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“ As a patternmaker and product developer who has worked with 
many startups over the years, I have been so impressed with Mindy’s 
program and how prepared her students are for the realities of the 
industry. Everything from the order in which tasks need to be accom-
plished, to the importance of identifying and always coming back to 
the target consumer, how to communicate effectively with vendors, 
factories and service providers, and setting the expectations for the 
prototyping process. Mindy is a trusted guide who presents informa-
tion in an approachable way, yet doesn’t sugarcoat the fact that start-
ing a business in fashion isn’t easy. She helps to navigate through the 
nuances and noise so entrepreneurs who follow the program have a big 
advantage over their competition.”

—XOCHIL HERRERA SCHEER, Apparel Engineer;  
Product Development Expert; Owner, The Chicago Pattern Maker

“ In an industry that has been ravaged by offshoring, Mindy recognized 
what most others have not and seized upon the opportunities to gain 
competitive advantages within domestic sourcing. Building upon her 
vast industry experience, she built a thriving manufacturing business 
that leverages those advantages and supporting the Made in America 
movement. In addition to her success in sewn products manufactur-
ing, she has expanded her influence upon the industry through educa-
tion and teaching aspiring apparel entrepreneurs to understand the 
industry and how to succeed as a domestic brand. Her immeasurable 
impact upon this industry is undeniable and limitless. Mindy truly is 
a shining star!  

“Now Mindy has taken her vast knowledge and experience in 
a convoluted industry and turned it into this book. This is a valu-
able resource to any apparel entrepreneur and clothing designer. From 
honing an initial design concept to selecting manufacturers, this book 
[Mindy] walks you through the real-world steps.”

—WILL DUNCAN, Executive Director, SEAMS;  
The Association & Voice of the US sewn products industry
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“ The Apparel Mentor has been invaluable to my journey as a fashion 
entrepreneur. Mindy and her team have provided guidance, sup-
port, detailed and practical advice and resources, and—most impor-
tantly—the needed courage and encouragement to keep the entire 
process from development to launch moving along. The decades of 
experience this team shares with program participants has allowed me 
to feel confident and supported in an industry where I have zero prior 
experience. Our monthly mentor meetings, quick feedback from the 
team on issues and questions encountered along the way, and support 
and collaboration of the community of participants are the reason I 
am still on this journey of fashion entrepreneurship. I highly recom-
mend this book and program to anyone thinking about or engaged in 
fashion entrepreneurship!”

—PAIGE ROBERTS, Apparel Mentor Member and Accessory Brand Owner

“ The Apparel Mentor brought me from a woman with an idea to a con-
fident soon-to-be-manufacturer. Mindy gave me an entire framework 
for manufacturing, . . . piece by digestible piece. Each week is a lesson 
and assignment, doable because it builds on the last one. Starting with 
my mission (which was critiqued in class until it was substantive and 
essential), I determined fabric, reached out to vendors, started working 
with a pattern maker, and created my first prototypes . . . all within 
our lesson plan. Wanting to be prepared for my next class pushed me 
outside my comfort zone, to do what I’d been coached to do: prepare 
samples, call textile mills and factories, attend trade shows. I learned 
to reasonably estimate costs and determine price of finished product. 
Thanks to Apparel Mentor [Mindy], I have an educated manufactur-
ing timeline that will soon be leading to my first sales. I strongly rec-
ommend taking the step to enroll in Apparel Mentor if the one thing 
you are missing is an informed plan.”

—SHEVON DIETERICH, Owner, She Threds; Apparel Mentor Member
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To my mother, Patricia, and my grandmother, Anne.
Your bottomless wells of patience and teaching all 
throughout my life have made me who I am today. 
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FOREWORD

In an industry that has been ravaged by offshoring, Mindy 
recognized what most others have not and seized upon the 
opportunities to gain competitive advantages within domestic 
sourcing. Building upon her vast industry experience, she built 
a thriving manufacturing business that leverages those advan-
tages and supports the Made in America movement. 

In addition to her success in sewn products manufactur-
ing, she has expanded her influence upon the industry through 
education and teaching aspiring apparel entrepreneurs to 
understand the industry and how to succeed as a domestic 
brand. Her immeasurable impact upon this industry is unde-
niable and limitless. Mindy truly is a shining star!  

Now Mindy has taken her vast knowledge and experi-
ence in a convoluted industry and turned it into this book. 
This is a valuable resource to any apparel entrepreneurs and 
clothing designers. From honing an initial design concept to 
selecting manufacturers, this book walks you through the 
real-world steps.

WILL DUNCAN
Executive Director, SEAMS
The Association & Voice of the US sewn products industry
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LESSON 4

DECIDE YOUR APPROACH: 
DIY OR FULL PARTNER?

Lesson Objectives
In this lesson, you will: 

 ▶ Explore the steps required to build an apparel line. 
 ▶ Weigh two approaches new designers can take:  

DIY or Full Partner. 
 ▶ Decide which approach is the best fit for you. 

Launching a line is a rewarding way to find purpose, serve 
an audience, and build a profitable business. But if you’re not 
prepared, the process can lead to frustration, financial strain, 
or both. Let’s set realistic expectations from the start. As with 
any small business, making an apparel line requires time, 
money, and energy. You as the founder must decide how those 
resources get used. 

Are you a scrappy startup with plans to do much of this 
yourself? Or do you have the resources to start with a larger 
team of support? There’s no right or wrong answer, unless you 
neglect to be intentional. Here, you’ll consider two approaches 
you might take: DIY or Full Partner. 
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As with any small business, making an apparel line requires 
time, money, and energy. But I’ve created countless products 
for my own brands and for clients. I’ve developed a process 
specifically geared toward new designers like you. Our mission 
at The Apparel Mentor is to help you learn the ropes of this 
industry, which is weighted heavily in favor of big brands. As a 
new designer, you’re bound to face barriers along the way, but 
our tools help you navigate around them. 

After guiding hundreds of new designers, we’ve narrowed 
the style development process down into ten major steps. In 
this lesson, we’ll give you an overview. Then you’ll decide 
which approach suits you best for taking this on. 

