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Dress for Success: Sales 

Training Tips that the politically 

correct won’t tell you 
By Gavin Ingham 

 

Many of my sales training 

tips are inspired by what 
goes on around me and this 

one today was no different. 

It was a bright day here 

today and everyone was out 
and about enjoying the fresh 

air and the police force, 

who seem to vanish from 

the streets on inclement 

days, were all walking 
around in the sunshine. 

Strange that! So I was 

driving up a hill and slowed 

to let some children cross 

the road, when I noticed 
that an adult was talking to 

a police officer who was… 
 

… leaning against a wall, top 

button undone and not wearing 

his hat. Leaning against a wall, 

deep in conversation but managing 

to chew gum none-the-less! Call 

me old fashioned (or just old if 

you want) but I don’t expect 

police officers to lean against 

walls. Nor do I expect them to be 

hatless and tieless. And they 

should definitely not be chewing 

gum. Ever! 

 

So is this just me being 

unreasonable? 

 

Probably. Maybe. Perhaps not. I 

don’t know. I don’t think so. I’m 

not an expert in how the police 

service should dress. But I do 

know that people still notice what 

you wear no matter what some 

trendy, politically correct, 

everyone-is-equal, do-gooder says. 

Perhaps it doesn’t matter to them 

because they don’t have to make a 

good impression because in those 

kinds of circles no-one dares sack 

anyone but it is most certainly not 

the case in sales and in business! 

 

Sales training tip! In sales, 

first impressions count… 

And I have to tell you that some 

of the delegates at conferences I 

speak at and sales seminars that I 

run do not make a good first 

impression. Don’t get me wrong 

here, I don’t care what they wear. 

Couldn’t give a fig! And I 

deliberately do not set a dress 

code for sales training seminars so 

that delegates can be comfortable 

wearing whatever they want. But I 

do think it’s worth thinking about 

things before you leave the house 

in the morning. My delegates may 

think that they are just coming on 

a sales training seminar but how 

do they know that they might not 

meet their biggest ever client 

there? Or bump into that 

potential employer who makes 

them a dream offer? Or meet the 

partner of their dreams?! 

 

I’m not telling you what to wear. 

I’m not telling you to dress like 

your grandparents. I’m not even 

telling you that you ought to dress 

smart. I’m telling you to think 

about what you wear. Ask 

yourself, “What would be 

appropriate for me? What would be 

appropriate for this client?” 

 

I’m guessing that some of my 

readers will be reading this 

thinking, “Who does this Gavin 

Ingham think he is? He’s not the 

keeper of me!” And you’re right. In 

today’s society you can pretty 

much do and wear what you like. 

Very few people will pick you up 

on anything or give you any kind 

of feedback because they’re often 

too scared to tell you for fear of 

behaving incorrectly or infringing 

your human rights! 

You might have a human 

right to dress like a loser but 

it doesn’t mean you have to 

invoke it. 

But I don’t run with the herd if I 

don’t think it’s the right thing to 

do and, on this, I don’t think it’s 

the right thing to do. As someone 

who has been a motivational 

speaker for 12+ years I have to 

say that it’s down to you to take 

control of your own life and 

ensure that you always make a 

strong first impression. Often 

times, increased sales come from 

thinking about things that your 

peers are not thinking about. 

 

I was inspired to repost this 

article after reading the storm of 

comments on another post about 

dress code elsewhere on LinkedIn. 

When I first posted this article it 

was on another website and it 

stirred up a positive avalanche of 

people saying that I was not right 

to tell people what to wear. 

Having read it again I have the 

same opinion that I did before... I 

am not telling you what to wear, 

only that you ought to think about 

it. You can think about it and then 

dress how you like, whatever that 

is. Just think about it. As long as 

you know the upsides and 

downsides of your decision, that’s 

fine. 

 

Interestingly, the whole argument 

seemed to gear around suits and 

ties and how I was wrong to 

advocate them because dress 

codes have changed… and yet I 

never mention either in the 

article. Nor do I express an 

opinion either way. And, neither 

do I often wear a tie myself. So it 

seems kind of ironic that I was 

being told not to tell people to 

wear ties! And you know what? 

Not wearing one most of the time 

http://www.gaviningham.com/seminar-schedule/
http://www.gaviningham.com/sales-motivational-speaker/
http://www.gaviningham.com/sales-motivational-speaker/


 

 

 

 
 

 

          Better Business Focus  October 2014 

 

 

 

is my choice and I accept the 

positives and negatives of that. I 

am sure that some people turn up 

at their sales conference and one 

of their initial thoughts is about 

why the motivational speaker is 

not wearing a tie! 

