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T

he irony of the title of this article lies with this fact:
as I sit in my home office, busily typing away, a fly on
the wall would only see a disheveled work-from-home
parent with a sloppy pony tail, old yoga pants, and
purple slippers. Yet, I consider myself reaping the benefits of
a successful endeavor to freelance and write from home. What
does it really mean to “dress for success,” and how does a
person’s physical appearance affect business?

An Old Adage
The phrase “dress for success” was coined by researcher
John T. Molloy in the 1970s in his book of the same title. In
it, Molloy describes how American men actually “dress for
failure,” and touts that his advice on how to dress is based on
research he did that consisted of polling top executives. Molloy’s book is outdated by today’s standards. After all, fashion
is always changing, and phrases such as “women have been
indoctrinated by the fashion industry” and “the neighbors
have some assets that his money could not buy—class, education, and sophistication” do not help Molloy’s advice seem
credible. Yet the heart of the message still rings true:
whether we like it or not, people in the world at large,
and business people especially, are judged based on
their appearances.
In addition, maxims about dress and appearance
abound in the English language: dressed to kill,
dressed to the nines, dressed up with nowhere to go,
and the clothes make the (wo)man are just a few.
How people dress and carry themselves permeates
our very language and, therefore, our culture.

A Presidential Look
When Kennedy and Nixon debated on
television for the first time for a U.S. Presidential election, history tells us that image was
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everything. In fact, anecdotal stories
claim that those who only listened
to the debate on the radio felt that
Nixon won while those who saw the
televised debate felt Kennedy won.
Though Nixon’s advisors warned him
that his appearance, including his
five o’clock shadow, would be judged
by viewing voters, he ignored their
advice and claimed his ideas would
be enough to win the voting public.
In fact, many believe Kennedy’s
sharp dark blue suit against the grey
background of the stage swayed the
election in his favor.
Even after a President is voted
into office, appearances are critiqued. In October of 2012, President
Barack Obama famously told Vanity
Fair that he only wears grey or blue
suits to cut down the amount of daily
decisions he has to make. An internet
and media firestorm criticizing his
choice in clothes then ensued when
he wore a light tan suit in August
of 2014. While many fashion gurus
applauded the choice, others turned
it into humorous fodder for social
media. Journalists Jake Tapper and
Andrew Kaczynski respectively
tweeted, “Khakiphony on Twitter,”
and “Obama is doing his next press
conference in Pharrell’s hat.”

whenever he rolled out a new product.
Mark Zuckerberg, CEO of Facebook,
favors grey t-shirts and jeans.
Arguably, these are some of the
most recognized leaders in business.
Their motivations for wearing the
same type of outfit time and time
again differs, however. Jobs used to

claim that he actually wanted all his
employees to wear uniforms but then
chose a uniform of sorts for himself
when feedback in response to this idea
was unsurprisingly negative. Like
President Obama, Zuckerberg has told
media outlets that he believes he has
too many decisions to make and has

Personal Branding
Presidents aren’t the only ones
who are aware of style and public
opinion. Just saying the phrase
“the man in black” evokes images
of Johnny Cash and his music
across generations of listeners. A
simple catch phrase from one of
his song titles, in addition to regularly wearing black to his concerts,
created a personal brand that has
endured past Cash’s lifetime.
Musical superstars aside, in a
world where entrepreneurs have
more and more direct public exposure, personal branding is also seen
in the business arena. While a recent
article in Forbes notes that personal
branding consists of creating an
ideal based on someone’s history,
narrative, and message, some
business moguls depend on physical
appearance and style as a part of
this branding. For instance, the late
Steve Jobs, cofounder and former
executive of Apple, was famous for
wearing jeans and black turtlenecks
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“You’ll know your look is authentic
when people make comments about
your skin looking radiant or you
[looking] healthy. If the outfit shows up
before you do, it’s not harmonizing with
your energy.”

