
FIND YOUR STYLE, CREATE YOUR 
FOREVER WARDROBE A

n
n

a
 M

u
r

p
h

y

How  How  
not to not to 

wear wear 
blackblack

What a wonderful freedom:  
to choose what woman we want  

to be and dress accordingly

Today, like never before, fashion offers us options.  
In this book I show you how best to navigate them. 

Learn how to shop smart, finding clothes that flatter 
and make you feel the best version of “you”. Together 
we can find your clothing happy place, one that will 

serve you well for many years to come.
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Introduction

Over and over I hear from women asking me for help in 
finding their fashion way. I understand all too well how 
easy it is to get lost. There are so many choices; so many 
options. And most of us go through periods of our life 
when we have too many other things going on to allow 
us enough time properly to keep our eye in when it 
comes to what’s current. 

I see the most important part of my job as Fashion 
Director of The Times as acting as a kind of pathfinder. 

The forever wardrobe  
is not an impossible 
notion. And I am here to 
help you track it down. 

“

sarah  

haran

That’s also why I wrote my book 
How Not To Wear Black, some 
of which is extracted here. You 
can learn to navigate your way 
to the “you” who feels and looks 
like your very best self, and I 
would love to help you do it. 

Just as importantly, you can 
have fun whilst doing so. As 
women we have so many more 

ways than men to celebrate and empower ourselves 
through our wardrobes. Once you find your compass, 
that very same choice that once felt overwhelming, 
burdensome, suddenly starts to feel like the greatest  
of gifts.

How do you navigate with a compass? By way of the 
north pole, of course. When it comes to your fashion 
compass, I believe it’s your bag that is your true north 
pole. Whether you are just embarking on your journey 
of sartorial self-discovery, or whether you are adept  
at dressing in a way that makes you feel happy and 
seen, it’s all about the bag. Find a great bag, one that 
combines form and function, that makes your heart 
sing, and it pulls together every outfit. Not only that.  
It pulls together “you”!“
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Vain trifles as they 
seem, clothes have, they 
say, more important 
offices than merely to 
keep us warm. They 
change our view of the 
world and the world’s 
view of us.

“
Dress to impress. Sounds an old-fashioned idea. Yet it’s 
anything but, especially when it comes to working life. 
Clothes matter in the workplace because people draw conclusions 
from them, often without even being aware that they are doing so. 
You just need to make sure that the conclusions they are reaching 
courtesy of your wardrobe are the right ones. 

It’s also worth noting that the kind of conclusions they are led 
to by a particular outfit today might be very different from only a 
decade ago. In the 21st century blending in too much – looking 
overly conformist – can damage you more than standing out. Most 
modern companies don’t want yes men and women, and your 
clothes can mark you out as an independent thinker, as someone 
worth listening to, and – before you know it – promoting. 

As Virginia Woolf wrote in her novel Orlando in 1928, “Vain 
trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices 
than merely to keep us warm. They change our view of the world 
and the world’s view of us.” This is why what you wear to work 
should be more than just an office-appropriate uniform. It should 
be part of your arsenal. “Dress like you are going to meet your 
worst enemy today,” is how Coco Chanel once put it. And that 
wasn’t even for the office. Imagine her on the topic of Monday- 
to-Friday garb. Terrifying.

First impressions
In his best-selling book Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking, 
Malcolm Gladwell looks at the high-speed subconscious 
processing we humans use, much of which is based on visual clues. 
It can take us seconds to make up our mind about a new person, 
and once we have done so, well, we have done so. A mind made  
up is precisely that. It may be right, it may be wrong, but it’s 
inescapable: how you look, how you dress, matters.

In most workplaces a process of evaluation is ongoing. Which 
can feel stressful looked at in one light, but in another offers exciting 
opportunities for advancement. It’s never too late, in other words, or at 
least it shouldn’t be, and if you suspect it might be, it’s time to move on.

– O r l a n d o ,  V i r g i n i a 
W o o l f 
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the ’80s were really about feminism in practical use. The silhouette 
I was doing – broad shoulders and thin hips – was my way of 
reinterpreting masculine power, but with humour.”

Our subconscious – and that of the people we work with – 
registers that semaphoring, even if we don’t realize it’s happening. 
We feel different in a hi-vis jacket. Colleagues look at us 
differently. Or it might be a hi-vis blouse, jewel-hued and worn 
under otherwise restrained suiting. Or a hi-vis necklace. Even a 
lipstick. You get the idea.

Certainly it makes sense to focus your attention on your top 
half because that, if you think about it, is where other people’s 
attention tends to be focused in the office. What is seen from desk 
level up is what really matters. I always wear some jewellery, and/
or have an interesting neckline, and/or wear some bright colour, 
even if it’s only in the form of that lipstick.

