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Congratulations, you’re getting hitched! Making it official. Tying the knot. While a wedding might be cause for celebration, the planning process isn’t always confetti cannons and champagne toasts. Luckily Wedding Hacks is here to help you create an amazing big day.

Wedding Hacks is designed to be your pocket wedding planner—combining more than five hundred insider tips with practical advice for keeping your cool in the face of impractical expectations, family drama, and financial realities. This book will take you step-by-step through the planning process, from celebrating your engagement to kicking back on your honeymoon—saving you time, money, and stress along the way. You’ll also learn how to avoid common wedding planning mistakes that could come back to haunt you later.

With Wedding Hacks, the planning process is covered from start to finish, so no matter where you are in your timeline you can jump right in and get the advice you need. So grab your partner and let’s hack your way to the best wedding ever!
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1.

Wait a minute before you plan. It’s tempting to jump right in to booking a venue and picking your outfits the minute you’re engaged, but hold off on making any major decisions until you have some big conversations with your partner (and families) about budgets and expectations. You can’t book a venue if you don’t know how much you’re spending, and you’ll want to know in advance if any of your parents have unspoken expectations about the formality or size of your wedding. (They don’t necessarily get to dictate those details, but their opinions will factor into your planning one way or another.)

2.

Prepare yourself for sticker shock. The weddings we’ve seen in movies and TV are incredibly expensive. Most of them feature details that cost more than your whole catering budget, so one of the first reactions you’re likely to have while wedding planning is sticker shock. It’s helpful to remember that unrealistic expectations aren’t your fault (those on-screen weddings seemed so reasonable!) and sticker shock is normal. Start planning armed with this information and you’re less likely to get your hopes up about the affordability of a five-tiered wedding cake.

3.

Say No! Most wedding “traditions” aren’t that traditional at all (you’d be surprised how many are pop culture or marketing inventions), so eliminate anything that isn’t essential. Take a pause before making any major wedding planning decisions and ask yourselves, “Is this really what we want?” and give a hard no to anything that doesn’t fit.

4.

Research real wedding budgets. One of the most useful tools when you’re trying to plan a wedding is seeing how other couples did it first. Reddit’s Weddings Under 10K forum and APracticalWedding.com’s Real Weddings both share detailed breakdowns of wedding budgets and how each couple pulled things off. Even if the wedding isn’t in your area, it’s helpful to know that an ultra-chic $3,000 wedding included a free venue, gifted photography, and a thrift store dress.

5.

Rethink “wedding.” If you’re planning a wedding for less than $10,000 (adjust that number for regional differences in wedding costs), the best thing you can do is reset your expectations around what a wedding should look like. A seated dinner in a fancy ballroom? Probably not going to work. But a family-style taco bar at your favorite park? Now we’re talking! And creativity can extend beyond your venue. A morning wedding with a breakfast buffet and mimosas will set you back significantly less than a steak and potatoes dinner (and can be just as fun!).

6.

Set your priorities (and then stick to them). Sit down with your partner and make a list of your most important wedding priorities. That might include having as many guests as possible, serving the best food and drinks, or throwing an epic party. Then keep your eye on that prize. When you’re having a minor meltdown later about the cost of flowers, ask yourself if having a Pinterest-worthy floral spread was one of your priorities. If it wasn’t? Let it go. Find an affordable alternative or forget it altogether.

7.

Avoid the detail trap. It’s easy to get distracted by all the wedding day details. Décor. Outfits. Pictures. But think about the weddings or events you’ve been to. Do you remember the centerpieces? The menus? The clever sign at the entrance? Probably not. What makes a great event is more ethereal than those things. It’s about people, energy, and a moment in time. When you feel yourself getting stressed about the cost of centerpieces, remember that details are not what make a wedding memorable.

8.