WHY THE BIG PICTURE MATTERS
Have you ever made a recipe without reading the instruc-
tions first? Maybe you got halfway through before realizing 
a key ingredient was missing. When that happened, maybe 
you found a neighbor who had what you needed, maybe you 
“made do” with a substitution, or maybe your creation got 
ruined. Either way, your process got interrupted. Things took 
longer than they needed to, and your food’s quality got com-
promised. If you’d planned ahead, you’d probably have done 
things differently. 

Consider this lesson your chance to “read the recipe” 
before stating your apparel line. I’ll walk you through a quick 
overview of every step, from start to finish. Then, I’ll offer 
two approaches for undertaking your project. You’ll choose 
the option that’s best for you, and your decision will help you 
approach the project strategically. You’ll begin with a more 
realistic plan than if you’d simply jumped in, unaware. All of 
this preliminary decision making and preparation will only 
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serve to clarify your process and remove unnecessary hurdles 
in making your plans a reality.

Note that this is not the time to get caught in the details. 
Instead, take in the process at a high level. As you do, consider 
your readiness to tackle the process as a whole. Think about 
your resources of time, money, and energy. Begin assessing 
how much of each you have available now, and in the long 
term. Depending on what you can devote, a DIY approach 
may be the best fit for you. Or, you may opt to hire a full man-
agement partner. Either way is equally valid. The important 
thing is to choose what’s right for you. 

THE STEPS OF LAUNCHING 
AN APPAREL LINE
Okay, now that the context is out of the way, let’s dive in! Here 
are the steps required to make an apparel line, which will help 
you gauge which path is right for you. 

STEP 1: DESIGN

As you communicate with vendors, you must have a reliable 
way to show them your garment. The more specific you can 
be, the more efficient and cost effective the process will be, at 
every step. To achieve this, you’ll hire a technical designer to 
make a detailed, computer-rendered technical sketch of your 
apparel. This requires finding someone who specializes in 
your fabric type and draws the visuals in a way that factories 
can read. 
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STEP 2: SOURCE YOUR FABRIC AND TRIMS

As with all the steps, this one involves a surprising number 
of micro-steps. Ultimately, you’ll place an order for the fabric 
and trims needed for your garments. For this, you’ll adopt a 
non-retail mindset; learn fabric basics; find an existing gar-
ment with the fabric you’ll want; determine specifications for 
your materials; learn the tiers of fabric vendors; discover ways 
to approach suitable vendors; and source materials that are reli-
able, affordable, and stylish. 

STEP 3: MAKE YOUR FIRST PATTERN

Here, you’ll hire a patternmaker to develop your first pattern. 
This is a specialized skill that is both an art and a science. 
Patternmakers have an excellent understanding of sewing, are 
detail oriented, and know computer design software. Expect 
to answer many questions about features you may or may 
not have considered before. In some cases, they’ll provide 
multiple versions for your consideration. Other times, your 
vision will be so clear that you’ll need only one pattern from 
the get-go. 

STEP 4: MAKE YOUR FIRST PROTOTYPE  
(A.K.A., SAMPLE)

Now that you have your technical sketch, you’re ready to make 
your first prototype! The point of prototypes is to identify any 
problems in the design. Creating them is an iterative process 
that can take anywhere from one to three months. Many new 
designers underestimate what it takes to get prototypes right, 
and they fail to see how important this is, until it’s too late. But 
developing a thorough prototype saves you considerable time 
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and money, because you’ll eliminate any flaws before produc-
ing multiple copies. 

You’ll identify a sample sewer, who will take the design 
and turn it into a garment. As they sew, they’ll note anything 
that doesn’t work according to plan. They’ll provide you with 
an actual garment, ready to be tried on by fit models who rep-
resent your target market. 

— —  Mentor Moment — —
A Note about Terms

In the apparel industry, you’ll hear the word “sample” for what 
I call a prototype. Though these terms refer to the same thing, 
I use prototype intentionally. Over the years, I’ve watched too 
many aspiring designers make the mistake of breezing past 
making samples. They heard the word “sample” and envi-
sion something cheap, disposable, or simplistic—something 
that won’t have any bearing on their ultimate product. Often, 
the result is disastrous, costing the designer precious money, 
time, and energy.

I much prefer the word prototype, and here’s a little back-
ground why.

I’ve mentioned before that I spent some time working with 
big design companies and factories. Even while I was freelanc-
ing during this period, I was often involved in visiting the fac-
tories themselves to inspect materials and products and meet 
more closely with vendors and other involved parties. For a 
while, I was traveling overseas pretty often, working on start-
ing up a women’s wear company and getting involved in other 
projects. Between 2004 and 2010, I spent a lot of time traveling 
to factories in South America, Central America, and Asia.

In my experiences there, I saw the often poor working 
conditions and meager wages for factory workers. Those trips 
informed my ongoing mission to help focus fashion manufac-
turing in the United States and to improve the quality of working 
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conditions throughout the industry. But the point of this story 
right now is something else I observed during my visits to these 
overseas factories.

When I was working in this role, I wasn’t some bigwig that 
went into the office to manage workers—I was a designer, a 
developer, and I wanted to get things done. If things weren’t 
happening, if the work wasn’t coming along the way we wanted 
it to, I got involved and got things figured out. If we had a prob-
lem, I stepped in to meet with the right people and fix it.

One of my freelance customers was a stroller company. 
We were focused on designing some of the fabric parts of the 
stroller they were planning to produce. The factory they were 
using just wasn’t getting it right. There was a lot of back and 
forth, but ultimately I realized I just had to meet with the work-
ers in person and get everyone on the same page. So I flew out 
to their factory and met with the pattern makers and the sewers 
and everyone else involved. I wasn’t there on some fancy tour; 
I saw the underbelly, the workrooms, the sewing stations. I 
worked with those people.

I’ve already talked about how clarity in communications 
is paramount, so I won’t belabor that point again—though it 
was very useful to be in the same room as my collaborators 
and show them exactly what I wanted done. But the other really 
useful lesson was in using the right terminology to honor the 
work that was being done.

