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Abstract

The global fashion industry entered 2026 amid three converging pressures: an accelerating cycle of aesthetic
experimentation, a structural shift toward sustainability and circularity, and the rapid diffusion of artificial intelligence
(AI) across design and retail. This paper synthesises secondary evidence from twenty-five fashion-trend publications,
runway reports, and market-analytics sources published between January and June 2026 to identify the dominant
trends shaping apparel, accessories, and consumer behaviour during the year. Using a qualitative content-analysis
approach followed by descriptive quantitative synthesis of market data, seven recurring themes were coded:
sustainable and circular design, Al-enabled personalisation, silhouette and proportion experimentation, nostalgia-
driven revivalism, craft-based textures, colour and print statements, and maximalist accessorising. Findings indicate
that sustainability and Al are no longer peripheral concerns but structural forces reshaping production and
consumption, with the global sustainable fashion market and the Al-in-fashion market both projected to grow at
compound annual rates exceeding 19 percent through the early 2030s. Concurrently, runway and street-style evidence
point to a return of early-2000s and 2010s silhouettes, asymmetric hemlines, and craft techniques such as lace and
crochet. The paper concludes that 2026 represents a transitional year in which aesthetic nostalgia, ethical
accountability, and algorithmic personalisation are converging into a single, more data-driven fashion paradigm.

Keywords: fashion trends; sustainable fashion; artificial intelligence; circular economy; consumer behaviour, Y2K
revival;, 2026

1. Introduction

Fashion has always functioned as a barometer of broader social, economic, and technological change, and the pace at
which its trends form and dissolve has continued to accelerate in the mid-2020s. By 2026 the industry was
simultaneously negotiating three long-building pressures. First, a runway-to-street pipeline that increasingly recycles
aesthetics from earlier decades — most visibly the early 2000s and 2010s — while pushing proportion and silhouette
to unconventional extremes. Second, a sustainability mandate that has moved from a niche marketing angle to a
measurable, fast-growing market segment, driven by regulation, resale platforms, and younger consumers' ethical
expectations. Third, the mainstreaming of artificial intelligence across trend forecasting, generative design, virtual try-
on, and personalised retail experiences.

Despite abundant trade press coverage of individual trends, there is comparatively little synthesis that places aesthetic,
sustainability, and technology trends side by side within a single analytic frame. This paper addresses that gap by
systematically coding a corpus of 2026 fashion publications and market reports to answer three research questions: (1)
which aesthetic themes recur most consistently across spring and summer 2026 reporting; (2) how large and how fast
is the sustainable-fashion market growing relative to the broader apparel sector; and (3) to what extent is artificial
intelligence being positioned as a defining infrastructure of the 2026 fashion cycle rather than a peripheral tool. The
remainder of the paper describes the methodology used to answer these questions, presents the coded results with
accompanying figures, discusses their implications, and concludes with directions for future primary research.
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2. Materials and Methods

This study used a qualitative content-analysis design supplemented by descriptive quantitative synthesis, a method
well suited to identifying recurring themes across a large body of trend journalism and market-intelligence documents
when primary consumer or runway data collection is not feasible within the scope of a single paper.

2.1 Data Corpus

A corpus of twenty-five English-language sources published between January and June 2026 was assembled. The
corpus combined two document types: (a) fashion-trend journalism and runway commentary from established outlets
covering spring/summer 2026 collections and street style (e.g., Who What Wear, Refinery29, PORTER, and the Al-
driven forecasting platform Heuritech); and (b) market-analytics reports on the sustainable-fashion and Al-in-fashion
sectors published by market research firms (e.g., SkyQuest Technology Consulting, Coherent Market Insights, Global
Market Insights, Fortune Business Insights, Market Research Future, and Statista). Sources were located through
systematic web searches using the terms “fashion trends 2026,” “sustainable fashion market 2026,” and “Al fashion
design 2026,” and were retained if they were published in 2026, addressed apparel or accessory trends explicitly, and
disclosed at least a partial evidentiary basis (runway observation, social-listening data, or market modelling).