Pick your battles. Parental expectations can be a major source of wedding planning stress. Remember that your parents and grandparents have probably been thinking about your wedding long before you even met your partner. While that doesn’t mean they get a free pass, try to cut them some slack and pick your battles wisely. If something really matters to your family, and you only care about it a little bit, give them a win. But know when to hold firm: Protect your values, maintain your boundaries, and don’t be a doormat.

9.

Don’t make money assumptions. Outdated expectations around who will pay for your wedding don’t take into account the reality of your or your parents’ bank balances, so have a frank conversation with any invested parties. If asking for money is stressing you out, start with a lower-stakes question: “Do you have any expectations for our wedding?” You can then follow that up with, “Were you planning on contributing financially in any way?”

10.

Use your hobbies as inspiration. Feeling uninspired by the average wedding? Think about what you and your partner do in your spare time or on the weekends and then consider how you could incorporate that into your wedding. Are you beer and pizza people? Or are you more likely to be hitting up the local art gallery scene? Do you love arcades? Any or all of these can be the starting point for figuring out what you want your wedding to look and feel like.

11.

Cross it off before you start. Most online wedding checklists are filled with line items for weddings with six-figure budgets. And a lot of it is optional. If you sign up for an account somewhere like TheKnot.com, take advantage of the trashcan icon and delete anything that doesn’t feel authentic to you and your partner. For example, are you planning on ordering invitations online? No? Then you don’t need to meet with invitation designers first, so trash that item.

12.

Build your budget from your savings account. Trying to figure out how much wedding you can afford? Calculate your average monthly savings (or how much you can save if you’re being frugal), then multiply that by the length of your engagement. Boom. You’ve got a rough idea of what you can personally afford to spend on your wedding.

13.

Budget your energy. Money is not the only finite resource in your budget. Your energy (physical and emotional) matters too, so make your energy budget as fixed as your financial one. Assign yourself one hundred energy points to spend throughout the planning process and use them wisely. Are you going to spend twenty hours researching venues? That’s five energy points. Just like regular budgeting, you’ll have to adjust your expectations when you run out of energy. And you’ll be glad for it later.

14.

Don’t start by cutting the guest list. Every piece of budget wedding advice under the sun will tell you to cut your guest list to save money. And it makes sense. Your costs go up as your guest list goes up. But only be ruthless with your guest list if you want to have a small(er) wedding. Or if you’re inviting people out of obligation instead of joy. Otherwise, think about who you want at your wedding and plan a celebration you can afford around that number. It may mean getting creative with your catering or hosting it in a non-traditional venue, but the energy of your wedding will be dictated by who is partying with you, not the entrée.

15.

Do the math. It’s common to look at the price tag for an all-inclusive venue or package wedding deal and think, “I could do that for way cheaper.” And while you probably can, you want to do the real math before you make that call. Between renting furniture, hiring servers, and coordinating the logistics, an à la carte wedding can end up being more expensive (and that’s not including time spent pulling it all together).

16.

Buy a wedding book and planner. You can find almost everything you’ll need to know about wedding planning on the Internet, but sifting through search results to find relevant information can take forever. Physical wedding planners and books (like this one) take all that information and condense it into the most useful bits of advice, so pick up a few different books and read the highlights before going online. Also, if you’re planning on a budget, look for words like “budget” or “practical” in the title to avoid resources intended for six-figure wedding budgets.

17.

Remember nothing is necessary. Absolutely nothing is necessary for a wedding except you, your partner, and a commitment. Everything else has been manufactured by our culture and the wedding industry. While throwing a formal party for 150 people is generally an expensive endeavor, a wedding does not have to be formal, or a party, or consist of 150 people. As soon as you start thinking your wedding won’t be “real” without flowers or a seated meal, remember that none of those things will impact the end result: your marriage.

18.

