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Choose retail AI developers who can connect product and transaction data to an evaluated customer or merchandising
workflow. Ask for relevant deployment evidence and a pilot tied to qualified outcomes. Include catalogue preparation,
platform APIs, recommendation or model consumption, experimentation, staff training and maintenance as stock,
promotions and product ranges change.

WHO THIS BUYER GUIDE IS FOR

Retailers, wholesalers, consumer brands, marketplace teams and merchandising operations.

Fill the fields and checkboxes in a compatible PDF reader, then save a separate copy for each candidate. You can also print this guide.
No information is submitted.

Project / AI workflow Candidate AI partner

Decision owner Review date

01 AI service hiring and delivery checks
Choose the retail AI task and agreed customer or merchandising outcome.

Verify prior AI delivery with comparable product and order integrations.

Audit variants, current prices, stock feeds and authorized customer data.

Test cold starts, promotion changes and failed commerce actions.

Itemize search, model calls, platform licences and experimentation costs.

Separate reusable recommendation code from licensed products and custom mappings.

Train merchandising and service staff on controls and AI escalation.

Accept catalogue-sync documentation, evaluation evidence and ongoing support responsibilities.

Open the current Retail, Wholesale & Consumer Goods provider directory

Read the full guides: AI use cases & scope · Costs & ROI · Choosing a partner · Build your brief
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AI module cost context & offline quote notes
Illustrative upfront engineering budgets: the topic-specific effort assumptions below are multiplied by Upwork’s published
$35–$60/hour marketplace band. These are planning examples, not surveyed module prices, provider quotations or enterprise fees.
Tools, hardware, tax and ongoing support are extra; supplier minimums may exceed these examples.

One-segment replenishment-review pilot · $2,520–$7,200

72–120 assumed engineering hours. Benchmark prepared sales/stock history for an agreed item group with availability
context and planner-reviewed suggestions.

Product-discovery recommendation module · $6,160–$18,240

176–304 assumed engineering hours. Connect one catalog and interaction route to eligible recommendations, availability
filters and measurable storefront events.

Order-and-product assistance release · $12,320–$40,800

352–680 assumed engineering hours. Deploy one supported enquiry route with authenticated order lookup, approved product
evidence, confirmed actions and staff handoff.

Source: Upwork: AI engineer cost guide

Optional offline quotation notes: record actual supplier figures in one currency and identify included scope, usage limits and
exclusions.

Discovery & readiness · one-time

Build & integration · one-time

Evaluation & deployment · one-time

Training & handover · one-time

Third-party tools, models & APIs · monthly

Infrastructure & monitoring · monthly

Maintenance & support · monthly

Usage assumptions, exclusions and questions to resolve

Add the one-time rows for initial investment. Annualize monthly rows for operating cost; include variable usage and human review.
Avoid counting the same managed-service charge both as a platform fee and a direct API expense.
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Compare AI project scope
Qualitative scope inclusion, not measured cost or complexity. Core = explicitly scope the work; Conditional = confirm missing inputs;
Defer = outside this narrowly bounded scenario.

Workstream One assortment or
enquiry trial

Connected retail
workflow

Retail AI operating
service

Product truth Core Core Core

Live integration · Product information
management

Defer Core Core

Live integration · Commerce and order
management

Conditional Conditional Core

Catalog and demand acceptance Core Core Core

Live support · Retail AI operating service Conditional Core Core

One assortment or enquiry trial

Evaluate a defined replenishment, discovery or order-enquiry task on approved catalog and transaction samples.

Boundary: Use approved samples covering product truth. Live product information management access is excluded
unless the acceptance test requires it; the named pilot reviewer retains operating responsibility.

Connected retail workflow

Connect current product or order context to one planner, storefront or service workflow with approved actions.

Boundary: Include the agreed product information management connection. Confirm whether commerce and order
management access is needed for this release; additional sites, departments or channels need a separate scope
decision.

Retail AI operating service

Maintain agreed assortments, locations or channels with event refresh, fallback behavior and staff ownership.

Boundary: List the assets, volumes and users covered by retail AI operating service. Agree monitoring, handover and
ongoing support for product truth before expanding coverage.
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02 Which retail AI pilot can improve a customer or stock
decision using our actual catalogue and inventory?
Select one measurable retail decision: item-location replenishment review, in-stock product discovery or an authorized
order-service action. Give the developer actual catalogue variants, transaction histories, stock context and
merchandising constraints. Test stockouts, promotions and new products rather than relying only on popular-item
accuracy. Require a live inventory or order integration and a controlled comparison of useful outcomes. Budget
platform entitlements, catalogue preparation, request peaks, experimentation and ongoing evaluation when
assortments, prices or availability change.

Product truth

Ask the AI team to inspect: Variant IDs, stock status, promotion rules and the system authoritative for each field.

