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July 20, employees received an email
with the subject line “Business Dress Pol-
icy.” “We have generally allowed busi-
ness casual attire during the hot summer
months but, as a reminder, all employees
are expected to maintain a professional,
business-like appearance.” It cited exam-
ples of “inappropriate casual dress” in-
cluding “Spandex-type materials,” sun
dresses, halter tops, miniskirts, “casual
sandals,” flip-flops and hiking boots.

It’s the same story at the U.S. Com-
merce Department, which earlier this
summer sent out a dress-code reminder
to its human-resources employees,
warning against flip-flops, sweatshirts
and jeans. In Chicago, real-estate devel-
oper Fifield Cos. says it’s creating a
new employee handbook this summer
after a staffer wore a midriff-baring en-
semble to a sales event.

The latest styles pose a particular
challenge for employers because they
aren’t unequivocally casual. Indeed,
many of the most popular styles in the
past several years are built around juxta-
posing formal pieces with inexpensive,
laid-back elements. They’re also inten-
tionally designed to do double-duty and
be worn for day and night—something
retailers believe appeals to younger shop-
pers in particular.

H
UMAN-RESOURCES officers
are cracking down with
stern and almost humor-

ously specific lists of dos and don’ts
that essentially turn them into fash-
ion consultants. At Merlot Market-
ing in Sacramento, Calif., Chief Ex-
ecutive Debi Hammond found the
question of city shorts came up so
often she had to address it at a meet-
ing. “People kept asking the office
manager whether they could wear
them,” Ms. Hammond said of the
dressy, knee-length shorts that are
one of this summer’s biggest fashion
trends. The answer: yes, but only
with closed-toe pumps and a dressy
work shirt.

Harrison & Shriftman, a public-rela-
tions and event-planning company with
offices in New York, Miami and Los Ange-
les, says it hasn’t resorted to a formal
dress code but gives some specific exam-
ples as guidance shortly after the new
crop of summer interns arrived. For in-
stance, short shorts are OK, but not
when paired with a midriff-exposing or
low cut shirt. Flip-flops, though allowed,
should be “not your standard plastic,”
says principal Elizabeth Harrison.

At the Dubuque, Iowa, office of Pru-
dential Retirement, employees used to
spend hours debating whether capri
pants—which the dress policy permitted
only on Fridays—were actually the same
thing as “cropped pants,” which the pol-
icy allowed on any day.

“People would get in tiffs about
whether they were capris or cropped
pants,” says Judy Lai, a financial ana-
lyst who worked in the Dubuque office.
“Part of me kept thinking, ‘We’re going
through a lot of stuff at work right now—I
can’t believe we’re wasting time on this
kind of thing!’” The capri faction won:
This summer, the office finally ruled that
the pants could be worn any day of the
week.

Emprise Bank in Wichita, Kan., which
allows business-casual attire during the
summer, says it was getting so many
questions about what was acceptable ear-
lier in the year, that it sent out a 20-page
PowerPoint presentation to its 450 employ-
ees just before Memorial Day clarifying
its guidelines. In one slide titled “How to
Wear Crops at Emprise,” a photograph of
a woman wearing cropped pants and a
blazer is captioned “Like this,” while an-
other shot showing the pants paired with
an unbuttoned blouse says “Not like
this.” The company nixes untucked shirts
and flip-flops for men, for example, while
reminding them to “Be sure to use a belt
when loops are available!” For women,
open-toed shoes are OK but only if they’re
worn with pantyhose.

The clampdown isn’t just a traditional
battle against sloppiness or slacker employ-
ees who simply don’t have the motivation
to dress for success. Some of the looks that

are causing friction right now are consid-
ered quite stylish. Those untucked shirts
and rubber sandals, rather than indicating
laziness, represent a studied casual look
that many wearers go to lengths to
achieve.

Annette Matlosz, a 25-year-old sales
account executive for NationalCard Pro-
cessing Systems in Rochelle Park, N.J.,
says she regularly wore city shorts,
sleeveless blouses and skirts that fall
above the knee this summer, despite her
company’s dress code, which encourages
suits and jackets.

“To me, looking super cute is really
important. It builds up my self-confi-
dence and helps me have a better day,”
says Ms. Matlosz, who wore a lacy, see-
through camisole blouse over an opaque
tank top this past week, when tempera-
tures hit 99 degrees. She says she’s less
able to do her sales job well in a suit
because “I feel so bland—I don’t think I
project well.”

Ms. Matlosz says her goal is not to
look like her parents: “I just remember
when my father went to work, he would
wear the exact same suit, the exact same
tie every single day.”

A
T STANTON CRENSHAW Commu-
nications, a New York marketing
firm, interns have recently shown

up in ratty flip-flops, sheer tank tops and
spaghetti straps, according to employees
at the company. A young staffer in her 20s
at Mercury Insurance in Sacramento, re-
cently wore a skimpy blue tank top reveal-
ing a red bra underneath, according to
one claims adjuster.