 

People often throw Richard 

Branson up as an example. Again, I 

never said you had to wear a suit 

and tie so maybe I meant… dress 

like Richard Branson. I didn’t, by 

the way. But the point is that 

Richard didn’t just get up one day 

and dress like he does. He didn’t 

just accidentally forget to wear a 

suit. His appearance and approach 

is thought out. He knows what he 

is comfortable in, he has thought 

about it and he is aware of the 

positives and the negatives. 

 

On Dragon’s Den Peter Jones has 

more than once cited appearance 

as one of his reasons for turning 

someone down for investment. 

And they may well have said to 

themselves afterwards that they 

would rather not have had 

investment from someone with an 

attitude like that… and on that 

one I would point you to Aesop’s 

fable about The Fox & The 

Grapes. Interestingly, however, he 

has invested in some pretty wacky 

looking people too so he 

obviously judges people in some 

industries and from some 

backgrounds differently than 

others. Which, of course, 

reinforces my point about thinking 

about what you wear and knowing 

your market and your client. 

 

What you have to remember is 

that what is acceptable to one 

person may not be acceptable to 

another. But there is no right or 

wrong. Just because you think it is 

your right to dress how you like 

does not mean that people will 

not judge you for that right. 

Political correctness does not 

come into sales. If someone does 

not like the way you dress or they 

think you look unprofessional or 

inappropriate or lazy or slovenly 

or ill-prepared or unsuitable… 

then that will impact your ability 

to build rapport with them, 

damage your credibility and 

reduce (destroy?) their likelihood 

of entering into a business 

relationship with you. 

 

On the other article on LinkedIn 

there are a couple of comments 

worth mentioning... 

 

Firstly, several people say that 

THEY do not judge anyone by 

how they dress. Seriously?! Get 

out of your own head. If you sell, 

whether that's in the traditional 

sense or just yourself within your 

organisation, you need to think 

about what others think, not just 

what you think.  

 

Secondly, one person says that 

they judge people on their 

attitude and their preparation for 

the sales pitch not how they 

dress. And you know what? I 

agree that would make sense for 

clients but it's not what most do. 

They cannot help but judge you 

before you speak, before you get 

to show how prepared you are, 

before you get to do the business. 

Why make things hard for 

yourself when you have done all 

of that good preparation by giving 

yourself a blinking great hill to 

climb? Why not look the part and 

have them ready and waiting to 

listen to your words of wisdom?!  

 

Interestingly, a friend of mine is a 

recruiter and he recently posted a 

video on the impact of having a 

visible tattoo on your chances of 

getting a job. He was flamed 

horrendously for saying that it was 

not a good thing and that it would 

likely go against you in a 

corporate environment. 

Interestingly, there were several 

hiring managers who were on the 

discussion who said that they 

could not hire someone to be 

customer facing if they had certain 

tattoos but most of the writers 

were so busy arguing that they did 

not even see these comments and 

carried on saying that it would not 

make any difference despite the 

evidence to the contrary. 

 

As I said originally, my purpose 

here is not to tell you how to 

dress. You have a right to dress 

how you like. And only you can 

work out what is right for you, 

what is right for you situation and 

what is right for your career. I am 

just asking you to think about it. 

 

What are your thoughts on this 

matter? What is the most 

inappropriate thing that anyone 

ever wore when they came to see 

you? Would what someone was 

wearing / not wearing put you off 

entering into a business 

relationship with someone? 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2015, Bizezia Limited, All 

Rights Reserved 

  

This article appeared in Better 

Business Focus, published by Bizezia 

Limited ("the publisher"). It is 

protected by copyright law and 

reproduction in whole or in part 

without the publisher’s written 

permission is strictly prohibited. The 

publisher may be contacted at 

info@bizezia.com (+44 (0)1444 

884220). 

 

The article is published without 

responsibility by the publisher or any 

contributing author for any loss 

howsoever occurring as a 

consequence of any action which you 

take, or action which you choose not 

to take, as a result of this article or 

any view expressed herein.  

 

Whilst it is believed that the 

information contained in this 

publication is correct at the time of 

publication, it is not a substitute for 

obtaining specific professional advice 

and no representation or warranty, 

expressed or implied, is made as to its 

accuracy or completeness. Any 

hyperlinks in the article were correct 

at the time this article was published 

but may have changed since then. 

Likewise, later technology may 

supersede any which are specified in 

the article. 

  

The information is relevant primarily 

within the United Kingdom but may 

have application in other locations. 

 

These disclaimers and exclusions are 

governed by and construed in 

accordance with English Law. 
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