Estimation impact: Inconsistent catalogues add normalization, evaluation and integration scope.

Outcome design

Ask the AI team to inspect: The buyer or staff action that the AI is intended to improve.

Estimation impact: A recommendation experiment differs from a transactional order-support application.

Traffic and assortment

Ask the AI team to inspect: Peak sessions, new-product frequency and planned channel coverage.

Estimation impact: Serving capacity and cold-start evaluation should be priced for actual retail conditions.

03 Systems, tools and AI integration boundaries
Product information management

AI service requirement: Supply approved attributes and variants for retrieval or recommendation.

Scope check: Check update latency, missing fields and content rights.

Commerce and order management

AI service requirement: Support authorized order questions or actions with live business records.

Scope check: Test permission scope, invalid writes and duplicate transaction recovery.

ERP or inventory feeds

AI service requirement: Ground AI recommendations in current stock and pricing context.

Scope check: Agree synchronization frequency and behavior when availability is uncertain.

04 External software and operating costs
Model and recommendation usage

Charging unit or cost driver: Requests, inference capacity or provider plan

Ask before approving the quote: Estimate seasonal demand, repeated calls and evaluation traffic.

Search and catalogue indexing

Charging unit or cost driver: Stored vectors, indexed products and update jobs

Ask before approving the quote: Include new variants, removal of expired content and source synchronization.
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Commerce platform access

Charging unit or cost driver: Application subscription, connector tier or API allowance

Ask before approving the quote: Confirm entitlements for each customer-facing or back-office integration.

Experimentation and model care

Charging unit or cost driver: Traffic allocation, analytics and evaluation effort

Ask before approving the quote: Budget monitoring of recommendation quality and changes after promotions or
assortment updates.

05 Reusable components, licensing and ownership
Retail retrieval or recommendation accelerator

Check model and code licensing; revalidate against your assortment, unavailable products and channel-specific
merchandising rules.

Commerce integration components

Reusable authentication or order adapters still need your permissions, transaction rules and platform-version tests.

06 Staff training, documentation and support
Training and adoption

• Teach service staff to verify product facts and escalate unsupported order requests.

• Train merchandisers to review recommendations after stock, promotion or assortment changes.

Documents and technical assets

• Product identity, source-of-truth and catalogue refresh documentation.

• Evaluation and experiment design with cold-start and unavailable-product cases.

• Merchandising controls, integration recovery and model-release procedures.

Maintenance and support

• Name responders for stale stock data and failed order-system connections.

• Define support around traffic peaks and re-evaluation after material assortment changes.

07 From business requirement to working AI service
Retail AI implementation services: connect the model to products, stock and
customer actions
Retail AI should improve a defined decision or customer task: demand review, product discovery, order assistance or
supplier-catalog intake. A specialist partner must understand product variants, promotions, inventory truth and
transaction boundaries. A visually impressive assistant can still recommend unavailable stock or quote the wrong
product terms.

Discovery should identify the authoritative product, price and order systems before selecting models. Compare using
existing retail-platform capabilities with configuration, a partner accelerator or bespoke development. The quote
should separate data cleanup, recommendation or language-model evaluation, commerce integration and ongoing
merchandising support from external service usage.
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08 How an AI implementation partner should scope and deliver
the work
Connect retail AI engineering to authoritative product data, a tested customer or merchandising task and maintainable
controls.

1. Map the retail task and baseline

Observe a merchandising decision or customer enquiry. Define the AI output, authoritative stock or price source and
the commercial outcome to measure.

Accountable team: Retail product owner and AI analyst

Data / system: Merchandising workflow, customer service and commerce analytics

2. Prepare the product and transaction layer

Reconcile variants, categories, inventory and customer permissions. Test reads and authorized order actions using the
actual commerce or ERP interface.

Accountable team: Retail data engineer and commerce integrator

Data / system: PIM, commerce platform, ERP and order management

3. Evaluate relevance and transaction accuracy

Test cold-start products, unavailable variants, promotion changes and ambiguous enquiries. Measure useful choices or
completed tasks alongside errors and staff correction.

Accountable team: AI evaluator and merchandising reviewers

Data / system: Evaluation catalogue, experiment framework and integration sandbox

4. Deploy with merchandising control

Train staff to maintain approved product facts and escalation rules. Monitor retrieval freshness, model behavior and
the impact of changed catalogues or campaign traffic.

Accountable team: MLOps engineer and retail operations owner

Data / system: AI application, source synchronization and reporting

09 AI use cases and evaluation requirements
1. Support demand and replenishment review

Help planners identify item-location exceptions and compare recommendations with ordering constraints.

Inputs: SKU sales, stockouts, promotions, supplier receipts and item lifecycle stage.

AI partner deliverables: A reviewable forecast and replenishment exception queue with assumptions.

Measure the result: Forecast error alongside availability, waste and excess stock.