numerous grey t-shirts to take away
just one daily choice on what to wear.
Although these may be the true
reasons behind their thought processes, what Zuckerberg and Jobs did
was create the personal brands we
associate with their public personas
and companies. Zuckerberg capitalizes
on his brand, embracing impressions
Saturday Night Live comedian Andy
Samberg does of him. In 2011, he even
invited Samberg to introduce a keynote
speech he made at the Facebook f8
Conference. Samberg appeared as
Zuckerberg, dressed in, you guessed it,
a grey t-shirt and jeans.
About 10 years ago, Mad TV similarly poked fun at the way Apple rolls
out new products, and when comedian
Michael McDonald depicted Jobs, he
wore none other than a black shirt and
jeans. Tim Cook, current CEO of Apple,
seems to recognize the importance of
branding. When he rolled out the new
Apple Watch last September, he did
not wear a power suit. He wore jeans
and an informal, dark, button-down
shirt—untucked—furthering the casual,
comfortable feel often associated with
the company.
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(Re)Branding an Image
Image consultants abound, proving
that finding the right look for one’s
own self is a not as simple as putting
on jeans and a business-casual shirt.
Kay M. Smith of Texas-based Energy
Dressing notes that this is due to the
every day bombardment of media all
around us: “Magazines and television
sell us on trends and so-called fashion.
We try to copy a look that a model or
celebrity is wearing, but it never looks
quite right on us.”
While some might still advise
people to wear power suits in business
and certain colors to convey certain
messages, society is shifting away from
these norms to consider a variety of
factors such as occasion, context, and
individual comfort and authenticity.
Smith notes that previous business
dress centered on wearing basic colors
such as black, brown, grey, or navy in

conjunction with red to appear bold
or blue to be more approachable. She
says this is The Stepford Wives advice
of the business world: “You’re told
exactly what to wear, what to do, how
to act, and what to say [rather than
being authentic].”
Helen Perry, Houston-based corporate and personal image consultant,
agrees, noting that current trends
in dress are focused on impression
management, which she defines as “a
process by which people might alter
the perceptions others hold of them.”
She recommends considering how
to be authentic to one’s self, looking
at how one wants others to see him/
herself, and/or being tactical by
considering public perception.
Smith further explained, “Authenticity is the willingness to be vulnerable. By transforming a person’s image
to be more authentic with who they

are, perceptions change.” As part of
her consulting services, she observes
physical features, mannerisms, vocal
tone, and other traits to recommend
a more authentic image to help her
clients get positively noticed in the
business world.
Perry further advises that regardless of whether the image is for you
or your company, authenticity, professionalism, and consistency must
be maintained while being current
and respectful. Smith cautions,
however, that currency in a look does
not mean being trendy. She notes
that updating a hair style is more
beneficial than donning an outfit
that detracts from your own image:
“You’ll know your look is authentic
when people make comments about
your skin looking radiant or you
[looking] healthy. If the outfit shows
up before you do, it’s not harmonizing with your energy.”

Perry also writes for the Metropolitan
Houston and South Texas Better Business Bureau and notes in a recent
article that how one acts is just as
important as one’s dress. In addition
to the tips most of us already know
and follow, such as being punctual,
putting away mobile phones to be
present in the moment, and being
confident, she offers other, perhaps

less obvious advice. For instance,
she recommends being aware of your
own nervous habits to gain control
over them: “No one wants to hear a
nervous laugh or the jingling of coins
in your pocket.”
In turn, employers looking to hire
someone should also be aware of these
details. Although we are told not to
judge a book by its cover, Smith claims

Interviewing Advice
Personal branding and rebranding is only one facet of the consultation services offered by Perry and
Smith. Making a good first impression during a job interview is just
as important. When I asked Perry
how she advises people in differing
professions to dress for an interview,
she said, “Job candidates must dress
as the culture dictates or one notch
above. A property engineer who
works on heavy equipment would
look ridiculous interviewing in a
business suit.”
In addition, the clothes must fit
well, and Perry suggests investing
in natural fibers that drape better
than manufactured fibers: “If a bug
won’t eat it, don’t buy it!” While this
can be an expensive endeavor, Perry
also notes that a $400 cocktail
dress is not the same investment
as a $400 blazer. The more often
you wear something, the greater its
value. Smith concurs that clothing
must fit well but also notes the
importance of the overall look: “A
person should not expect to get
hired if they’re showing cleavage,
wearing heavy black [eye]liner,
wearing poor fitting clothes, or
looking disheveled in any way.”
Both also agree that clothes are
not the only consideration one has
when preparing for an interview.
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employers actually should pay attention to how well-groomed an individual
is. She even offers a seminar for managers entitled “How to Read a Person
Like a Book.” The message is that a
person’s face can reveal much about
his/her energy and, therefore, the roles
he/she might play within a business.