I’m not just referring to language barriers, though that was 
a big part of it. What I mean is that most people don’t quite 
understand everything that goes into designing clothes. Even 
plenty of people who work in the industry have what amounts 
to a dismissive view of the whole process. They talk about 
making apparel samples. They hire pattern makers. They give 
these cutesy little homemaker names to all of the aspects of the 
industry. I understand where that comes from, of course. But I 
also understand the way it makes people thing about the work 
being done. This kind of terminology makes apparel design 
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sound like a hobby, a pastime, a fun little fling that we engage in 
on the weekends to keep us busy.

But the work that I’m talking about in this book is much, 
much more than that. The work that you’re putting into your 
mission and brand and designs is so much more than that. 
Designing clothes is engineering at its heart, and it’s just as 
difficult as the work done in all of the other traditionally male 
industries—no different than designing a chair or a computer 
mouse or whatever else. The talent and skill and dedication 
required are just as intense as in any of those other industries. 
Designing apparel is amazingly complicated, and the language 
we use should reflect that.

One thing I’m still so proud of is my decision to deliber-
ately change the language I use for certain aspects of our work. 
We make prototypes. We hire pattern engineers. We use terms 
that confer the proper respect to the work being done. In doing 
so, we recognize the effort required in designing clothes and 
the sacrifices involved. These terms have become a lot more 
common nationwide, and that’s another major reward of the 
work I’ve been a part of. Using the right words—like the word 
prototype—can have a huge impact on the quality of the work 
throughout the whole process.

I’ve found that using the word prototype helps people 
understand the importance of creating test runs. Just as a car 
manufacturer relies on prototypes to identify design flaws to 
ensure safety and performance, you are responsible for devel-
oping a reliable product too. The sooner you embrace the idea 
that you’re building a product, the more ready you’ll be for the 
dedication required to get it right. Your prototypes don’t have 
to be perfect—in fact, they certainly won’t be!—but they should 
be the product of care and attention to avoid costly mistakes 
down the road. 
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STEP 5: EVALUATE THE SAMPLE

Before manufacturing any garment, you must ensure it’s free 
of flaws. Flaws can come in many forms, like puckering, open 
seams, or mismeasuring. Such defects can be caused by the 
pattern, fabric, or both. You may or may not be qualified to 
conduct the evaluation yourself. If you don’t have a strong 
sewing background, it will be nearly impossible for you to 
anticipate the types of issues a sample could reveal. Even if 
you’re following the DIY approach, you may have to hire 
someone for this step. 

STEP 6: COMPILE A LIST OF REVISIONS

Expect to make changes to your first sample. This is a nec-
essary part of the process. During your evaluation, you may 
encounter suggestions for revisions from several people—your 
sample sewer, the professional you hired to evaluate it, and 
yourself. Make sure you’ve compiled these into a format that’s 
easy to follow. You’ll need to provide clear instructions to your 
sample sewer. 

STEP 7: MAKE YOUR SECOND SAMPLE

Have your sample sewer make a revised version. Make sure it 
incorporates all the recommendations you’d identified earlier, 
and that no new issues have been revealed. You may or may not 
get it right this time around, so be prepared to repeat Steps 5–7 
until your garment is ready for production. 
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STEP 8: GRADE YOUR PATTERN

Up till this point, you’ve been looping through one size only, 
called your base size. This step is where you’ll account for the 
additional sizes you’ll produce. There’s no hard-and-fast rule 
for how many sizes to make, but I’ve observed a trend for mar-
ketability in the apparel industry: offering five sizes. Grading 
a pattern means turning a single pattern into multiple sizes. 
You’ll hire a specialist for this task, called a pattern grader. 
Their role is more complicated than it may sound. 

STEP 9: SEW ALL THE SIZES

Provide your sample sewer with the patterns, and ask them to 
sew a version of each.

STEP 10: MAKE YOUR FINAL TECH PACK

To produce your garment, a manufacturer needs instructions 
for all details such as measurements, fabric, trims, and colors. 
This requires a specialized document called a tech pack. (Think 
of a tech pack as a blueprint for a house.) 

Hire a technical designer to make your tech pack, which 
includes drawings and written directives. This step is a critical 
culmination of all the work you’ve done so far. As manager of 
this significant project, you’ll need to ensure that all the details 
make it into this document. 

STEP 11: MANUFACTURE

This phase involves determining the appropriate vendor to 
manufacture your garment, which is a process, in and of itself. 
Your relationship with your manufacturer can make or break 
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your success, or—at the very least—influence your willingness 
to go through it again next time. 

Some manufacturers operate as full-service operations, 
from sourcing materials to packaging your final garment. 
Others offer partial services or function in a piecemeal manner. 
Find out which is the best fit for you. 

Then, to find the right manufacturer, do your homework. 
You’ll research things like what brands they’ve worked with, 
quantities they produce, and timelines they deliver. You’ll also 
want to know about their certifications, contract requirements, 
approval process, and team. 

Once you’ve found your manufacturer, you’ll provide your 
tech pack, sign a contract, and communicate with them at key 
points throughout. Completing your garment can take any-
where from 6 months to 2 years’ time. 

After this is done, you’ve earned yourself a big celebration! 
Next up: You’ll need to manage a variety of things, such 

as warehousing, inventory tracking, shipping, and marketing. 
Though these things are outside the bounds of this book, we 
want to make sure you’re considering them from the begin-
ning. Remember, your diligence in planning and preparing for 
all steps of this process will help you streamline your work and 
improve your chances of a successful product launch.

EXPLORE TWO APPROACHES
You’ve just heard what it takes to turn your idea into a finished 
apparel product. Now, take a step back. Consider the resources 
available to you and compare them to the overall process as 
outlined here. Over the next year or two, how much time, 
money, and energy can you devote to launching your line? 
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New designers are not all the same. Some are hobby sew-
ists starting a business for the first time. Others are long-time 
entrepreneurs who are new to making clothing. Others fall 
into a variety of categories in between. Some aren’t ready to 
start a line just yet, but they’re motivated to learn how—to 
prepare for when they are. 

Regardless of where you fall on this spectrum, you’ll ben-
efit from weighing two approaches: DIY or Full Partner, both 
of which are outlined below. 

A QUICK NOTE ABOUT VENDORS

Regardless of which approach you choose, creating an apparel 
line means overseeing a variety of vendors. If you’ve ever 
planned a wedding, you know what it’s like to communicate 
with multiple vendors simultaneously about the countless 
number of details. If you’re not already thinking of yourself as 
project manager, begin doing so from here on out. 

