KEEP READING

Further re ading
Part of a series on Al in fashion from The F* Word.

Outdated Tools, Outspaced Brands

Where the analog back office costs fashion brands speed and margin.

How Agentic Al Is Transforming Fashion Brands

The modern Al fashion stack, from idea to execution.

The Enterprise Trust Blueprint

Adopting Al in fashion without losing control of IP, data, or brand.

The Hidden Cost of Pay-Per-Use Al Pricing

Why usage-metered pricing lands on your P&L.

The Agentic Al Rollout Playbook

Sequencing adoption agent by agent, gated on evidence.

How to Think About Fashion Fit in the Al Era

Fit as a decision system, and where 3D earns its place.
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THE COMPANY

About The F* Word
THE F *WoRD=-.

The F* Word is an Al-native fashion platform. It creates editable tech pack drafts in eight to ten minutes
and connects the four stages of a product's path: creative direction, production readiness, product
launch, and supplier handoff. It generates designs, moodboards, technical specifications, and product
visuals from a trend signal or a design brief, and keeps every asset in one workspace.

It is one answer to the test this paper argues for: judge Al by the deliverables that move product, not the

images that fill a folder.

75% 8—10 min 60%

fewer physical samples tech packs, from brief to draft less inventory risk
THEFWORD.AI THEFWORD.AI THEFWORD.AI

See it on one of your own categories: we baseline your sample rounds and cycle

Book a Demo - time, then show the deltas.

thefword.ai - info@thefword.ai - cal.com/thefword/enterprise

Written by

Nitin Kumar
CEO & CO-FOUNDER

Twenty-five-plus years in hi-tech across global markets, named a "Master of the
Business Pivot" by CEO Today. Has led multi-billion-dollar P&Ls at Hewlett-Packard,
Deloitte, and PwC, and scaled ventures across SaaS, Web3, Al, and creator tools with two
exits. Brings a rare blend of strategy, operations, and growth to fashion, and is the
author of "The Future of Fashion."

Rosmon Sidhik

CTO & CO-FOUNDER

Twenty-five-plus years in product and engineering, now leading engineering, product,
and growth at The F* Word and building hands-on with Al agents. Has scaled teams
from zero to fifty across Series A to C, led the $200M direct-to-consumer business at
Frontdoor, and directed engineering at Ridecell, where his teams shipped mobility apps
topping a million downloads for customers like Google, AAA, and BMW. Writes on
agentic Al, workflow, and execution in fashion.
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IN CLOSING

A strong image does not
move a collection.
A factory-ready deliverable

does.

The enterprises that get real results from Al will judge it on the deliverables
that reach a factory: tech packs, graded specs, approved samples. Generating
the picture was always the easy part. Finishing the work, and keeping it in
sync as it changes, is where the margin lives.

Baseline the outcome numbers before the tool arrives, re-measure after ninety
days, and let the deltas decide. If sample rounds, cycle time, and returns do

not move, the tool added activity, not value.
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