Of course, workplace attire should communicate competency,  
not craziness, so we are looking at flourishes, not full-on fandango, 
and the overall effect should be pared back and pulled together. 

But it should absolutely not add up to 
boring. That is the most common 
mistake people make when dressing  
for the office. You don’t want to blend 
into the background. You want to  
stand out. You don’t want to look 
anonymous. You want to look like  
you at your most dynamic.

Seizing our day 
You also want to look like a woman,  
not like a version of a man. We live, 

lucky us, in an era when the particularities of what women have  
to offer the world – be it a softer, more empathetic form of  
power, or a variety of networking based on genuine communality 
as well as healthy competition – is finally being recognized and 
sought out.

You want to blend in  
and stand out at one 
and the same time. 
Sounds impossible,  
but it can be done.

“

Sure, the intricacies of your attire may vary depending on where 
you work. Every office has its own codes, and first off it behoves 
you to work out what they are. Indeed, one of the most useful 
skills you can develop en route to finding your style more 
generally is to look closely at other people. Observe your colleagues 
as an anthropologist might, because they are – whether aware of  
it or not – a kind of tribe. There may 
well be outliers, people who 
deliberately stand out through their 
clothing choices, but there will be a 
middle ground. Plot it carefully. Do 
the women wear trousers or dresses 
and skirts? If the latter, what is the 
default skirt length? What about heel 
heights? Is the overall look polished 
or more laidback? What chimes with 
your personal style and what doesn’t?

How can you dress to fit in, but 
also – just as importantly – to stand out? Because among your 
colleagues there will be one or two women at least who have got a 
style signature which is their office equivalent of the hi-vis jacket 
we see at roadworks, building sites, or airports. And hi-vis dressing 
is important for the woman on the way up. You want to work out 
what your version is. You want to blend in and stand out at one 
and the same time. Sounds impossible, but it can be done. 

Your hi-vis jacket might, in fact, be just that, by which I don’t 
mean the bright orange affair favoured by road sweepers, but a 
similarly hot-hued blazer, sharply tailored in wool, with defined 
shoulders to make you feel strong. Those padded shoulders ape the 
top-heavy triangularity of a muscular body; they signal physical 
strength. The shapeshifting abilities of the power jacket makes it 
my favourite office miracle worker.

American designer Norma Kamali was one of the first to tweak 
men’s tailoring for women in the 1980s. “Everyone talks about the 
1970s as being the birth of feminism,” she said once, “but for me 

What is seen 
from desk 
level up is 
what really 
matters.

“
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Don’t render your womanliness invisible. Celebrate it. Let the  
men dress boringly if they must. But don’t ape them in their 
dreary entirety. Wear a black or grey trouser suit if you want to,  
but change it up with outsize pearl earrings, with mascaraed 
eyelashes, some embellished flats, or even – office depending – 
trainers, provided they are squeaky clean.

That said, never look too womanly, in the sense of revealing too 
much flesh. A skirt that is too short or a décolletage that is too low 
will make you stand out for the wrong reasons. As the designer 
Diane von Furstenberg once observed to me, “When you work you 
want to look good, you want to look strong. You want to show off 
your body – why not? But not in a way that will make men 
objectify you.” And relish how far we have come. The trailblazing 
1960s fashion editor Felicity Green, the first woman on the board 
of a British newspaper, now in her 90s, told me there was a furore 
when she first wore trousers in the Daily Mirror offices. A male 
colleague of hers later recalled that, “All female staff were expected 
to wear skirts or dresses. Felicity turned up one day in a trouser 
suit. The editor was shocked but the dam had broken and the girls 
[sic] began following Felicity’s example.” 

Green had more freedom than the other women at the company, 
most of whom were secretaries. But even she conceded to me that, 
“When I wore a skirt I had a much easier time.” That’s not, alas, an 
impossible conclusion for some of us 
to draw even now. But the situation –  
trouser-related and beyond – has 
improved immeasurably.

Getting it right
What ticks the contemporary box 
perfectly? A colourful trouser suit is 
on point, perhaps softened with a silk 
pussy-bow blouse. Suiting makes you 
look like serious stuff, and rendered 
in a colourful fabric it also makes you 

Nice and  
smartly does it

 Squeaky clean is generally the only way to go. 
 Never wear anything that looks  

scruffy or tatty. 
 Never wear a black that’s turned yellow,  

or a white that’s turned grey. 
 When in doubt, refresh. 

 You don’t want to come across as outmoded, 
so it’s important that your clothes don’t either. 