Failure to test: A model reads suppressed sales during a stockout as evidence to order less.

2. Improve product discovery

Recommend relevant in-stock options while respecting merchandising and customer constraints.

Inputs: Product attributes, catalog availability and appropriately permissioned interaction events.

AI partner deliverables: A recommendation service with fallback for new users and new items.

Measure the result: Incremental commercial outcomes alongside coverage, margin and returns.

Failure to test: Popular items dominate offline evaluation while unusual or new items remain invisible.
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3. Resolve order and product enquiries

Answer approved questions, inspect authorized order context and escalate exceptions.

Inputs: Current product facts, order status, returns rules and account permissions.

AI partner deliverables: Grounded assistance connected to the operational system and human handoff.

Measure the result: Correct resolutions, repeated contacts and unauthorized information disclosed.

Failure to test: The assistant promises stock, refunds or delivery dates without checking the source system.

4. Improve supplier catalog intake

Extract or classify incoming product information and route incomplete or conflicting attributes for review.

Inputs: Supplier files, product identifiers, taxonomy and approved attribute rules.

AI partner deliverables: Structured product records with source evidence and a correction queue.

Measure the result: Attribute accuracy, duplicate identities and time to a usable listing.

Failure to test: Missing material, pack size or product claims are filled with invented values.

10 Specialist team and relevant deployment evidence
Retail recommendation or forecasting ML engineer

Develops the chosen retail model with explicit handling of new products, promotions, stock constraints and
measurable commercial outcomes.

Evidence to request: A prior retail AI evaluation separating relevance or forecast improvement from
unavailable-product suggestions and uncontrolled seasonal effects.

Product-data and commerce AI integrator

Connects PIM, inventory and order systems so model inputs reflect authoritative variants, prices and customer
permissions.

Evidence to request: Tested catalogue synchronization, source ownership and recovery from conflicting product
references or stale stock updates.

AI commerce application engineer

Builds customer or merchandising interfaces around bounded model outputs, approved actions and visible escalation.

Evidence to request: A completed product-discovery or service workflow with invalid-order tests and controls for
reviewing recommendations or generated answers.

Retail AI experimentation and operations engineer

Monitors task quality and consumption and maintains regression tests through traffic peaks, campaigns and
assortment changes.

Evidence to request: An experiment design, workload estimate and release record showing how model or catalogue
changes are evaluated and reversed.

11 AI implementation milestones and acceptance gates
Choose a commercial decision

Define a product group, channel and decision owner with the tradeoff explicitly stated.

Acceptance gate: The team agrees primary and guardrail measures before viewing results.
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Reconcile product and demand data

Check units, variants, promotions, stockout periods and lifecycle changes.

Acceptance gate: The baseline does not mistake unavailable stock for low customer interest.

Run a controlled comparison

Evaluate a bounded rollout against suitable current practice, including new items and returns.

Acceptance gate: Incremental outcomes and operational workload are assessed together.

Embed merchandising control

Add override, inventory freshness and model-change procedures with named ownership.

Acceptance gate: A promotion, assortment change or connector failure has a defined response.

12 Project scope and quotation questions
Catalog and variant complexity

Pack sizes, bundles, localization and inconsistent attributes increase preparation work.

Ask in the quotation: Which item groups and product-identity issues are included?

History and integration quality

Stockout reconstruction and joining offline with online activity can expand scope.

Ask in the quotation: Can the available records distinguish sales, availability and promotions?

Experiment design

Controlled rollouts and instrumentation require commercial and engineering coordination.

Ask in the quotation: Who supplies the holdout design and validates financial outcomes?

Ongoing commerce changes

Catalog turnover, pricing, promotions and interface updates require continued monitoring.

Ask in the quotation: What happens during a seasonal reset or a major platform release?

13 Hiring and comparing AI implementation partners
Comparable retail AI implementation

Ask: Which product-discovery, forecast or service task did your team deliver?

Useful evidence: A deployment example connecting model output to real catalogue and order systems.

Warning sign: A generic chatbot transcript is offered without transaction or product evidence.

Candidate notes
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Product and stock correctness

Ask: How will the AI handle variants, promotion changes and unavailable products?

Useful evidence: Tests proving use of current authoritative data and appropriate clarification.

Warning sign: The model is expected to remember prices or infer availability.

Candidate notes

An estimate based on retail workloads

Ask: Which platform fees, search, model calls and experimentation work are outside your build fee?

Useful evidence: A volume model covering catalogue size, refresh frequency and peak customer traffic.

Warning sign: A demonstration plan is priced as though it already supports seasonal peaks.

Candidate notes

Merchandising ownership and maintainability

Ask: Can our staff update rules and investigate poor recommendations?

Useful evidence: A documented control interface, evaluation set, handover and release approval process.

Warning sign: Every catalogue correction requires a hidden prompt change by the vendor.

