The Decision
Layer

Why apparel's next advantage will be decided
before PLM




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The model isn’t the moat. The
decision context is.

Every season, apparel teams make multimillion-dollar decisions about what to
build, sample, cut, carry over, localize, and buy before those choices are fully
captured in downstream systems. Those decisions shape margin, assortment,
inventory exposure, and speed to market.

Fashion companies are not short on Al tools. The harder challenge is connecting
those tools to the real decisions behind the line: which ideas deserve investment,
which styles should move forward, and which risks need to be addressed before
teams commit. That tension defines the next phase of adoption. Al usage is rising,
but trust remains low, especially where decisions carry real commercial
conseqguence.

The Al adoption gap is trust and scale,
not capability.
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The argument is straightforward: trust in Al is built decision by decision. Teams
need to know where Al can be reviewed quickly, where expert oversight is
required, and where the stakes demand deeper context. Most companies will
have access to the same frontier models, so advantage will come from the

context, workflow, and decision history around the output.

That matters most in product creation, where the highest-cost decisions are
often made before downstream systems capture them. PLM, ERP, sourcing, and
planning systems all matter, but they usually manage what has already been
approved. They do not capture the upstream work of deciding what deserves
investment, what should be sampled, what should carry forward, and what
margin risks need to be challenged before the line hardens.

The opportunity is large enough to justify the effort. Generative Al could add up
to $275 billion to apparel, fashion, and luxury operating profits, with roughly a
quarter tied to design and product development. But intent is still ahead of
execution: 92% of organizations plan to increase investment, while only around
1% report mature implementations. Closing that gap is not a modeling
challenge. It is a decision-making challenge.
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THE PARADOX

Trust follows the stakes

Trust in fashion Al does not form all at once. The higher the commercial
conseguence, the more context teams need before they act. A generated image
can be judged in seconds. A tech pack can be validated by an expert. A line-
planning recommendation affects margin, assortment balance, depth, regional
demand, vendor feasibility, and markdown exposure, so the output is only useful if
teams can see the context behind it.

EASY TO REVIEW: VISUAL EXPLORATION

Image generation is easier to trust because the review
loop is visual. A desigher or merchandiser can quickly
reject what feels off-brand and keep what moves the
conversation forward.

EXPERT REVIEW: TECHNICAL DOCUMENTATION

Tech packs carry more risk, but they are still reviewable.
Al can reduce drafting work while technical experts
validate construction, materials, measurements, trims,
grading, and vendor requirements.

FULL CONTEXT: ASSORTMENT DECISIONS

Line planning is harder because it affects what gets cut,
sampled, carried forward, and bought. To trust the

output, teams need context on margin, regional needs,

channel priorities, and vendor constraints.




GROUNDING

Product decisions happen before
the record exists

Trust starts with grounding. Al outputs are only useful when they are based on
accurate context, relevant facts, and the decisions a team has already made.

Apparel has always had a source-of-truth problem, but Al makes that problem
more consequential. It is no longer just surfacing information. It is shaping
recommendations that may influence what gets sampled, carried forward, cut,
localized, or bought.

PLM, sourcing, planning, and production systems are essential, but they usually
capture what was approved, not why the decision was made.

Product decisions happen upstream, and
current systems capture them too late
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By the time data reaches PLM, many of the
most important product decisions have already
been made.

That is the difference between adding Al to existing systems and building an Al-
native product decision layer. The goal is not just to pull more information from
PLM, planning, ERP, and sourcing. It is to create a shared environment where
creative, commercial, operational, and regional context can shape the line while
it is still flexible.

The context Al needs most often has no proper home today: concept intent,
assortment balance, margin concerns, regional feedback, sales signals, vendor
constraints, MOQ risk, and sample history.

Today, that context lives across presentations, spreadsheets, emails, chat threads,
line reviews, and memory. A decision layer captures it before the decision
hardens downstream.

the decision layer 02 - grounding 7



Point solutions do not create shared
decision context
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Product creation already runs across tools for strategy, concepts, line planning,

review, adoption, and market execution. Each system captures part of the work,
but not the full decision story.

The context behind the line still fragments across decks, spreadsheets, chat
threads, design tools, PLM, DAM, and planning systems. That makes it harder for
teams, and Al, to understand why a product decision was made.