The Inability to Dress for Success
Dressing for success is not
without its challenges. Some are
unable to afford one simple interview
suit, let alone image consulting
services. Such a condition creates a
catch-22 whereby a job cannot be obtained without the right clothes but
the right clothes cannot be bought
without a job. Luckily, nonprofit organizations exist for those without the
means to even purchase the appropriate clothes for an interview.
Dress for Success, a nonprofit with
affiliates in 130 cities in 17 countries,
is one such organization, and its
mission “is to promote the economic
independence of disadvantaged women
by providing professional attire, a
network of support, and career development tools to help women thrive
in work and in life.” In addition to
providing a suit to women who have
already procured a job interview, those
who land a job may return for a week’s
worth of business attire. Similarly,
Career Gear caters to men with these
needs, citing its mission as “a nonprofit
organization that builds strong families and communities by empowering
low-income men to overcome barriers
and achieve self-sufficiency.” Like

Dress for Success, men are provided
with a suit for job interviews.
Both organizations provide additional services that help men and
women develop and advance beneficial
career and life skills. For instance,
Career Gear has a Professional Development Series focused on employment,
financial stability, parenting, and life
balance. Dress for Success likewise
has a Professional Women’s Group
Program focused on personal finance.
The organizations depend on donations and corporate sponsorship to aid
their clients. Dress for Success boasts
sponsorships from high-profile corporations such as the Container Store, Dell,
and Walmart, and Career Gear has
support from various companies including AIG, Hearst, and Saks Fifth Avenue.
When I asked Judy Chambers, executive
director for the Austin affiliate of Dress
for Success, why local businesses should
get involved, she noted the importance
of boosting the economy of the region:
“When disadvantaged women, especially
those who are mothers and heads-ofhousehold have stable employment at
a livable wage, the child has a stable
home. A child, who sees his/her mother
use education opportunities to improve
the family situation, can believe that
his/her own future has a purpose and a
path. Further, when a woman becomes
employed, she becomes a contributor to
a community.”

Uniformly Reaping the Benefits

experts claim that uniforms or, at the
very least, a dress code at work can
be beneficial. Uniforms can be a form
of advertisement—a friend’s daughter
lamented that her own middle school
uniform reminded her of the blue and
khaki of a Wal-Mart employee.
Others claim uniforms can signal
that a worker is in charge and generate
trust from customers. For instance,
just reading the words “police officer,”
“fire fighter,” “nurse,” or “doctor”
conjures up images of a prescribed set
of clothing. For better or worse, these
uniforms elicit feelings of authority.
For other professions, a uniform or
dress code can actually benefit employers legally by providing employees with
clothing regulations that ensure something that should be a top priority for
all employers anyhow: physical safety.
Those in the medical field benefit from
gloves, scrubs, and coats while those
in other service industries benefit from
wearing closed-toed shoes, clothing
that is not loose or hanging, or even
hard hats.
Employers who do not currently
have uniforms but are worried about
safety issues can contact the U.S.
Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) through osha.gov
for an on-site consultation regarding
all safety and health issues for free.
Employee involvement is encouraged,
and a written summary is provided.
Asking to improve dress codes could be
a beneficial part of the assessment.

Dressing for success not only comes
through authentic images and personalized coaching. A myriad of business

The Clothing Makes the
(Wo)Man?

Dress for Success...is one such
organization, and its mission
“is to promote the economic
independence of disadvantaged
women BY PROVIDING

PROFESSIONAL ATTIRE, A
NETWORK OF SUPPORT, AND
CAREER DEVELOPMENT TOOLS
to help women thrive in work
and in life.”
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As I finish this article from a
coffee shop, still in old yoga pants
and a sloppy pony tail but now with
worn out running shoes (they don’t
serve you without proper footwear),
I am sure of one thing the image
consultants are right about: situation
is everything. Lucky for me, I am currently dressed for success despite my
grungy clothes. But I promise to be a
notch above in well-fitting business
attire should you ever need to meet
me in person. N
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