There’s no way to predict exactly how many vendors your 
project will need. But as a rule of thumb, be prepared to hire 
anywhere from 7 to 10 contractors, over the course of your 
project. (This count does not include vendors needed for busi-
ness operations and marketing.) 

Vendors needed to create an apparel line include: 

1. Tech designer 
2. Trim vendor 
3. Fabric vendor 
4. Pattern maker 
5. Sample sewer 
6. Patternmaker/ grader 
7. Manufacturer 
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In some cases, the same individual or company will cover 
more than one of these roles. Others specialize. No matter 
what, each vendor will bring to the table their own processes, 
values, pricing, timing, commitment, and level of expertise. 
The key message here is this: Get ready to take charge, com-
municate, and get organized!

APPROACH #1: DIY

This approach is best for designers whose budget is limited. 
Hello, scrappy startup types! Under the DIY model, you’ll 
become a project manager extraordinaire. You’ll take owner-
ship over every stage. You’ll become a master of overall strategy 
and minute details. Your timeline will extend, you’ll commu-
nicate like the dickens, and keeping things on track will be up 
to you. Under this approach, you must get used to the idea that 
you’ll spend the next two years or so navigating an industry 
that’s not set up for new clothing brands like you. 

In addition to making countless decisions about garments, 
you’ll be called to explore a network of vendors who seem to 
operate underground. Patternmakers, sewers, factories, and 
other specialists are used to serving big companies. They use 
industry jargon that can seem disorienting. They may or may 
not list their services online. If your native language is English, 
their primary tongue may differ from yours. Most industry 
professionals aren’t set up to show you the ropes. You need 
them more than they need you, and more often than not, they 
know it. 

So, yes, the DIY approach requires plenty of grit! But 
for those who embrace the role, the process can be incred-
ibly rewarding, financially profitable, and fun. Your apparel 
line can turn you into your own boss and help you serve 
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people whose needs you truly care about. I truly believe new 
clothing brands are the future of this industry, and I’m com-
mitted to helping people like you become the agents of this 
important change.

And hey—a word of encouragement. Too often we have a 
picture of a scrappy DIYer who’s constantly a little frazzled and 
a little overworked, pouring in hours of late night and early 
morning labor on a passion project, just to make a piece or 
two—something to be proud of and to make all the extremely 
hard work seem worth it. And yeah, that can be pretty accu-
rate. It is hard work, no matter what route you take. But there’s 
also a lot of satisfaction down that road—and success, too, if 
you keep at it.

I started out during my freelancing period. I was making 
patterns and designs and samples in my living room with my 
friends. I started realizing that this was the craziest industry I’d 
ever seen—and that maybe there was a way I could make it a 
little less crazy, make it accessible to other people looking to get 
their clothing out into the world and into the hands of the right 
customers. I started up a website to help other people. I got 
some attention through word of mouth. I kept working hard—
and we just grew and grew and grew and grew and grew—and 
eventually I couldn’t keep it all in my house anymore, so we 
moved into a real building to keep working. After that, we 
started doing our first real production runs instead of hiring 
other factories to make our products. We had a little produc-
tion facility going. And we kept helping other people. For a 
long time, we were one of maybe two or three resources in the 
entire United States for people to get help with a clothing idea. 
That’s still crazy to me, to be honest.

So yeah, if you’re going the DIY route, it is a lot of hard 
work. But it’s not all sacrifice for a pittance, either. Plenty of 
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new clothing brands have found their niche market, reached 
their ideal customers, and found lots of success in their work. I 
certainly have, and now I’m able to help guide others to make 
their DIY road a little less lonely.

— —  Mentor Moment —  —
If you identify as a DIYer right now, you are not alone. Guiding 
others like you is one of the most rewarding parts of my career. 
Aspiring, driven designers are my people, and I built The 
Apparel Mentor to serve people like you. In this online commu-
nity, we work through this book together, taking specific looks 
at individual approaches to understand the best approach to 
making your DIY plans a reality. We share our wins, give ideas 
and encouragement, and provide accountability. To learn 
more, visit theapparelmentor.com. 

APPROACH #2: FULL PARTNER

If project management isn’t your jam, the full-partner approach 
may suit you best. Maybe you have a tight time frame. Maybe 
you’re ready to prioritize what you do best, like designing 
amazing clothes. Or perhaps the thought of overseeing count-
less details and granular decisions makes you cringe in every 
cell of your body. If you have the resources to devote, hiring a 
cohesive team can save you considerable time and headaches. 

In my early days in this industry, I never dreamed I’d enter 
into manufacturing. If you’d asked me where I was headed in 
life, I never would have said, “I want to run an on-demand 
clothing factory in Saint Paul, Minnesota, that employs 90% 
women and is the only factory of its type in the Midwest.” Yet 
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that’s what happened, organically over time, as I started serv-
ing new apparel brands. 

Our apparel mentors have worked with new apparel 
brands to turn their ideas into a saleable reality. From sketch 
to launch, we’ve helped hundreds of aspiring designers make 
their apparel lines. If that type of arrangement sounds best to 
you—if what you need is a team of specialists who can walk 
you through patternmaking, prototyping, fabric selection, 
and manufacturing—you may be ready for the Full-Partner 
approach, and I encourage you to research companies that 
offer these services.

There’s no such thing as a one-size-fits all approach. We 
can’t predict exact costs without a consultation, as we custom-
ize our work to the unique needs of each project. However, 
as a general guideline of reference, full partner services cost a 
minimum of $7K to $10K. Depending on what your person-
ality and resources are like, hiring a full partner be the right 
avenue for you to get your new clothing brand started and your 
products into the hands of your ideal clients.

DECIDE WHICH IS BEST FOR YOU
When deciding which approach is best for you, neither is inher-
ently right or wrong. You know yourself best. That said, it’s 
absolutely worth your time to assess your resources now, before 
diving into your apparel line. As with any business venture, 
you’ll invest time, money, and energy into your beloved project. 