 Chanel again: “Dress shabbily and they 
remember the dress; dress impeccably and  

they remember the woman.”

Suiting makes you look 
like serious stuff, and 
rendered in a colourful 
fabric it also makes you 
look interesting. 

“
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The work-life balance wardrobe

CO-ORDS TOP

+
CO-ORDS 
BOTTOM

=
STATEMENT 

OUTFIT

Items that will mix 
and match you 
through the week  
are the canniest 
purchases around. 
That’s what makes 
co-ords so great.

CO-ORDS TOP

+
PLAIN BOTTOM

=
WEEKEND CHIC

PLAIN TOP

+
CO-ORDS BOTTOM

=
OFFICE SMART

look interesting. Plus colourful doesn’t have to mean bright. A 
forest green or petrol blue is enough of a statement of difference.

“Co-ords” are another way to look effortlessly pulled together. 
Co-ords tend to be patterned rather than plain, so are great for 
making a bold statement. They also offer extra flexibility, as you 
can wear them separately with a contrast half. Smart co-ords on 
your top half plus jeans for example. Great for the weekend. Smart 
co-ords on your bottom half plus cashmere crewneck. Great for 
any time, work or play. 

A jumpsuit is another indubitably 21st-century way to pull off 
office chic. It works like a suit, but looks bang up to date, and 
contrasts with the boys. Keep colour and pattern dialled back here. 
Indeed, the savviest way to play the office jumpsuit game is to pick 
one in a classic fabric that gives a sly nod to what used to be strictly 
men-only – a navy and white pinstripe perhaps, or grey wool. 

When it comes to a dress many women feel a tailored sheath style 
is the only way to go, especially in more male-dominated, suit-led 
environments, such as the law and the City. No surprise. The sheath 
is a suit in frock’s clothing. But if you are not careful it can look 
dated. Search out modernizing add-ons like an athleisure zip or two; 
contrast seaming; some kind of detail at the waist, perhaps a band 
of fabric, perhaps a matching tie belt or contrast ribbon. For certain 
body shapes the sheath is also not as flattering as we’ve been led to 
think. If you are pear-shaped, for example, it can draw attention  
to your hips. Better to pick a full skirt and a nipped-in waist. Or to 
overlay a jacket that gives balancing emphasis to your shoulders.

creative clothes
Have you considered the so-called power floral? This is a 
reinvention of the once-girlish tea-dress, which has more recently 
become a favourite in the creative industries. It’s revealing of the 
semantics of dress still in play that many of us subconsciously 
eschew such feminine dressing in the workplace. Where are the 
women politicians wearing florals, for example? For the moment, 
absolutely nowhere.
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But if you pick a print that’s strong rather than pallid (a power 
floral typically comes with a dark or bright background), if you 
accessorize with footwear that is the opposite of spindly (perhaps 
– spot the theme – some power boots), if you sling over a blazer 
(that power jacket again), and add on a cross-body bag, you will 
look like you are going places professionally, whatever your work 
milieu. As a result – assuming you have the small matter of the job 
itself in hand, of course – like as not, you soon will be.

Indeed, there is much to be learnt from the denizens of 
advertising agencies, the film industry, magazines, and the like. 
You may not want to go full-on Ugly Betty, but you can pick up 
some ideas, and tweak accordingly. So here’s my report from the 
creative front-lines. These are women who embrace all of the 
looks already discussed. They also add into the mix upscale 
athleisure, in the form of silky trackpants and fine hoodies and 
sweatshirts. And they love the easy-breezy appeal of a neat knit 
with a skirt – perhaps a pencil, perhaps a long pleated or floaty 
asymmetric style. Then they overlay a blazer, sleeved or sleeveless, 
or a gilet, or a bomber. And they play with contrasting textures. 
That knit might be mohair; that skirt, silk; that blazer enriched 
with some embroidered detailing.

What’s more, if they aren’t a column, a rectangle, or a rounded 
body shape, these women often have something akin to a belt 
wardrobe, half a dozen or so different options at least. They know a 
belt is a great way to change up any outfit and deliver a professional 
edge. Imagine a long fine cardi over a pencil skirt and pussy bow 
blouse, perhaps with some pretty all-day-long kitten heels. Add a 
thick wasp-waist-endowing belt, perhaps in black leather, perhaps 
black elastic with on-trend utility buckle. Immediately you look 
corner-office-appropriate. Swap out the pencil skirt for smart track 
pants. Keep everything else the same. Ditto, but with added 
modernity. Think back to that aforementioned power-floral frock. 
Add belt. It looks more powerful again.