Don’t have a wedding you don’t want. If in your heart of hearts you know you don’t want to spend the time and money on a huge event, consider eloping. To the extent that it’s appropriate within your culture and your relationship dynamics, let your family know if you’re only having a big wedding to appease them. There may be a middle ground between a big wedding and an elopement—like a separate smaller ceremony or a reception your family plans where your only responsibility is to show up—that could make everyone happy.

19.

Reframe your spending. Even if you can afford your wedding, you may find yourself having a hard time reconciling spending so much on a single day of your life. One way to ease that anxiety? Shop small and support local artisans. Many wedding vendors are independent, woman-owned businesses, and most of your money goes directly to supporting the local economy of your wedding location. You can also shop your values by seeking out and supporting LGBTQ-owned businesses, BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color)-owned businesses, and of course businesses owned by queer people of color.

20.

Have a short engagement. You can plan a wedding in any amount of time. Long engagements (a year or more) offer more vendor availability and allow ample time for guests to plan their travel, but long engagements can also lead to decision fatigue and wedding burnout. Short engagements (six months or less) mean working with what’s available to you. You’ll have fewer options, but sometimes that can be a blessing for your sanity. Short engagements can also save money via last-minute vendor deals. Only you can know which option is best for you and your partner.

21.

Your wedding is not your last chance to do things. The wedding industry will tell you that your wedding is your one shot to (fill-in-the-blank). But for the most part, that’s not true. Your wedding is not your last opportunity to wear a fancy outfit, get your photos professionally taken, enjoy a beautiful bouquet of flowers, or whatever other upsell you’re given. You can find or make opportunities to do those things in the future with your partner. Don’t let a fear of future regret trick you into spending money on things you don’t want.

22.

Forget about having a theme. If you want a themed wedding, by all means, have a themed wedding (a Harry Potter–style party sounds like a dream!), but don’t get caught up in the idea that your wedding needs one (or that it needs “colors”). You can create a beautiful, cohesive event without tying it all together in a neat little bow. Think about how you experience someone’s home. You want the décor to feel like it belongs to the same person, but it would be very strange to enter a house filled with the same two colors repeated over and over again.

23.

Create a burner email account just for your wedding. One of the easiest ways to save during wedding planning is to sign up for promotional emails from wedding brands (10 percent discount, here we come!), but the quickest way to regret that choice is by using your real email address. Create a new wedding-only account so that all your nuptial-related correspondence goes to one place. Just don’t forget to check it!

24.

Let someone else build your checklist. You don’t need to create your wedding to-do list from scratch. Sites like Zola.com, TheKnot.com, and APracticalWedding.com offer free digital wedding checklists that fill in the blanks for you. Zola also includes the option to add cultural or religious elements to your to-do list, like shopping for a broom to jump or getting your ketubah designed.

25.

Stay organized during wedding planning if you want a laid-back celebration. If you’re Type-B and hoping to have a laid-back wedding, the best thing you can do is bring in help and bring it in early. If your budget allows for a planner or coordinator, that’s your best bet, but even an organized friend who planned their own wedding can be a boon. The more organized you are while planning, the more relaxed you can be the day of. Plus, having backup plans for worst-case scenarios means you won’t be stressed when things inevitably go awry on the big day, and can actually go with the flow.

26.

Tackle your to-do list from big to small. Your wedding priorities, budget, and big picture conversations should happen first, then figure out your guest list and venue. Once those are locked down you can move on to food, drink, and top priority vendors like catering and coordinating, then secondary vendors, and finally outfits, décor, and details. If you try to do it in reverse, you may end up with details that don’t fit the rest of your wedding.
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Incorporating tradition and connecting with your cultural heritage can be a meaningful way to start your marriage, but some wedding traditions are steeped in less-than-progressive history. If you’re trying to imbue your wedding with more modern values, here are twelve creative ways to make it more egalitarian:


	
27. Divide and conquer. Early in the planning process, sit down with your partner, divide up tasks, and then figure out how to shoulder the burden equally. Maybe you split to-do list items by strengths and interests. Maybe one of you takes on research and the other tackles communication. Make your unofficial mantra “It takes two people to plan a wedding.”