Another point about working with partners—in whatever 
capacity—that is often glossed over is that you don’t have to 
completely abandon what you’re already passionate about in 
order to pursue designing a clothing line. Partnering with other 
people allows you to draw on their strengths and your own!
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Many entrepreneurial stories involve someone who iden-
tifies a problem in the marketplace, a hole to be filled with 
something purposeful or functional, an oversight in PR that 
keeps ideal customers from finding the right products. And 
those entrepreneurs don’t just abandon their successful com-
panies and skills and contacts and enroll into design school to 
figure out how to solve the problem! Please don’t suddenly go 
to design school because you have an apparel idea. Reading 
this book instead will teach you what you need to know about 
being a new brand owner.

If you’re a nurse and you’ve figured out a piece of clothing 
that would help you and your fellow nurses do your jobs better, 
don’t just give up on your dreams of nursing in order to go to 
design school. Stay working as a nurse! Keep learning about 
the nursing world; keep figuring out how to make a product 
that meets your needs and the needs of those you work with. 
And then just hire people in the apparel industry that you can 
collaborate with!

One really common trait of very successful clients I’ve 
worked with is that they stick with what they’re good at and 
hire others to make up for their weaknesses. In this book, I’m 
hoping to give you a good enough understanding of the apparel 
industry and what it takes to make a line of clothing—but I 
don’t want you to think that you need to become an expert 
on every aspect of design. I’m not trying to teach you how to 
make your own patterns or match color schemes. I want to give 
you a high-level understanding of what starting a new cloth-
ing brand involves. And then I want to point you toward the 
pattern engineers and designers and factories and all the other 
partners you can collaborate with to achieve success.

I’ve run into tons of people who have an idea and just 
start buying sewing machines and yards of cloth and design 
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textbooks. Don’t do that! (Unless it’s a hobby you’re passion-
ate about, of course.) It’s not necessary, and it’s not going to 
help you be successful. Figure out what you’re good at, find 
people who are good at other things, and work together to 
make your products. 

Now that you’ve thought about your approach to having a 
partner, make a decision. Which approach is right for you? The 
sooner you can make this decision, the more helpful it’ll be as 
you move forward. 

Emma’s Story
“I am a DIYer, one hundred percent. What I’ve learned 
from that is that I could spend all my time doing every-
thing. But it’s not a good idea. If I spend all my time on 
manufacturing, I’m not doing sales or focusing on the 
business. Managing every part of production is a full-
time job. So unless you have a team doing some other 
parts, like writing a blog, production quickly becomes 
something you no longer have time for. 

“If you have the opportunity, and you can produce 
the units, find a partner. Then you can have more time 
building the business. Or maybe it’s vice versa. Maybe 
you love production, and you want someone to do the 
marketing and operations for you. I can definitely relate 
to the feeling of ‘But I want to know how to do all of it.’ 
Consider that you do know a lot of it, and you’ll continue 
to learn. But if you find the right partner, then you don’t 
need to be one hand cutting everything. 

“Especially for you DIYers, do whatever you can to 
surround yourself with others who are in the same boat. 
You can share resources with each other. In fact, I found 
most of my vendors through people in my network. 
They came through my asking, ‘Who have you worked 
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with?’ As for all my sewing partners, I found them on 
Craig’s List.”

HOW MUCH TIME PER WEEK DO YOU HAVE TO 
DEDICATE TO THIS PROJECT? DO YOU ENJOY OR  
ARE YOU GOOD AT PROJECT MANAGEMENT? THESE 
QUESTIONS WILL HELP YOU UNDERSTAND IF YOU 
SHOULD GO DIY OR FULL PARTNER. TO DECIDE YOUR 
APPROACH, COMPLETE WORKSHEET 4.  
YOU MAY FIND IT HELPFUL TO SEE A  
CHART THAT WALKS YOU THROUGH 
ESTIMATING LAUNCH DATES, 
WORKSHEET 11. 
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LESSON 6

UNDERSTAND FABRIC

Lesson Objectives
In this lesson, you’ll gain a better understanding of fabric by: 

 ▶ Establishing a non-retail mindset. 
 ▶ Determining your place on my Three Tiers of Fabric 

Vendors chart. 
 ▶ Distinguishing the two fabric camps: woven vs. knit. 
 ▶ Preparing swatches for potential vendors. 

Once your tech sketches are complete, you should pat yourself 
on the back. You’ve put yourself in an elite camp of new design-
ers who choose to prioritize strategy. Thanks to your dedica-
tion, you now have a clean, professional representation of what 
you mean when you talk about your designs. And, if you’re the 
type who tends to change their mind, your tech sketches can 
help you stay on track. 

At this stage, many new designers get excited about fabric 
and can’t wait to start ordering! If this is you, I share your 
enthusiasm. You’ll get there soon, in Lesson 8. But believe it or 
not, sourcing fabric and trims is something you need to prepare 
for, especially if you’re new to the apparel industry. 
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ESTABLISH A NON-RETAIL MINDSET
As an apparel designer, your ultimate goal is creating a style 
your customers love. On the other hand, as a business owner 
you have an equally important goal: Establishing a supply 
of fabric and trims that’s affordable and reliable. Finding the 
sweet spot requires that you begin to think like a vendor. 
When referring to “vendors” throughout this section, I am 
describing sellers of raw materials such as fabric or trims that 
sell in bulk (not retail).

BREAK THE RETAIL HABIT

If you’re like most new designers, your only encounters with 
fabric so far have been in a retail environment. As such, many 
designers fall into the rookie trap of having a retail mindset, 
when it comes to sourcing their materials. This habit can trip 
you up in many ways, so it’s crucial to shift your thinking now. 

For example, you probably already know that sourcing 
fabric means finding fabric. After all, how could you be ready 
to order in bulk, if you’ve never seen the material with your 
own eyes, or actually touched it? Many aspiring designers head 
to their local fabric store in search of fabric that looks and feels 
right. If this is you, stop. Turn around. Drop the swatches. Exit 
those automatic glass doors now. That’s right! Walk away from 
the retail shop. 

WHY DESIGNERS NEED VENDORS

As an apparel designer, you should work exclusively with fabric 
vendors that sell in bulk. Unlike retail stores that change their 
stock regularly, vendors operate on a larger scale and offer a 
regular supply. Imagine falling in love with a fabric you found 
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at Jo-Ann, only to realize it’s not available by this time next 
year, or even next season! 