2.2 Coding Procedure

29 ¢

Each source was read in full and open-coded for discrete trend mentions (e.g., “asymmetric hemline,” “crochet
skullcap,” “recycled polyester,” “generative design tool”). Open codes were then grouped through axial coding into
seven higher-order themes on the basis of shared aesthetic logic, production implication, or consumer motivation. A
theme was counted as present in a source if the source discussed it as a named, salient trend for 2026 rather than as an
incidental mention. Coding was performed independently for aesthetic themes and for the two quantitative market
segments (sustainability and Al), and the resulting frequency counts were tabulated to produce Figure 1.

2.3 Quantitative Market Synthesis

Market-size and compound annual growth rate (CAGR) figures reported by different market-research vendors varied
considerably, reflecting differences in market definition and methodology. Rather than treating any single vendor
estimate as definitive, this paper anchors each trajectory (Figures 2 and 3) to one representative, internally consistent
forecast — SkyQuest Technology Consulting for the sustainable-fashion market and Market Research Future for the
Al-in-fashion market — and interpolates intermediate years using the reported CAGR. Alternative vendor estimates
are discussed narratively in Section 3.4 and 3.5 to illustrate the range of published projections.

2.4 Limitations

As a secondary-source synthesis, this study cannot verify the underlying primary data collected by each market-
research vendor, and figures should be read as indicative of direction and order of magnitude rather than precise
predictions. The corpus is also skewed toward Anglophone, Western fashion media and may under-represent trends
specific to other regional markets. Future work would benefit from triangulating this analysis with primary runway
documentation, retailer sell-through data, and consumer surveys.

3. Results and Discussion

Seven themes emerged from the coding process, summarised in Figure 1. Sustainable and circular design was the most
frequently coded theme, appearing as a salient 2026 trend in 22 of 25 sources, followed closely by Al-enabled
personalisation (19 sources) and silhouette/proportion experimentation (17 sources). The following subsections discuss
each theme in turn, moving from aesthetic trends toward the two structural forces — sustainability and artificial
intelligence — that most clearly distinguish 2026 from preceding fashion cycles.
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Figure 1. Frequency of Coded Fashion Trend Themes, 2026 Corpus
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Figure 1. Frequency of coded fashion trend themes across the 2026 source corpus (n = 25 sources).

3.1 Silhouette, Proportion, and Runway Experimentation

Spring/summer 2026 runway coverage repeatedly emphasised exaggerated or unconventional proportion. Reporting on
the season noted pannier-style hips, oversized bows, and bralette-scale tops shown alongside voluminous outerwear,
alongside a broader push to experiment with silhouette across formal and casual categories (PORTER, 2026).
Consistent with this, uneven and asymmetric hemlines — including handkerchief hems and godet-style skirts — were
flagged as a summer 2026 carry-over trend (Who What Wear, 2026a). Vintage-referencing silhouettes were also
prominent: shapeless 2016-style shift dresses and structured minis reappeared on multiple runways, and military-
inspired double-breasted “Napoleon” jackets drew comparisons to mid-2000s tailoring (Refinery29, 2026). At the
same time, capri pants and cropped tailoring were identified as a defining summer silhouette, reflecting a broader
comfort-driven shift away from strict formality (Hammond, 2026).

Two competing proportion logics therefore coexisted in 2026: a maximalist register of exaggerated volume and
playful asymmetry, and a pared-back, monochrome minimalism associated with quiet luxury (PORTER, 2026). Rather
than representing contradictory signals, this duality is consistent with fashion's cyclical tendency to hold opposing
aesthetics in tension across price tiers and occasions, giving both directional and everyday consumers a route into the
season.

