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employees serious about their career need
to look smart, writes Gabrielle Monaghan
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MICHAEL O’LEARY, the Ryanair

chief executive, is famed for his blue:

checked shirts worn tucked inside
jeans, while the simple anorak has
had few fans as devoted as the taoi-
seach, Bertie Ahern.

Work attire diktats have relaxed in
the past decade, with the help of the
casual fashions favoured by the dot-
com elite, but a devil-may-care atti-
tude to image should be shown only
by those at the top of their game.

The threat of an American reces-
sion and the prospect of a tougher
domestic jobs market means it is time
for people who are serious about their
career to pull up their proverbial
socks, style and career experts say.

“When the Celtic tiger was roaring
and jobs were plentiful, there was a
swing back to dressing down at
work,” said Louis Copeland, the Dub-
lin tailor who has suited everybody
from actor Pierce Brosnan to Charlie
McCreevy, the EU commissioner and
former finance minister. “Now that
people are talking about recession in
America and things are a bit tighter,
they are taking the trouble to dress up
to make a good impression at work.”

Only 16% of Irish workers were
required to wear a business suit to
work last year, compared with 34% in
2006, ‘according to a survey carried
out by Business Performance Perspec-
tives (BPP), a consultancy that pro-
vides business etiquette training.
About 34% wore “business casual”
outfits, an increase from 23% the pre-
vious year.

Some 37% of workers chose a com-
bination of business suits and busi-
ness casual wear, the survey showed.
The poll also revealed that 65% were
in favour of casual Fridays.

Rather than creating a more
relaxed workplace, however, dress-
down days have caused confusion
among professionals with a less-than-
firm grip on fashion. Some of the

classic mistakes include wearing
white socks or shirts outside trouser.
for men, and tight leggings or strapp;
tops for women.

“Casual dress is harder and a lot o
mistakes are made when people dress
down,” said Copeland. “You go intc
businesses and a lot of people on Fri-
days are half-dressed or the men have
their shirts hanging out. I don’t think
you should wear jeans even on casual
Fridays. And no matter what the
weather, you should always wear a
long-sleeved shirt — roll up the
sleeves if you have to.”

Giving employees the leeway to
leave their suits at home has created
great scope for fashion faux pas, dent-
ing individuals’ credibility and author-
ity in the workplace, says Pamela Fay,
the managing director of BPP.

“A lot of my clients have big issues
with casual Fridays — men are show-
ing up in rugby jerseys and girls are
coming in ready to go out on a Friday
night,” said Fay. “Even if you work in
a back office, there could be custom-
ers in the building and people will
notice very quickly if you are in a
short skirt and low top.

“Iwas giving a one-day course with
a style consultant, and a banking cli-
ent complained that people with
MBASs were coming into work looking
scruffy and with their ties undone.

“As the economy gets tougher and
everyone is competing for jobs, dress
becomes more crucial. People are
becoming more casual with their work
attire, but I expect to see them going
back to full formal suits this year.”

Many employers are already impos-
ing stricter dress codes to improve
their business image, following a dec-
ade of lax interpretations of what is
appropriate work attire by employees
spurred on by the ambiguity of “smart
casual”.

Dress, grooming and personal
hygiene affect the public’s impression
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of a business. All of us still resort to
stereotypes when it comes to how we
expect people to dress.

“Employers are getting fed up with
the scruffiness of people coming into
work and are starting to clamp down
on it and enforce dress codes again,”
said Greg Dalton, a career coach with
Q1 Etc, a career services company. “A
lot of people are going to have to have
4 spare suit or jacket in the office.”

While flip-flops and cargo pants
may be acceptable in the design,
media and advertising sectors,
employers in financial services, the
law and professional services, such as
accounting, usually implement strict
dress codes.

One Dublin-based trader said her
employer’s “style guide” includes a
list of banned items of clothing, and
failure to adhere to the rules will result

in the employee being sent home for
the day. The banned list includes
halterneck and midriff-baring tops,
flip-flops, denim skirts and trainers,
while casual Friday attire is limited to
dark jeans or slacks for men, skirts for
women, collared shirts or blouses,
and golf shirts. Women must wear
stockings or socks in the winter.

“All the guys keep shoe polish and
tiés in their drawers in case they are

caught on the hop,” said the trader.
“For the most part, it doesn’t need to
be enforced because those who need
to dress smartly generally accept it's
the done thing.”

Professionals who like 'to express
themselves in the way they dress and
favour open-necked shirts over being
suited and booted should consider
whether they can conform to a rigid
dress code before accepting a job.
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“If the company’s brand is strongly
based around being conservative and
solid and steady, you have to portray
that,” said Fay.

New employees of companies with-
out any discernible dress code should
make a point of asking whether they
should wear a suit and spend their
first month observing how their col-
leagues and managers dress.

“Ialways urge clients to be conserv-
ative in the first month and see how
the land lies,” said Fay. “Then go out
and invest in quality clothes, such as a
couple of good suits or an expensive
handbag that you can use every day
and will last for years.

“People should really look at what
colours they wear. Darker colours
indicate authority. Grooming is also
important. I hate to see people with
blonde highlights who haven’t had
them redone in two months.”

Professionals aiming for a promo-
tion should pay greater attention to
their work attire, especially if they are
seeking a management position.

“To me, nothing looks smarter than
nicely cut jeans with a blazer and cot-
ton shirt, but there is a time and a
place for everything,” said Dalton.

“The further up the ladder you go,
the sharper you will have to dress as
you will be mixing with management
more and representing the company
at events.

“The increased presence of the
media in the business world means
you regularly see photos of the mov-
ers and shakers in the newspapers.
It’s not even about dressing conserva-
tively and always wearing a grey suit
and tie, but about being sharper.”

While many agree that talented pro-
fessionals shouldn’t have to conform
to dress codes or become the office
style icon to progress up the career
ladder, career experts believe that seri-
ous fashion gaffes can overshadow
people’s achievements.

Indeed, few can remember the
results of Ahern’s meetings with
world leaders at the 2004 G8 summit
in Savannah, Georgia. Instead, it is
remembered for Ahern’s decision to
wear a cream jacket with yellow trou-
sers, an outfit that prompted one fash-
ion designer to remark that the taoi-
seach resembled a “banana split”,
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