Women in the creative industries walk the line between the 
smart and the casual, and it is this that makes them look modern, 

Out-dressing the opposition

When shopping for separates 
buy pieces you can dial up or 
down for maximum flexibility. 

OR
TRACK PANT

PENCIL SKIRT

+
FINE CARDIGAN

BLOUSE

KITTEN HEELS

+

+
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go-getting, like the kind of person who should be in charge, if 
they aren’t already. But, importantly, the end result is always – 
always – more smart than casual. Because this is what really 
ensures they look like boss class.

How do they pull it off? By only wearing clothes in perfect nick, 
and in the best – for which read “softest” – fabrics they can afford. 
By investing in top-notch accessories, be it shoes or bags, and 
looking after them. And, again, by changing them up the second 
they are past their best. By dressing interestingly, originally, but 
looking the opposite of try-hard. It needs to appear effortless. 
Because that is what will help your rise appear effortless. Yes, 
strange as it may seem, looking like you can deliver will make  
you believe you can do just that, and that will make other people 
believe you can. And then you will. 

The fashion power pose
Dressing the part has a similar effect to the so-called “power pose” 
social psychologist Amy Cuddy talked about in her much-watched 
Ted Talk in 2012. Standing in a wide stance with your hands on your 
hips in best Wonder Woman style – yes, her again – is one example.

Since then some have dismissed Cuddy’s research as pseudo-
science, but she is standing firm; posing powerfully, in fact. 
“Dozens of researchers at universities around the world have 
conducted experiments looking at the effects of adopting 
expansive postures on emotional, cognitive, behavioural and 
physiological outcomes,” she said in a follow-up interview in 2017. 
“What’s absolutely clear from the studies is that adopting expansive 
poses increases people’s feelings of power and confidence. And 
feeling powerful is a critical psychological variable.” And feeling 
powerful produces a range of consequences, continues Cuddy, 
“including improved executive functioning, optimism, creativity, 
authenticity, the ability to self-regulate and performance in 
various domains, to name a handful.”

Clothes can do that for you, too. Bring on the fashion power pose. 

Game-changer 
dressing

The charity Smart Works offers a great example of what happens 
when someone looks, literally, the business. It helps women who 

have struggled to find a job for years, women who are referred to 
the charity via other charities, job centres, prisons, and the NHS. 
“The one thing these women have in common,” says co-founder 

Juliet Hughes-Hallett, “is that they have no confidence. When they 
go for a job for which they have the right qualifications, and they 

still don’t get it, that is why.” 

Hughes-Hallett and her team of volunteers ask each woman  
how she wants to look for her interview, and then, courtesy of rails 

of donated clothes, try to deliver it as closely as possible. “When 
they stand in front of the mirror in their new outfit it’s a real 
hair-standing-on-end moment. You can see them thinking,  

‘My God, this might actually be possible’. It is like they have put  
on a suit of armour.” 

Next up the women receive coaching on how to succeed at an 
interview. But it’s that mirror reveal which is, says Hughes-Hallett, 
the real game-changer point. “It is the ultimate illustration of what 

clothes can do for the self-esteem.” Sixty per cent of the women 
who come to Smart Works get a job shortly afterwards.
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Power boots

A black blazer 
appears freshly 
womanly courtesy 
of a tie-waist. 

Choose a suit that’s 
anything but predictable, 
and you can enjoy the best 
of both worlds.

Looking both smart 
and relaxed can get 
you a long way. A 
cross-body bag is 
hard to beat. So too 
are leg-lengthening 
side-stripe trousers. 

It’s a 
woman’s 
world
We don’t need to dress like men  
in the workplace any more. So let’s 
enjoy it. Colour and pattern can 
make you look and feel empowered. 
So can blending a more masculine 
item, like a tailored jacket, with 
something feminine, like a floral 
skirt. Looking like you mean 
business doesn’t have to add up  
to boring.

Don’t flash too much flesh 
in the workplace. But that 
doesn’t mean dismissing a 
dress that in places reveals 
too much. Think about 
layering a blouse or fine 
knit underneath. 

Add interest to your top half

Pattern and colour can 
turn otherwise classic 
pieces just attention-
getting enough. 

im
ag

es
 ©

  G
et

ty
 I

m
ag

es
: M

at
th

ew
 S

pe
rz

el
 (l

); 
M

ir
ey

a 
Ac

ie
rt

o 
(r

). 
M

ar
k

s 
&

 S
pe

n
ce

r:
 (

bc
). 

W
h

is
tl

es
: (

ca
). 

fa
cin

g p
ag

e: 
B

au
k

je
n

: (
l)

. H
ob

bs
: (

br
). 

L
K

 B
en

n
et

t:
 (c

r)
. 