3.2 Colour, Print, and Craft Textures

Jewel-toned colour palettes with depth and clarity, alongside vibrant primary colours, were widely cited as defining
2026 colour direction, a marked shift from the muted neutrals that dominated the preceding “quiet luxury” cycle
(Hammond, 2026; PORTER, 2026). Craft-based textures also resurfaced strongly: forecasting data attributed to
Heuritech projected roughly a 20 percent increase in lace-skirt visibility in the European market and 13 percent in the
United States for spring/summer 2026, alongside continued growth in fine-lace and sheer fabrications (Heuritech,
2026). Crochet made a parallel comeback, moving from bucket hats into fitted, embellished skullcaps favoured by
influencers and stylists (Who What Wear, 2026a). Denim, too, was reframed through a craft lens, with coordinated
raw “brut” denim jacket-and-jean sets projected to grow in visibility across both womenswear and menswear
(Heuritech, 2026).
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3.3 Nostalgia and Subcultural Revival

A recurring motif across the corpus was the deliberate recycling of earlier fashion eras, most notably the early-to-mid
2000s and mid-2010s. Commentators linked this partly to celebrity influence — the “Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy
effect” on minimalist monochrome dressing was cited as a driver of spring 2026's black-and-white styling trend
(PORTER, 2026) — and partly to a cyclical twenty-year nostalgia loop that has previously resurfaced 1980s and
1990s aesthetics. The reappearance of shapeless shift dresses, Napoleon jackets, and graphic vintage-style tees
(Refinery29, 2026) suggests that nostalgia in 2026 functioned less as a single retro reference point than as a grab-bag
of decades reassembled to fit contemporary proportions and fabric technology.

3.4 Sustainability as a Structural Market Force

Unlike the aesthetic themes above, sustainability in 2026 was as much a market and policy phenomenon as a stylistic
one. Multiple independent market-research vendors converged on the conclusion that the global sustainable-fashion
market was growing at a double-digit compound annual rate, although reported absolute market sizes varied
considerably depending on scope and definition. SkyQuest Technology Consulting valued the market at USD 11.78
billion in 2025, projecting growth to USD 58.18 billion by 2033 at a 22.1 percent CAGR (SkyQuest, 2026), while
Coherent Market Insights estimated a narrower USD 10.12 billion base in 2026 growing to USD 19.85 billion by 2033
at a 10.1 percent CAGR (Coherent Market Insights, 2026), and Global Market Insights projected the related
sustainable-clothing segment to reach USD 39 billion by 2035 (Global Market Insights, 2026). Figure 2 visualises the
SkyQuest trajectory as an illustrative anchor for the sector's projected growth curve.

Figure 2. Projected Global Sustainable Fashion Market Size, 2024-2033
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Figure 2. Projected global sustainable fashion market size, 2024-2033, anchored to SkyQuest Technology
Consulting's reported 2024 and 2033 values and 22.1% CAGR (SkyQuest, 2026).

Beyond aggregate market size, the corpus pointed to specific mechanisms driving this growth: resale and rental
platforms continuing rapid expansion, with the second-hand apparel market expected to approach USD 350 billion by
2027 (TheRoundup, 2026; Gitnux, 2026); brand-level investment in repair and alteration services as a circularity
strategy (Coherent Market Insights, 2026); and continued consumer willingness to pay a premium for sustainably
produced apparel, cited at roughly two-thirds of surveyed consumers in earlier industry benchmarking that vendors
carried forward into 2026 projections (Gitnux, 2026). Europe and North America were consistently identified as the
leading regional markets, reflecting both regulatory pressure such as the EU Green Deal and more mature resale
infrastructure (SkyQuest, 2026; Custom Market Insights, 2026).

© 2026, IJSREM | https://ijsrem.com DOI: 10.55041/IJSREM66110 | Page 4



https://ijsrem.com/

" 2%
' IJSREM 3 . - . . - .
cwa 82 [nternational Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (I[JSREM)
W Volume: 10 Issue: 07 | Jul - 2026 SJIF Rating: 8.659 ISSN: 2582-3930

Taken together, these figures indicate that sustainability in 2026 had moved beyond a communications strategy into a
measurable structural segment of the apparel economy, even as vendors' absolute figures diverge — a divergence that
itself reflects the continued definitional ambiguity of what counts as “sustainable” fashion (Statista, 2026).