In addition, wholesale and factory direct fabrics tend to 
be of considerably higher quality than what’s available for 
hobby sewists at the big-box store. If that’s not enough reason 
for you to go to industry vendors, keep this in mind: these 
wholesale fabric and trims cost less per yard, since apparel 
designers require larger quantities than retail buyers. All of 
these reasons demonstrate the importance of adopting a non-
retail mindset when launching your new clothing brand. 
Starting now, commit to avoiding retail when sourcing your 
fabric and trims. 

THREE TIERS OF FABRIC vENDORS
In Lesson 8, you’ll seek out suitable fabric vendors for your 
garment’s materials. For now, your job is to understand what 
I call “Mindy’s Three Tiers of Fabric Vendors.” To understand 
the tiers, you must recognize that vendors are not all equal. 
Similarly, apparel designers aren’t all equal, either. Like it or 
not, size matters, at least in our industry. The larger the buyer, 
the more influence they have on what they can buy, and the 
more options are available to them. For new clothing brands 
like you, it’s crucial to understand where you fit on the tiers. 

WHY THE TIERS MATTER

Finding the right tier is a key step. If you’ve ever heard the 
expression, “He’s got champagne taste on a beer budget,” 
then you know why this matters. When problems occur, it’s 
not because a designer is on one tier or another. Rather, it’s 
because their expectations are out of whack, or, at the very 
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least, mismatched. There’s nothing wrong with any of the 
tiers, but make no mistake: They operate differently, in fun-
damental ways. 

The better you understand the differences among the 
tiers—and identify the one that’s aligned to your brand and 
budget—the happier you’ll be. (And if all goes as planned, the 
more profitable, too!) 

TIER 1: STOCK

Of all the new designers I’ve worked with over the years, most 
fall within what I call Tier 1, or Stock. This category describes 
fabric vendors that hold stock of certain fabrics and colors. This 
is the simplest way to get fabric. You call them up, and they 
pull from their stock and ship it to you. Here, designers have 
fewer options and less power in terms of getting precisely what 
they want. They’re limited to stock fabric and trims, which 
vendors produce in a predetermined range of fabric types. 

As I’ve mentioned, there’s nothing wrong with being on 
Tier 1. In fact, I find it can be a blessing for new designers, 
because they have enough decisions to make as it is, all while 
getting the hang of this industry. Generally, you’ll find an 
abundance of fabric types (even if it’s not that exact shade 
you’ve been dreaming about). Another advantage is that 
Tier  1 buyers avoid the additional time it takes to develop 
custom materials. 

On the other hand, if a color’s out of stock, it’s out. The 
time it takes to restock is relatively set, and there’s not much 
you can do to influence the process. Because Tier 1 materials 
are pre-set, their cost is relatively fixed, too, so don’t expect to 
sweet-talk vendors into a lower price. 
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TIER 2: MADE TO ORDER

If you’re a designer with an established brand or otherwise can 
afford to buy large quantities of fabrics made for your specific 
needs, your zone is Tier 2: Made to Order. This category describes 
fabric vendors that have a huge library of fabric swatches they 
have already developed but that do not have yardage in stock. So 
if you want to purchase from them, they will make your yard-
age per your order. Of course, even if you can afford Tier 2, you 
still have the option of ordering from Tier 1 stock vendors when 
appropriate. But for designers at this level, it can be an advantage 
to find more unique fabric and custom colors. 

If you’re a Tier 2 designer, be ready to invest more time in 
choosing your special fabric or trim and then waiting for it to 
arrive. The conversation with your vendor may feel more like a 
relationship and less like a transaction.

TIER 3: DEVELOP TO ORDER (FOR BIG KAHUNAS)

Is your company as big as Nike? If not, then Tier 3 probably 
isn’t for you. In fact, in more than twenty years, I’ve only 
had one client where it made sense to order from Tier 3, the 
Develop to Order category. Still, it can’t hurt for you to know 
this tier exists and understand how it works, at least at a high 
level. And who knows? Maybe you’ll be operating at this huge 
scale down the road. 

In the world of Tier 3 fabric vendors, the sky’s the limit. 
Apparel companies that use these vendors define the fabric 
specs they’d like to see, and vendors find a way to make it 
happen. This where you can dream up a fabric that does not 
exist in the world and have the factory make something custom 
for you. For example, the client I’ve had that was in this tier 
wanted fabric with shea butter infused in it to soften the skin 
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as it was worn. This did not exist at that time, so we had it 
developed. Working in Tier 3 requires a lot of financial capital 
in exchange for that level of control over your choices. Being 
able to select exactly what you want and fine-tune it to meet 
your needs is a luxury that translates to the quality of your 
products. But remember, Tier 3 requires a lot of money and 
influence and scale, and if you do reach this tier, make sure it 
also matches your mission and your ideal customers. 

Mindy’s Three Tiers of Fabric Vendors

Tier 1:  
Stock

Fabric & color selection is limited. 

Minimum Order Quantity is low, usually 1–60 yards.

Fabric availability is not guaranteed in stock when 
you want it.

Sourcing timeline is 1–12 weeks. 

Order timeline is 2–12 weeks. 

Tier 2:  
Made  

to Order

Fabric & color selection is very broad.

Minimum Order Quantity is higher, usually 800–1000 
yards. 

Fabric availability is mostly guaranteed.

Sourcing timeline is 10–20 weeks.

Order timeline is 6–18 weeks. 

Tier 3:  
Develop 
to Order 

(the Big 
Kahunas)

Fabric & color selection is endless.

Minimum Order Quantity is very high, usually over 
3000 yards. 

Fabric availability is guaranteed. 

Sourcing timeline is 6–12 months.

Order timeline is 12–20 weeks. 
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REMEMBER: This chart represents Mindy’s Three Tiers of 
Fabric Vendors. I named them for the sake of my own Apparel 
Mentor members. So don’t expect to hear these categories used 
in the field. Still, they’ll be valuable tools for you in your own 
internal processes and decisions.