Candidate notes

14 Demonstrations, trial terms and hiring commitments
Ask whether a no-cost demonstration, sandbox or representative-sample evaluation is available. A free consultation
does not imply free implementation; custom pilots are often paid. Agree workflow scope, what is free, usage limits,
when billing starts, data handling, acceptance evidence, output ownership and the exit path before supplying data.

Relevant demonstration: A reviewable forecast and replenishment exception queue with assumptions.

Failure to introduce: A model reads suppressed sales during a stockout as evidence to order less.

15 Practical AI buying tips
• Have finance or commercial analytics review the proposed success measure before the pilot.

• Use an out-of-stock product and an ambiguous bundle to test whether the supplier understands the catalog.

• Check how returned orders affect claimed gains; a conversion is not the final outcome.
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16 Questions buyers ask about AI implementation
Where should a retailer start with AI implementation?

Select one customer or merchandising task whose product data and outcome can be measured. A discovery phase
should compare existing platform features with the cost and limitations of custom AI. Inconsistent catalogues add
normalization, evaluation and integration scope. A recommendation experiment differs from a transactional
order-support application.

How do we evaluate AI demand planning when stockouts hide true demand?

A replenishment test must distinguish low demand from sales suppressed by missing stock. Give the team inventory
availability, promotions and item-location context alongside transactions. Compare forecast errors with actual
availability, waste and excess stock, using periods held out from development. Review exceptions with planners so a
statistically improved forecast is not accepted while its ordering implications remain unusable.

How should retail AI stay aligned with product, order and stock systems?

Use stable product and variant identifiers across PIM, commerce and ERP feeds, with an agreed update cadence. Test
removed products, missing attributes and uncertain stock. An order assistant needs authorized access to the real
record and a recovery path for rejected writes. Ask the partner to show when catalogue or availability context
becomes stale and how that affects recommendations or permitted actions.

What affects retail AI cost beyond development?

Catalogue synchronization, search or recommendation consumption, model calls, platform entitlements and traffic
peaks affect running cost. Include experimentation, reviewer time and product-range changes in the estimate.
Estimate seasonal demand, repeated calls and evaluation traffic. Include new variants, removal of expired content and
source synchronization.

How should seasonal traffic and catalogue changes be reflected in retail AI pricing?

Model seasonal request peaks rather than averaging traffic across the year. Catalogue churn creates indexing,
embedding and removal work; promotions and assortment changes also need evaluation. Check commerce-app or API
tiers and whether experimentation adds analytics charges. Separate these operating lines from the custom build, and
ask for the expected cost at both normal and peak volume using the same scenario across suppliers.

Which retail AI components can be reused without assuming identical stock or product rules?

Search infrastructure, ranking pipelines or order adapters may transfer, while local product identifiers, availability
rules and merchandising constraints require configuration and tests. Inspect ownership of catalogue mappings and
evaluation cases. A reused recommender must be checked on new and infrequent items, not just popular products.
Agree the support obligation for stock-feed changes and revised platform entitlements before calling the component
ready for reuse.

How do we find a retail AI developer with relevant experience?

Request a live or redacted workflow connecting AI to product, stock or order systems. Ask who built the integration,
how results were evaluated and which errors reached staff. Useful evidence includes a deployment example
connecting model output to real catalogue and order systems. Ask the proposed team which deployment and support
responsibilities they personally held.

What should retail staff be trained to maintain?

Staff should manage approved product facts, merchandising rules, escalation and model feedback. Require
documentation of source synchronization, testing, release approval and recovery from stale catalogue data. Teach
service staff to verify product facts and escalate unsupported order requests. Define support around traffic peaks and
re-evaluation after material assortment changes.
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What should a retail AI partner demonstrate when availability changes during a customer journey?

Change stock or price while a shopper or merchandising workflow is in progress. Ask the developer to show which
source is authoritative, how stale availability is exposed and how an order action is confirmed or recovered. Test a new
or rarely purchased item as well as a bestseller. Inspect catalogue mappings and transaction records; attractive
recommendations alone do not prove integration or measurable commercial value.

17 Primary sources and editorial scope
1. GS1: Retail industry standards
Primary context on product identity and a shared retail data foundation; not proof of an individual provider's performance.

https://www.gs1.org/industries/retail

2. GS1: 2D Barcodes at Retail Point-of-Sale Implementation Guideline
Technical background on retail identifiers and associated data. The commercial evaluation and partner-selection
recommendations are original guidance.

https://ref.gs1.org/guidelines/2d-in-retail/

3. Microsoft: Retail AI solutions
Primary current retail-AI capability context. It is not an endorsement or evidence of a particular partner’s results.

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/retail

Original AI-service buying guidance. Verify current interfaces, licences, data rights and provider evidence. No supplier
certification, project quotation or guaranteed outcome is implied.
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