3.5 Artificial Intelligence and Hyper-Personalisation

The second structural theme concerned the accelerating integration of artificial intelligence across the fashion value
chain. Industry surveys cited in the corpus reported that a large majority of fashion organisations — as high as 92
percent in one BoF-McKinsey benchmark — planned to invest in generative Al capability during 2026, even though
only a small fraction had reached mature implementation (StyTrix, 2026). Applications spanned rapid concept
generation and sketch-to-pattern conversion, Al-driven trend forecasting from social-media image analysis, virtual try-
on and body-scanning for hyper-personalised fit, and algorithmic authentication for resale marketplaces (StyTrix,
2026; FashionINSTA, 2026; Printful, 2026).

Figure 3. Projected Global Al-in-Fashion Market Size, 2025-2034
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Figure 3. Projected global Al-in-fashion market size, 2025-2034, anchored to Market Research Future's reported
2025 and 2034 values and 19.7% CAGR (StyTrix, 2026).

Market-size estimates for the Al-in-fashion sector again varied by vendor — Market Research Future projected growth
from USD 5.89 billion in 2025 to USD 29.82 billion by 2034 (a 19.73 percent CAGR), while a separate
FashionINSTA estimate suggested a smaller base rising from roughly USD 1.26 billion in 2024 to USD 1.77 billion in
2026 at a 40 percent CAGR (FashionINSTA, 2026) — but all converged on rapid, double-digit-to-quadruple-digit
percentage growth. McKinsey's widely cited estimate that generative Al could add USD 150 to 275 billion in
operating profit to the fashion, apparel, and luxury sectors over three to five years was repeated across several sources
as the headline economic justification for continued investment (StyTrix, 2026; FashionINSTA, 2026; Masterofcode,
2026).

Importantly, several sources cautioned that Al's role in design remained additive rather than substitutive: a hybrid-
intelligence framework cited in the corpus argued that designer domain expertise remained the essential driving force
even as generative tools accelerated ideation (StyTrix, 2026). This nuance is significant for interpreting the
sustainability and Al trends together — both are reframing the economics and workflow of fashion production without
yet replacing the creative and ethical judgement that ultimately determines what consumers perceive as trend-relevant.
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3.6 Cross-Cutting Synthesis

Read together, the seven coded themes suggest that 2026 fashion trends operated on two distinct planes: a fast-moving
aesthetic plane (silhouette, colour, craft texture, nostalgia, accessories) that reshuffles every one to two seasons, and a
slower-moving structural plane (sustainability, Al) that is reorganising how those aesthetics are produced, marketed,
and consumed. The high coding frequency of both sustainability and Al themes (Figure 1) relative to any single
aesthetic theme supports the interpretation that 2026 is better characterised as a year of infrastructural transition than
as a year defined by any one silhouette or colour story.

4. Conclusion This paper synthesised twenty-five 2026 fashion-trend and market-analytics sources to identify the
aesthetic, sustainable, and technological trends shaping the global apparel industry. The analysis found that while
runway and street-style trends in 2026 continued fashion's cyclical logic — recycling early-2000s and 2010s
silhouettes, embracing craft textures such as lace and crochet, and oscillating between maximalist proportion and
quiet-luxury minimalism — two structural forces distinguished the year from its immediate predecessors: a
sustainable-fashion market growing at a double-digit compound annual rate across every vendor estimate reviewed,
and an Al-in-fashion market expanding even faster from a smaller base, reshaping design, forecasting, and retail
personalisation. Brands and retailers navigating 2026 therefore face a dual mandate: remaining aesthetically
responsive to fast-cycling nostalgia and proportion trends while simultaneously building the circular-production and
Al-enabled infrastructure that industry data suggest will define competitive advantage over the remainder of the
decade. Future research should complement this secondary-source synthesis with primary consumer surveys and
retailer sell-through data to test whether coded media themes translate into actual purchasing behaviour.
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