“I’ve had clients tell me that it ad-
versely affects their productivity if they
see others in the group dressing inappropri-
ately,” says Dr. Maynard Brusman, presi-
dent of Working Resources, a workplace
consulting company in San Francisco that
works with high-tech, law and accounting
firms. “It’s wasting their time, they can’t

focus.”
H&M, which sells inexpensive, trendy

work clothes, says it nudges younger
shoppers buying office attire toward
“classic yet feminine” dresses and suits.
“We suggest couture-inspired suit jack-
ets and pencil skirts,” says Jennifer Ug-
lialoro, an H&M spokeswoman. “If shop-
pers are buying tank tops for work,
they’re usually throwing a blazer or
jacket over it.”

At Intermix, a chain of boutiques
that’s made its name selling fashion-for-
ward designer clothing, CEO Khajak
Keledjian says his sales associates push
layering as “the perfect way to make a
sexier piece work for the office.” Mr.
Keledjian, who currently has 13 stores in
four states and the District of Columbia,
says his sales people suggest wearing
lightweight sweaters, cropped cardigans
or fitted blazers over more flesh-flashing
tops for the office and also steer shoppers
toward fitted blouses with cap or short
sleeves that are feminine without baring
the shoulders.

Because suits, tailored clothing and
formal attire in general tend to be more
expensive, many retailers have been
pushing the return of suits for several
years. But while suit sales increased in
2004 and 2005, the category is now declin-
ing. In the 12 months ending in June,
sales of men’s and women’s suits were
$5.5 billion, a 13.8% decrease over the
same time period a year earlier, accord-
ing to NPD Group, a market-research
firm in Port Washington, N.Y.

B
USINESS-CASUAL DRESS codes
began in the early 1990s. In 1991,
Alcoa, the Pittsburgh-based alumi-

num giant, was one of the first firms to
roll out a casual dress code when it al-
lowed employees to dress casually for
two weeks if they made a donation to

United Way. The casual boom, which
reached its peak with the dot-com craze
of the late 1990s, has waned in recent
years, with many businesses embracing
a new workplace sobriety. In 2002, Leh-
man Brothers and Bear Stearns reinsti-
tuted a formal business dress code.

Today, some 84% of companies with
2,000 employees or more have a business-
casual dress code, up from 79% two year
ago, according to a survey of 1,400 compa-
nies by Mercer Human Resource Consult-

ing. Joe Vocino, a senior consultant with
Mercer, says the point of these policies is
not so much to encourage business ca-
sual but rather to define the limits of
what can be worn.

Bree Coven Brown, a 33-year-old
writer for Mostad Media in Seattle, says
she feels her generation has a devil-
may-care fashion attitude precisely be-
cause of the dot-com boom. “We saw
these super smart people who make a
ton of money who could go to work with

jeans and shirts,” she says. “It gave
permission to a whole generation of us
to dress casually or outrageously at
work.”

—Monica M. Clark, Candace Jackson
and Jamin Warren

contributed to this article.

Continued From Page P1

MEN’S UNTUCKED DRESS SHIRTS
Risk Factor: ELEVATED
In any conservative
office, shirts should be
tucked in. But in some
settings, such as
Hollywood, Silicon Valley
and design firms, a
young man can pull off
the look if he wears a
high-quality, ironed shirt,
says stylist Fati Parsia.

MIDRIFF-BARING TOP
Risk Factor: SEVERE
CEOs and stylists agree: This
look is not for the office.
“Leave it for Britney Spears or
Christina Aguilera,” says New
York stylist Sarah Shirley.
Companies such as
Nationwide Mutual Insurance
have specifically banned the
look in dress codes this
summer.

MEN’S T-SHIRTS
Risk Factor: SEVERE
Stay away from T-shirts
completely at the office. Shirts
with writing are particularly
inappropriate. Ford Motor
prohibits them entirely. Ms.
Parsia advises avoiding them
even in creative environments.
“You’ll be mistaken for the
mailroom guy,” she says.
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SHEER BLOUSES
Risk Factor: ELEVATED
You can get away with a
sheer blouse if
you’ve got an
opaque
camisole on
underneath
and a jacket on
top, says Ms.
Chung. But
wearing a
brightly colored
undergarment
underneath won’t
pass muster at work.

I
S KATIE COURIC changing her look?

The promo CBS is airing in advance of her debut next
month as the first woman solo anchor of a network evening

news program suggests that she is. In the promo, Ms. Couric is
dressed in a black suit, with a double strand of pearls around
her neck—a more serious look than the colorful, trendy outfits
she often wore to cover light topics for many years on the
“Today” show. Ms. Couric, of course, sometimes dressed more
formally on that show, too, pairing similar pearls with a dark

suit to cover Pope John Paul II’s funeral.
Neither Ms. Couric nor CBS, which hopes

she’ll attract younger viewers without
alienating the old guard, would discuss her
anchor wardrobe—although a spokesman for
Ms. Couric says she at times wore the same
black suit on the “Today” show. But how Ms.
Couric looks will help shape her image as she
discusses weighty topics like the Middle East.