HOW TO KNOW WHICH TIER A VENDOR IS IN

By now, you probably know which tier is the right fit for your 
brand. Going forward, own it! We’ve seen too many designers 
waste precious time and money thinking they’re at a tier level 
that’s unrealistic or second guessing themselves. We’d rather 
see you get comfy in your zone as soon as possible. Accepting 
reality will get your garment to market faster! 

At this stage, you’re not ready to commit to a certain 
vendor. Not yet. This is your time to observe the landscape of 
potential vendors at a high level. For now, your job is simply to 
identify the type of vendor you might work with down the road. 
Think of this like picking your ideal customer—someone to 
set your sights on and help you refine your decisions. There are 
plenty of fundamentals to grasp before you’re ready to commit 
to a vendor and start working with them. 

How do you know which tier a vendor is in? By asking a 
few key questions, you should be able to figure this out rela-
tively quickly. For example, some things you might ask include: 

• Do you stock fabric that I order from or do you make 
fabric per my order?

• Can I choose custom colors or do I order from a pre-
set color selection?

• What are the Minimum Order Quantities (MOQs) 
of your fabric?
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DISTINGUISH BETWEEN THE TWO 
FABRIC CAMPS: WOvEN vS. KNIT
You’ve established a non-retail mindset. You’ve determined 
your place on Mindy’s Three Tiers. Now, you’re ready to tackle 
another fundamental concept: wovens versus knits. This differ-
ence is so basic that it affects every decision you’ll make going 
forward. It determines every vendor you’ll work with, at every 
step of the process. From here on out, I’m asking you to take 
a side. Yes, that’s right. Every time you make a decision like 
researching a vendor or sourcing your fabric, identify yourself 
as Team Woven or Team Knit. 

The reason this matters is these two categories of fabrics 
function entirely differently from each other. So differently, that 
every vendor in the chain—from the fabric seller to the pattern-
maker to the manufacturer—specializes in either wovens or 
knits. Every vendor’s skill set and machinery is geared toward 
woven or knit. Think of it like a brick mason versus a drywall 
contractor. You would not want to ask a drywall contractor 
to build you a brick wall because their tools and skills don’t 
match. Going forward, you’ll make countless decisions about 
which vendors are right for you. Each and every one of them is 
also on either Team Woven or Team Knit. Knowing where you 
stand is essential at this step of the process.

You don’t need to know everything about woven versus 
knit, but here are the basics. 
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Characteristics of Wovens and Knits

Wovens Knits

Usually used in dressier 
clothes, jeans, or outerwear. 

Structured and retains shape 
better; has little to no stretch. 

Wrinkles easier and is more 
durable.

Yarns are woven in parallel, 
giving little stretch. 

Usually used in casual 
wear like yoga pants and 
sweatshirts.

Flexible and soft and stretches 
a lot. 

Easy care and wrinkle 
resistant. 

Yarns are knitted into loops to 
allow stretch. 

WHEN RESEARCHING VENDORS, 
DO YOUR HOMEWORK

As I said, it’s imperative that you figure out whether you want 
wovens or knits and then select a vendor to match. But here’s a 
dirty little secret: Almost no vendors will actually tell you this. 
They may be swamped, hungry for work, or unaccustomed to 
new designers like you. It’s entirely possible they’ll take on your 
project, without letting you know you’ve gotten it wrong. And 
don’t be surprised if a potential vendor says they work on any 
style of garment. Rather than taking any vendor solely at their 
word, I advise you to do your homework. 

When researching any vendor, find out whether they spe-
cialize in wovens or knits. This includes your pattern makers, 
factories, fabric vendors, etc. Inquire about the brands they 
represent. Look at their portfolios. Ask to see examples of their 
work. Chances are, they work well with one fabric type and don’t 
know squat about the other. If your design falls in the other 
camp, walk away. Walk away immediately and don’t look back. 
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Working with a vendor on the other “team” can lead to 
disastrous results. Don’t let this happen to you! Mismatched 
relationships can go on for longer than you’d like to believe. I 
implore you to be proactive and get this right, each and every 
time you work with someone new. Soon, you’ll begin sourcing 
fabrics. As you do, keep Team Woven and Team Knit at the 
top of your mind. 

Emma’s Story
“There’s always exceptions to the rules. It’s become 
trendy for denim to have a bit of stretch for jeans, 
but they’re still a woven fabric. Same for men’s dress 
shirts. There’s a little more give than normal. That’s 
because they’re adding some stretch to it, but it’s still 
a woven fabric. 

“I do have one example of going to a vendor who’s 
on the wrong team. I work with a patternmaker, and 
she’s great. She can do both knit and woven, but our 
communication got crossed. I asked for a dart out of 
my sports bra, which is a stretch fabric. And the pattern 
came back with a literal dart, like you’d put in a woven 
t-shirt, because that’s what I’d asked for. But I was like, 
‘Wait, there are no darts in sports bras.’ You have to 
pinch it out or scoop it out. It’s very different the way 
you approach a pattern with a stretch, as opposed to 
a woven. It was an easy thing to fix, but if I didn’t know 
what I was doing, I would have ended up with weird 
sports bras.” 
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— —  Mentor Moment —  —
Communication Warning:  

Avoid Talking to Vendors about It

And now, I’m about to give you some advice that sounds 
counterintuitive. Are you ready to hear it? While doing your 
homework and placing each vendor on one team or another, I 
strongly recommend that you not discuss this designation with 
them. There are a couple reasons for this.

Especially if you don’t know much about fabric, the less 
you reveal about your knowledge (or lack of it), the better. The 
difference between woven and knits is so basic, that vendors 
will dismiss you immediately if you don’t grasp it. If they sense 
you don’t know the fundamentals of fabric, they’ll sniff you out 
as an amateur. They won’t give you the time of day. And this 
might happen if you start asking about the distinction between 
the two types of fabric.

Now, at this point you may have a question for me. You 
may wonder: But Mindy, how can I navigate a key consider-
ation with vendors without talking about it? It’s certainly a fair 
question. 

You shouldn’t have to go to design school just to have 
useful conversations with your vendors. My goal for you is to 
get familiar enough with wovens and knits to know them when 
you see them. Then, to communicate with vendors, use the fol-
lowing hack. It involves preparing swatches to determine specs. 
Even when you’re not a fabric expert, it’ll allow you to source 
fabric effectively without fully understanding what the fabric is. 
This approach will allow you to follow my precept of avoiding 
talking to vendors about their designations while also getting 
from them the information you need to make good decisions. 
So read on.



