
 

PROFESSIONALISM 

Professionalism is a combination of your image, etiquette, and how you present yourself 

to others. Whether you are an applicant or an associate, first impressions last a lifetime 

and you should always strive to be professional. The following are general guidelines you 

should adhere to during the interview process and throughout your career.      

REPUTATION 

“It takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, 

you’ll do things differently” – Warren Buffett 

Blackberrys and iPhones have become a staple of the legal profession allowing us to 

access information at any given time. Nevertheless, when in public, excessive use of your 

smartphone creates a bad impression on those around you. If you are at a networking 

event or happy hour and your thumbs stay glued to your smartphone, you are unlikely to 

make any lasting connections. 1 

If you take on the blogging world, keep in mind that once you publish a commentary, it 

becomes accessible to anyone with internet access and will remain there long after 

graduation. Employers have become very conscious about applicant’s online reputations 

and you should too. You are your reputation. Build it. Nurture it. Protect it. 

IMAGE 

Making the best possible impression is paramount when seeking employment and 

appearances count. First impressions are made within the first five minutes of meeting 

someone. Either you make a good impression or you suffer the consequences. When 

meeting potential employers, dress appropriately. 

BUSINESS ATTIRE 

Business attire is the written (or unwritten) dress code of an organization. Business 

attire suggests a formal, conservative dress style. It is what is expected when 

interviewing with an employer unless stated otherwise. Attention to detail, 

impeccable grooming, and a well-fitted suit are a must to make a lasting good 

impression. 

                                           
1Modified from: http://lawyerist.com/smartphone-killing-your-reputation/  
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MEN’S ATTIRE: 

1. THE SUIT: Choose a neutral suit in charcoal, navy, or gray. The suit jacket 

should be buttoned while standing and unbuttoned to sit.  

2. THE DRESS SHIRT: Choose shirts in white, light grey or blue. 

Have your shirt professionally laundered. Always wear a long 

sleeve shirt. Avoid shirts with insignias on them. 

3. THE TIE: Wear a conservative tie with subtle patterns or solid 

colors. Always wear a tie that is darker than your shirt. Tie 

your tie to fall in the middle of your belt. 

4. SOCKS, SHOES AND BELT: Wingtips or lace up conservative 

shoes are the most appropriate. Choose a black or brown shoe 

color that should match your suit or be a darker color. Socks 

should match the color of your suit and cover your calves. Belts 

should be in good condition and match the color of your shoes. 

5. ACCESSORIES: Men should limit accessories and jewelry to 

three pieces.  

6. GROOMING: Facial hair should be neatly trimmed 

(moustache, sideburns), but beards are not recommended for 

an interview. Hair should be neat and conservative, not touching the collar of 

your shirt. Heavy cologne should be avoided.  

 

WOMEN’S ATTIRE: 

1. THE SUIT: Choose a classic suit avoiding trendy suit styles. 

For a conservative organization, a skirt suit is still 

considered the appropriate interview attire. Hemlines should 

be knee length or longer. Color does not have to be limited 

to dark colors, but remember the rule: if you have to ask 

yourself “Can I?,” then don’t. Make sure the suit flatters 

your figure and is a good fit, not too tight or too loose. 

Jacket sleeves should fall half an inch below your wrist. 

2. THE BLOUSE: Blouses should be current, but neither low-

cut nor revealing.  

3. SHOES AND HOSE: Wear pumps or sling backs. Avoid 

sandals or shoes with open toes or ankle straps. Shoe color 



should match your suit or be darker. Hosiery should be worn with a skirt.  

4. ACCESSORIES: Jewelry should be kept minimal and conservative. Remove all 

facial piercings except earrings. Wear only five accessories. Earrings count as 

two and a watch counts as a third, allowing for two additional accessories. 

5. MAKE-UP AND GROOMING: Makeup should be natural and conservative. 

Avoid overly dark or bright eye shadow and lipstick. Nails should be clean and 

manicured. Avoid very long fingernails, nail art, and trendy or bright polish. 

Hair should be clean and neat. Perfume should be applied very lightly if at all. 

BUSINESS CASUAL 

MEN’S ACCEPTABLE ATTIRE: A sport coat creates a pulled together look in a 

business casual environment and eliminates the need for a tie. Pair up the sports 

coat with khakis or dark slacks. Traditional dress slacks are appropriate with or 

without a blazer. Casual button-down oxford shirts are a great alternative to dress 

shirts, with or without a tie. Oxfords and loafers in brown or black are a good match 

for khakis or corduroys. 

 

WOMEN’S ACCEPTABLE ATTIRE: Pantsuits are a wise choice for a business casual 

look. Crisp cotton cardigan paired with dress pants, khakis, or skirts make a casual 

outfit. Cardigan twin sets are also an easy way to present a more casual look while 

still looking professional. Shoes should be close toed, flats are appropriate. Hosiery is 

not essential, but recommended for shorter skirts.  

OFFICE ESSENTIALS 

Don't (always) tell the truth, the whole truth & nothing but the truth: Of 

course you should be honest and trustworthy with future and current employers, but 

being too candid, especially in a job interview, can create etiquette issues. 

"Sometimes when students are too brutally honest, they come off as lacking focus 

and credibility," says Kathy Morris, Chief Career Development Officer of Chicago-

based Gardner Carton & Douglas. "For example, some students will come right out in 

an interview and say that they want to work at a law firm solely as a means to pay 

off their debt," Morris says. "Or that it makes no difference which firm they work at. 

That's not what firms want to hear. They want you to research the firm and articulate 

why you are a good match for them." 

Don't party like a rock star: The key is to understand that [firm] social events are 

not social events; they are work events. It may look and feel like a party atmosphere 

because there's a lot of free alcohol. But the reality is you are not at a party. 



Don't eat all you can eat: A lot of etiquette problems occur at meals. Don't order 

too much food, like the 32-ounce steak, and don't order the priciest item, like the 

lobster, unless everyone else is. Excessive ordering makes you appear gluttonous.  

Do be clothes minded: Although the dress code in some legal offices has gotten 

more casual, it can still be a bad idea to dress too casually. Even if your office has 

casual days, that still means no flip-flops. Keep more formal clothes on hand for 

unexpected events. 

Do mind your manners: One of the most commonly reported offenses of young 

lawyers is treating support staff disrespectfully. Conversely, if you develop a 

reputation as someone who is difficult to work with, your work might end up at the 

bottom of the pile. Of course, it's not just support staff you should treat respectfully. 

It's everyone. Use basic politeness and say ‘please' and ‘thank you.' Hold doors for 

people.  

Do exercise caution with e-mail and voice mail: Office technology offers plenty 

of chances to embarrass yourself, which is why it is critical to pay attention when 

you're being shown how to use your office e-mail and voice mail systems. Treat e-

mail like a letter or memo. Spell check, grammar check, and review all e-mails 

before sending them. Make the subject line as informative as possible. Organize your 

thoughts, be succinct, and use line breaks liberally. Format your e-mail so that it 

scans well, particularly on a Blackberry.  

Do watch your mouth: Be mindful of what you say and how you say it when you're 

looking for a job and when you're on the job. Be careful to avoid language that is too 

casual.  

 


