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Are traditional dress codes outdated in today’s working world?

The line between smart and casual wear at work has become somewhat blurred in recent years, 
especially with the influx of millennials entering the workforce and more companies moving away from 
traditional practices. What’s more, recent events in the UK have put many companies under a microscope 
for their dress code restrictions, causing great debate around what’s wrong and right when it comes to 
what people should wear to work. 

In fact, earlier this year Parliament held an inquiry into dress codes in the workplace following reports 
that a woman was sacked for not wearing high heels to work. In light of this, CV-Library, the UK’s leading 
independent job board, has conducted research amongst 1,200 professional workers across the UK, to 
gain an understanding of their attitudes towards workplace dress codes. 

Interestingly, nearly two thirds (65.5%) of workers admit that they enjoy having a dress code to 
follow, with this figure rising to 66.9% amongst 45-54 year olds and 69.1% amongst those aged 55-64. 
Conversely, under 18s were the most likely to resent following a dress code, with 45% of respondents in 
this age group stating so. 

This report will explore the findings in more detail and discuss whether traditional dress codes are 
outdated in today’s working world.

What’s changed?
The majority of UK workers (82.5%) appreciate that dress codes have changed over the years and are 
a sign of the times that we live and work in. For example, the job market is extremely competitive right 
now, meaning organisations across the UK need to be more creative with their offerings and talent 
attraction methods. What’s more, dressing less formally is very much viewed as an added perk nowadays.  

Are traditional dress 
codes outdated in today’s 
working world? 

An ongoing debate

Say smart dress 
codes make them feel 

uncomfortable

Think younger 
workers like to dress 

more casual

Think businesses 
should ditch workplace 

dress codes

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30% 33.4%

27.8%

15.4%

0%

35%



2www.cv-library.co.uk press@cv-library.co.uk01252 810995

Are traditional dress codes outdated in today’s working world?

These findings are very much in correlation with traditions in these sectors. For example, designers work 
in a creative industry where there is more scope to express yourself through what you wear. On the 
other hand, the legal and accounting industries are traditionally more straight-laced. 

In addition, workers living in Swansea, Nottingham and Brighton were the most likely to think that smart 
work-wear is outdated, with employees in Liverpool, Newcastle and Southampton being the most likely to 
disagree with this statement. 

Furthermore, when asked why they felt the traditional smart work dress code was outdated, respondents 
cited that this was because:

The research revealed some interesting trends when it came to comparing city and industry data. In fact, 
the design, hospitality and IT sectors were the top three industries where workers felt smart work-wear is 
outdated, while the legal, accounting and automotive sectors were the most for smart dress codes at work.
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Interestingly, for those that favoured a smarter dress code, a range of reasons were provided, with the 
majority believing that it can make workers look far more professional to customers and clients. Other 
reasons included: 

The benefits of a smarter dress code

There continues to be a lot of debate around dress codes in the workplace and whether it’s still a 
necessity to dress smart. Dress codes mean different things to different people: some people prefer to 
dress smart, while others see it as a perk to be able to wear more casual clothing.

In fact, workers in Swansea (45.5%), Brighton (43.8%), Leeds (41.2%), Glasgow (40%) and London 
(37.6%) are the most likely to think that businesses should ditch dress codes. Conversely, employees in 
Bournemouth (85.7%) Liverpool (85.4%), Reading (78.8%), Sheffield (73.7%) and Newcastle (71.7%) were 
the least supportive of companies getting rid of them. 

When looking at the data by sector, employees working in design (53.8%), IT (49.2%), social care (48.4%), 
sales (46.4%) and manufacturing (41.7%) were the most likely to think that companies should get rid of 
dress code policies. But, legal (87.5%), recruitment (83.3%) and retail (75.5%) professionals were the most 
likely to say that businesses shouldn’t get rid of dress codes – with graduates also appearing in this list 
(78.6%).

According to the findings, nearly half (46.8%) of respondents believe that dress codes will become more 
casual and relaxed in the future, with a smaller percentage believing that they will become more creative 
and that there will no longer be a dress code. That said, one third (33.1%) of professionals believe that 
smart work dress will continue.

What does the future have in store

What’s more, the findings suggest that employees working in Customer Services are some of the most 
likely to think that employees should look professional for customers, with 58.8% citing this. This was 
followed by 57.1% of Legal professionals. 
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In summary 

Every workplace is different and the rules are very dependent on the industry or role that a person is 
working in. We now have more flexibility in what we can wear to work and while there is no real evidence 
to suggest that there is a link between standards of behaviour and dress codes, there still appears to be 
a consensus that workers should always dress smart if they’re in an external facing role or meeting with a 
client, customer or supplier.

It’s clear that many organisations are shunning the traditional dress code, opting for a more casual 
and relaxed working environment which is favoured by workers, especially the younger generation. As 
long as companies are adhering to codes of conduct and are operating a fair and productive working 
environment, all companies can do in the meantime is stick to what feels right for their organisation.

Contact the CV-Library press office for further information: press@cv-library.co.uk or 01252 810995
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