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DRESS CODE UNCERTAINTY
Only 12 percent of  people 

interviewed said they 
understood today's dress 

standards. The rest of  
them felt that dress codes 

were anywhere from 
slightly to extremely 

confusing. 

DOES IT REALLY MATTER?

More than 70 percent said they have seen people wearing inappropriate clothes 
to work. 

What difference does it make if  a person wears inappropriate clothes to work? 

Even if  the standards have gotten more relaxed over the years, people still 
believe a person's clothes send a signal about his or her professionalism, which 
impacts the reputation of  the department or government. 
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CONSIDERATIONS

In addition, some people feel awkward interacting with individuals who are 
dressed inappropriately. 
For example, some employees have reported feeling uncomfortable working 
with women who were wearing revealing clothes (low-cut tops or short skirts) 
or men wearing overly tight clothes. 

LOOKING GOOD, GIRLFRIEND

They also commented that if  they are the same sex as someone dressing 
inappropriately, it makes their whole sex look bad and they feel they have to 
work even harder to be taken more seriously. 

In fact, research shows that women who dress in sexy attire are viewed as 
less competent and are passed over for promotions more than their more 
modestly dressed female colleagues. 
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THE PROCUREMENT INDUSTRY
Of course, what is considered inappropriate might depend on the type of  firm 
you are working for. The dress codes in technology firms or start-ups are often 
very informal. Regardless of  industry, there are some commonalities in what 
is appropriate or inappropriate at the office:

Business suits or separates for meetings

Business dresses are okay

Business casual on Fridays

“Business” - work, line of  work, occupation, profession, career, employment, 
job, position

EXCUSES, EXCUSES

Body type

Youth

Haute couture

Lack of  funds

Has nothing to do with work

Others
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GUIDELINES FOR BUSINESS CASUAL DRESS
In general, clothes should be clean, unwrinkled and look professional. 

Your clothes should fit well -- not too tight or loose -- and anything too revealing is 
definitely inappropriate (cleavage, midriff, undergarments, etc.).

Also, you should consider what you will be doing on a particular day. If  you are 
meeting with clients, err on the conservative side. 

Generally, clothing suited for the beach (long sun dresses), dance clubs (tight, short, 
little-black-dress, sequin), exercise classes (leggings), sporting events (ripped jeans, 
vulgar language) and yard work (sweats) is often too casual for work. 

THE BASIC 10-PIECE CLOSET
You don’t have to spend a lot of  money and you don’t have to dress like a model 
or television star.  Create a 10-piece closet:

Men: one dark suit, three shirts, khakis, sport coat, and three ties. 

Women: one dark suit (pants and skirt), two blouses, trouser                     
jeans, two tops, sweater set, and a dress.
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SCENARIOS FOR GROUP DISCUSSION

SCENARIO FOR GROUP A

Susan, a very likeable person in the office, who normally dresses very 
professionally, comes in one morning dressed in sweats.  She keeps her door 
closed all day and emerges only to ask you (her co-worker) to take a meeting 
for her that you are not prepared to handle. Your manager will also be present 
at this meeting. Should you take the meeting for Susan or have a discussion 
with her?  If  you decide to have a discussion, what will you say?
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SCENARIO FOR GROUP B
The boss has asked you to put together a team for a high profile procurement which 
will be the largest procurement of your career.  You may include 3 of the following 5 
people on your team. Put your team together and tell us why you included some 
people and not others.

Jim – very smart, 10 years experience, green hair, facial piercings, notorious for 
playing games on his cellphone all day

Renee – 20 years experience, body odor masked with too much perfume, sleeve 
tattoos on both arms

Albert – well-spoken, 7 years experience, wears super tight pants every day and 
walks around the office talking on his blue tooth

Valencia – 15 years experience, shows lots of cleavage, wears so much makeup that 
people in the office call her “The Joker”

Inez – routinely wears sweats and leggings five days a week, 40 years of 
experience, pops gum and blows bubbles

SCENARIO FOR GROUP C

You are in charge of  hiring five new buyers! You interview dozens of  
candidates and they are all qualified.  The most qualified candidates (the five 
chosen ones) were dressed the worse.  You hire them all because you need the 
best.  Have a conversation with them in orientation about professional dress 
expectations in the office.
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SCENARIO FOR GROUP D

Your office is filled with Pokemon players who take “play breaks,” as well as 
employees who walk around the office talking loudly on their phones, 
employees who stay in their offices and talk on their cell phones all day, 
employees who answer their phones during meetings and have conversations, 
employees who text during meetings, and employees who send you Facebook 
friend requests.  Draft a new cell phone usage policy which includes 
appropriate discipline.