LESSON 6: UNDERSTAND FABRIC  91

PREPARE SWATCHES FOR 
DETERMINING SPECS

FIND A GARMENT YOU LOVE, THEN CUT IT UP

The following hack is the biggest hack you get from this book! 
Before you can order fabric, you need to be able to describe what 
you want. Before you can describe what you want, you need to 
identify what that actually is. So, your job now is to find the 
kind of fabric you want. The way to do this is to go shopping! 
Your goal is to find a garment made of fabric that looks and 
feels like the one you want to create. This garment will have 
one single purpose: to be sacrificed. That’s right. Once you find 
a garment that matches your criteria, you’ll cut it into pieces to 
send to fabric vendors. These swatches will become your tool 
for determining specs for your fabric and trims. 

— —  Mentor Moment — —
Earlier in this lesson, I told you to avoid retail when shopping for 
fabric. Now, this rule still rings true: Now is not the time to visit 
fabric stores. Instead, your goal is to find an example of whole-
sale or factory direct fabric that resembles the clothing you want 
to produce. Where can you find such fabric? In garments that 
already exist. Yes, finding these garments requires you to shop 
retail, but only for the finished product and not the fabric itself. 

Indeed, completed garments are made from non-retail 
fabrics. These garments are just what you need, when deter-
mining fabric specs. As you shop, consider buying from your 
inspiration brand. After all, they are likely to have produced 
pieces that resemble the fabric you’ll use in your garments. You 
will need to buy at least one sacrificial garment for each cloth-
ing style you plan to make. 
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Once you’ve bought inspiration garments for every style 
of fabric in your future line, head to your workspace. Grab a 
pair of fabric scissors. Cut each garment into 8" x 8" pieces. 
Before long, you’ll have multiple fabric swatches ready to send 
to potential fabric vendors or bring to trade shows. 

HOW THIS HELPS YOU

Many savvy designers have gone before you. They’ve proven 
that formal apparel training isn’t necessary for establishing a 
successful line. Pretty much every piece of clothing we wear 
was originally designed by an amateur at some point, to say 
nothing of the many successful new clothing brands that have 
come into play alongside the bigger brands. That said, you 
simply cannot survive in this business without communicating 
effectively with vendors. They specialize in various roles, and 
they DO know the industry. 

You’re about to initiate conversations with fabric vendors, 
in particular. You’ll use your swatches to gather critical infor-
mation from them, efficiently and cleanly. Even if you don’t 
have the right words to ask for fabric specs, your homemade 
swatches will be your ticket to getting what you need. This is 
similar to creating design sketches and using inspiration pieces 
to convey to vendors what you’re looking to create—you’re pro-
viding accurate visual representations to make sure the right 
information is conveyed.

Sometimes the apparel industry feels like the most confus-
ing group of professionals on the planet. But with the hack 
of bringing or mailing your fabric swatches to a vendor and 
asking if they have something similar, you will immediately get 
them on the same page as you. This is the standard practice in 
the industry, so you will also look more professional. 
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—  —  Mentor Moment — —
When I first got started, I certainly felt overwhelmed by the 
way the industry works. It amazed me that someone could 
have a great idea, all the means and money in the world, and 
still it would be virtually impossible to get things done without 
knowing this archaic crazy lingo. It’s completely unstandard-
ized, by the way! I know we’ve all seen examples of that first-
hand. Take sizing, for one thing. I don’t know about you, but 
when I go to Target, I’m a size large; when I go to Nordstrom, 
I’m a size medium; and when I go to Made Well, I’m a size small. 
Crazy, right?

In any case, I’ve often said that the apparel industry 
reminds me of the Wild, Wild West. It’s an industry where every-
one’s constantly reinventing the wheel and shooting from the 
hip at every angle. Somehow, in all the chaos, we manage to get 
a few things done. And a big part of that is having real swatches 
of fabric to show to people to get our visions across. So don’t 
forget your swatches when you head out to talk to vendors!

DON’T FORGET THE TRIMS

During this step, don’t forget about the trims! These refer to 
embellishments that aren’t fabric, such as buttons, snaps, and 
zippers. Trims may seem like an afterthought, especially if 
you’re new to designing apparel. Yet in a funny way, they have 
the ability to make an outfit, all while seeming subtle. 

Consequently, as you shop for inspiration garments to 
use for swatches, be on the lookout for trims as well. Which 
details make a piece feel special? Are they metal, plastic, elas-
tic, or something else? Do any closures catch your eye? Are 
there strings, beads, or fringe involved? As you explore, think 
about your ideal customer. Consider what they care about, and 
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ponder whether each trim might entice them to buy, or better 
yet, stay loyal to you afterward. 

There are so many kinds of trims, it’d be impossible to 
name them all here. Don’t get concerned about learning every-
thing there is to know. Comprehensive knowledge isn’t neces-
sary! Instead, your role for now is to start noticing them. If you 
encounter a detail you especially love, buy the item and include 
it in your collection of inspiration garments for sourcing. 

Down the road, you’ll make decisions about which fabric 
and trims are needed. As a business owner and designer, 
you’ll learn to balance beauty and cost. For now, put your-
self in learning mode. During the sourcing process, you’ll 
learn more about each material you’ve gathered. You’ll also 
be able to start putting together source materials that will 
allow you to convey your intentions to potential vendors and 
sidestep revealing your lack of formal training in garment 
design while also demonstrating that you do indeed know 
what you’re talking about. 

Want more help? Join our community at theapparelmen-
tor.com.

ARE YOU ON TEAM WOVEN OR KNIT? THIS MATTERS 
BECAUSE IT WILL CHANGE WHAT FACTORIES THAT 
YOU WANT TO WORK WITH. TO PREPARE  
TO SOURCE YOUR FABRIC AND TRIMS, 
COMPLETE WORKSHEET 6. 
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I would appreciate your feedback on what 
chapters helped you most and what you 

would like to see in future book.

If you enjoyed this book and found it helpful,  
please leave a REvIEW on Amazon.

Visit me at
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where you can sign up for email updates.
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