Her message in the promo: “Elegance, authority,
seriousness,” says Anna Wildermuth, a Chicago image
consultant. But not too serious. “CBS was so eager to get
Katie in part because viewers say, ‘We think we know her,’ in
contrast to [Elizabeth] Vargas, who came off icy and not like
somebody we would want to go next door and have coffee
with,” says Judy Muller, a retired ABC News reporter who
teaches journalism at the University of Southern California. A
spokeswoman for Ms. Vargas, who spent five months as ABC
news co-anchor this year, had no comment.

Some critics say Charles Gibson, who recently took over as
ABC anchor after hosting its morning show, has gotten more
serious, too, with the network promoting him as Charles, rather
than Charlie. (An ABC spokeswoman says the morning show
announcer also called Mr. Gibson “Charles.”) Ms. Wildermuth
says generally Mr. Gibson’s dress “is very conservative.”

NBC anchor Brian Williams, adds Ms. Wildermuth, wears
suits that fit well and he ties a fuller, more confident knot. Mr.
Williams says he buys suits off the rack and his knots are
simply “whatever happens when I knot my tie that day.”

At the “Today” show, Ms. Couric chose her clothes with
help from a Bloomingdale’s personal shopper, and friend and
designer Cynthia Steffe. “I would assume Katie might make
some different choices” now, Ms. Steffe says. “But I don’t
think this is first and foremost on her mind.” The designer,
nevertheless, pronounced the outfit Ms. Couric wore in the
promo “stunning.”

Flip-Flops

CAPRI PANTS
Risk Factor: LOW
Many companies now allow
capris, including Prudential
Financial in Dubuque, Iowa,
which recently decided
that the cropped pants
are acceptable five days
a week, instead of just
Fridays. Pair capris
with pumps in a
conservative office,
or with ballet flats in
a trendier
environment, says
Ms. Parsia.

Midriff

Bodies of Work: Some of this summer’s casual
looks, from Chicago to Dallas; above, a page from
a PowerPoint slideshow about office attire that
Emprise Bank sent its employees this spring.

Charles Gibson
The ABC anchor joked recently that
he has only a handful of suits and
ties. Image consultant Anna
Wildermuth says lighter colors would
be more flattering.

Email us at pursuits.style@wsj.com

WHAT THEY’RE WEARING by Vanessa O’Connell

SPAGHETTI STRAPS
Risk Factor: ELEVATED
Shoulder-baring spaghetti
straps can work only if they are
covered by a jacket, says Ms.
Shirley. Tank tops are
acceptable only in the
privacy of your office.
Merlot Marketing Chief
Executive Debi
Hammond once sent a
receptionist wearing a
halter top home to
change.

SUNDRESS
Risk Factor: LOW
Tailored sundresses that hit the knee
and have a conservative neckline
can work if paired with a blazer. But
it’s a slippery slope. Dick Wolfe, an
executive at Gibbs & Soell
communications firm, nixed a job
applicant for wearing a sundress
he thought was too revealing and
casual for a job interview.

Elizabeth Vargas
The conservative suits and minimal
jewelry favored by the former ABC
co-anchor convey a message that she
is serious, says retired ABC reporter
Judy Muller.

1
Online Today: Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan
talks about the backlash against
casual business attire. Hear the

podcast at WSJ.com/Podcasts.

Paula Zahn
The CNN anchor wears a lot of
designers. “Entertainment Tonight”
stylist Anya Berger says this green
and brown outfit is too earthy in color
and makes her look washed out.

CITY SHORTS
Risk Factor: LOW
City shorts are
appropriate office attire
if you wear them as
you would a skirt,
says stylist Mary
Walbridge. Pair them
with a jacket and
high heels and pick
styles that fall just
above the knee.
American Express
considers dressy city
shorts “perfectly acceptable” in its New York corporate
headquarters this summer, says Bet Franzone, a company
spokesman.

Katie Couric, Now and Then: The dark suit
and pearls Ms. Couric wears in a CBS spot
promoting her debut as evening-news anchor
are classic and convey confidence, says stylist
Anya Berger. Ms. Couric’s “Today” style (left, in
2001) was typical for morning TV: “Informal,
with plenty of leg, which Katie is known for,”
says former ABC reporter Judy Muller.

Couric Hits the ‘Muted’ Button

FLIP-FLOPS
Risk Factor: SEVERE
Employers from
Northrop Grumman to
the U.S. Commerce
Department have
banned flip-flops for
men and women. Lori
Erickson, vice
president of human
resources for
Monster.com, says
that in some cases,
a dressier flip-flop
style might pass at the
office, but Joe Vocino, a senior consultant at Mercer Human
Resource Consulting, says, “Never. Too casual.”

Cropped Pants s

MINISKIRTS
Risk factor: ELEVATED
Mr. Vocino says a skirt a
few inches above the
knee is “probably OK,”
but no higher.
“Anything that’s
considered
provocative is not
acceptable,” he
adds. Stylist
Lauren Chung
advises sticking
with hemlines no
higher than two inches above the knee.

BUSINESS ATTIRE

The Office Coverup
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This summer’s fashion trends are fueling a wave of extreme-casual clothes

in the workplace. To find out which of the current styles can be pulled off in the office, we polled

stylists, human-resources managers and CEOs.

The Dow Jones Office-Casual Risk Index

Men’s Sandals s

T-Shirt
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