HATS

Hats -- Usually hats and ball caps are seen as inappropriate in the office, but 
obviously head covers worn for religious purposes are fine. 
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SURE FOOTING

Footwear -- Dress heels, deck-type shoes, loafers, flats, dress boots and 
walking shoes are usually seen as fine. What are often viewed as 
inappropriate are flip-flops, slippers, hiking boots, sneakers and overly flashy 
athletic shoes. Key to remember: Shoes should be clean and polished (not 
scuffed). 

GETTING TO THE BOTTOM OF IT
Slacks, pants and suit pants -- Generally those slacks that are wool, flannel, 
corduroy, linen, cotton (similar to Dockers or khakis) or nice-looking capris (for 
women) are acceptable. 

Inappropriate: jeans (unless specifically allowed by employer - then, plain, 
trouser-style, appropriate fit, non-ripped), sweatpants, leather pants, cargo 
pants, shorts, leggings, biking shorts, exercise pants, overalls, and Miss Celie’s 
Folkpants (pants that look like pajama bottoms). 
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LADIES’ CHOICES
Skirts, dresses and skirted suits -- Casual dresses and skirts of  a length that 
let you sit comfortably in public are fine (usually skirts should fall to the knee). 
Short, tight skirts, miniskirts, beach or sun dresses and spaghetti-strap dresses 
are seen as inappropriate for the office. Adding a sweater or jacket to an 
inappropriate dress does not make it appropriate.

RISING TO THE TOP
Shirts, tops, jackets and blouses -- Usually casual button-down oxford shirts, 
dress shirts, sweaters, golf  shirts are seen as acceptable at work. 

Inappropriate tops: tank tops, midriff  tops, halter tops or shirts with offensive 
graphics (logos, pictures, slogans) or sweatshirts. Basic white and chambray 
are good colors. For women, sweater sets are also fine. 
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LESS IS MORE (PROFESSIONAL)
Accessories (jewelry, makeup, perfume or cologne, scarves, belts) -- Generally 
accessories should be conservative and in good taste. Wear perfume and 
cologne sparingly since some people are allergic. 
Sometimes, you still have to use your judgment about what might be seen as 
inappropriate at work. Err on the side of  being more conservative. You want to 
be evaluated based on your work-related skills, not the way you dress. 

LET’S TALK TATTOOS

Linked In says, “Err on the side of  caution.”
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THE GUM-CHEWING DEBATE

Makes Oprah sick
Banned in Singapore
Emily Post says OK unless:

• Noisy
• Mouth open/unsightly
• Offensive to co-workers
• Healthy alternative to smoking
• Get rid of  it when going into 

meetings

CELL PHONES
Talking

Blue tooth usage

Texting during meetings

Checking Facebook and other apps

Playing games

Productivity killers according to Kelly Services

Written policy and signed acknowledgements

Cell phone abuse may lead to possible loss of  proprietary information or a lawsuit
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SILENCERS
We don’t want to offend.
We don’t want to be seen as racially insensitive.
We don’t want to be accused of  sexual harassment.
We don’t want to get into any one’s “business.”
We don’t know what’s appropriate.
We are afraid to say anything about people’s personal
preferences.
Things we didn’t talk about:  hair color, piercings, nails, body odor, office odors, 
religious requirements, dressing across genders, etc.  Obtain guidance from HR.

LENDING A HELPING HAND
Educate

•Do you have a dress policy?
•Do people know where to find it?
•Is it clear?

Offer friendly advice
•Privately
•Do not gossip/ostracize/or create a hostile work environment
•Compliment and reward good choices

Additional Training
•Offer workshops
•Keep talking about the issue until everyone gets it
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QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU!

C O P Y R I G H T  2 0 1 5  B Y  Y O L A N DA  D.  B R O O M E