A decision layer connects that context as the line takes shape: concept intent,

merchant edits, regional feedback, margin targets, vendor constraints, sample
history, and prior decisions.
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MEASURING VALUE

The real prize is decision quality

Al value in fashion and apparel is often discussed as efficiency, but that is too
narrow. Automation saves time. Speed compresses the calendar. Decision
quality changes what gets sampled, developed, bought, and carried forward.

How to measure decision quality upstream:

« Earlier margin visibility

Are risks visible before teams commit?
» Fewer late cuts

Are weak ideas stopped before development spend increases?
e Cleaner line architecture

Are duplicative or low-conviction styles removed earlier?
o Sample-to-adoption rate

Are teams sampling with higher conviction?
» Calendar compression

Are teams making better decisions sooner?
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THE NEXT TURN

A generated image is not a
product decision

Generative Al has advanced quickly at the visual edges of product creation.
Teams can now move from prompt to sketch to product-on-model image in
minutes, making it easier to explore and pressure-test ideas before committing

to physical samples.

But a finished-looking image is not a buy-ready product. Materials, construction,
costing, margin, MOQ, vendor feasibility, and assortment fit still determine

whether a concept can move forward.

The larger shift is not Al-generated imagery or even Al-generated tech packs. It is
an Al-assisted product creation workflow where creative direction, commercial
assumptions, regional feedback, cost signals, and assortment decisions stay
connected from the start. PLM will still matter for approved records and
downstream execution. But better product creation starts where ideas are

formed, challenged, commercialized, and either advanced or cut.

DECISION LAYER

Where concepts become commercial decisions
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ECONOMICS

Al only pays off if complexity
goes down

Al will not automatically lower the cost of product creation. In some cases, it may
increase activity, tool spend, and review burden if every team uses Al to create
more disconnected output.

The economics improve when Al reduces complexity before it moves
downstream: fewer low-conviction samples, fewer redundant SKUs, fewer late
cuts, fewer avoidable margin surprises, less inventory drag, and faster alignment
on what deserves investment.

Two tests matter for Al in product creation:

Decision speed: Can teams make stronger
decisions closer to market?

Operating leverage: Can teams reduce the prep,
reconciliation, and coordination work needed to
move the right products forward?

Most apparel and footwear companies do not need ten times more concepts,
tech packs, or SKUs. More output can create more complexity if decision
discipline does not improve.

The economic upside comes from applying Al to the shared product-decision

process, where the same context can be reused, refined, and acted on across the

organization.
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ADOPTION

From pilots to production

Al pilots are easy to start. They are harder to operationalize because the output
often has nowhere useful to go. A generated image, summary, draft, or
recommendation only creates enterprise value when it enters the product
creation workflow, influences a decision, and becomes usable context for the next

team.

Al scales when it stops being a separate
destination and starts living inside the
product decisions teams already make.

What production-ready Al requires:

e Shared context: Creative, commercial, regional, and operational inputs come
together in one place.

e Decision history: Teams can see what was reviewed, changed, challenged,
approved, or cut.

o Workflow adoption: Al supports the actual moments where teams decide
what to sample, buy, carry forward, localize, or remove.

* Reusable intelligence: Each decision improves the next decision instead of

disappearing into another deck, thread, or file.

the decision layer 06 - adoption 15



CONCLUSION

Build the decision layer

Every thread leads to the same place. Trust is earned decision by decision. Al
confidence depends on grounding outputs in the context where product
decisions are actually made. Value comes from higher-conviction decisions, not
more output. And scale happens when Al is operationalized inside a shared

process, not scattered across disconnected tools.

Scale

Operationalized in
Value the workflow

. Better decisions,
Grounding not more output

Context captured
Trust upstream

Earned decision
by decision

All four require one shared decision layer before PLM.

The prize is real: a $150-275 billion opportunity for apparel and luxury, with a
meaningful share tied to design and product development. But the industry will
not capture that value by placing better image generators on one side and PLM

on the other.
Fashion Al will not be won by models alone. It will be won by the decision layer
that gives those models context, workflow, and commercial consequence before

decisions harden downstream. That is the layer VibelQ is building.
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The right product starts

with the right decisions.

VibelQ gives product, merchandising, design, and planning teams
one shared decision layer to decide what to build, sample, carry
forward, or cut before cost and inventory commitments lock in.

Get ademo

vibeig.com - linkedin.com/company/vibeiq



https://vibeiq.com/demo
https://vibeiq.com/demo
https://vibeiq.com/contact
https://www.linkedin.com/company/vibeiq
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