	
28. Do your research! If there’s a ritual that’s particularly important to you but is steeped in sexist tradition or excludes you due to your race, gender identity, body type, or sexual orientation, you can cut it or figure out if there’s a way to modify it to be more modern and inclusive.

	
29. Copy your partner on all wedding-related correspondence, and ask your vendors that they do the same so that one person isn’t the de facto contact person for your wedding.

	
30. Forget gendered etiquette about who pays for the wedding and instead have one-on-one conversations with family members about their desire to contribute to your wedding and their financial ability to do so.

	
31. Have a gender-inclusive wedding party and let people dress themselves, especially if you have queer or nonbinary people standing with you (and if you do have nonbinary folks standing up with you, don’t forget to alert your vendors to their pronouns ahead of time).

	
32. Walk the walk. Signal to your guests that your wedding is an egalitarian affair by having both parents walk you down the aisle (and your partner’s parents can do the same). Or walk yourselves down!

	
33. Don’t give anyone away. You can replace that portion of the ceremony by inviting your community as a whole to state their support of your marriage.

	
34. Change any language in your ceremony that feels outdated. Have your officiant instruct, “You may now kiss,” or announce you as, “Married for life.”

	
35. Everyone dances. Make the honorary dances more egalitarian by including both of your parents and having your partner do the same. You can minimize the potential for added time by switching parents midway through a song.

	
36. Switch up the toasts. Wedding speeches are often given by men. Level the playing field and let other loved ones in your life give a toast.

	
37. Make traditions less awkward. If you’re having a bouquet or garter toss, modify the tradition so that it doesn’t single out unmarried people or make strangers engage in awkwardly intimate interactions. Or skip them altogether!

	
38. What’s in a name? For a lasting impact, keep both of your last names or mutually change them.




39.

Start logistics early. You don’t want to be hunting down guest addresses the day your invitations are supposed to go out. As you create your wedding to-do list, write down the easy-to-forget logistical details that need to happen early to avoid stress later. For example, if your wedding is in a different state, figure out the ideal time to be booking flights and mark that date on your calendar so you don’t accidentally forget it in the midst of bigger wedding planning tasks.

40.

Ignore wedding style quizzes. When you sign up for an account on a wedding planning website, there’s usually an accompanying “find your wedding style” quiz. But those quizzes are overly themed and limited to what’s trending at the moment (e.g., beach bohemian or classical chic). While the quizzes themselves are harmless, those themes can unintentionally box you into searching for a specific style that may be inauthentic or hard to shop for. Skip the quiz and define your personal style for yourselves. You may find your ideal wedding is a combination of several styles.

41.

Think of wedding planning as marriage boot camp. Wedding planning isn’t just about celebrating your relationship. It’s a high-stress, high-cost, logistical maze that can put your relationship to the test. But that also means it’s a great way to work out the kinks in your partnership that haven’t been addressed yet (like navigating family expectations, getting your finances in order, etc.), so take your planning timeline as an opportunity to strengthen your bond and bring in whatever professionals you need to do that, from therapists to financial planners.

42.

Get premarital counseling. Weddings bring up a lot of baggage. Even if your relationship has a solid foundation, old family patterns have a way of resurfacing during big life events, so sign up for couples counseling early in the planning process. (Some religious practices even mandate it.) It can help you head off any unexpected drama while creating a healthy foundation for you and your partner in the future.

43.

Don’t forget the prenup. Thinking about divorce when you’re planning a wedding is decidedly unsexy, but it’s also necessary if one of you has a trust, a business, or property. (If you’re entering into marriage without any assets, a prenup may not be necessary.) Before you say “I do,” sit down with your partner and have a conversation about how to protect yourselves if things don’t work out. It can be a hard conversation but it’s a necessary one.

44.

Don’t wait if you need legal protections. Eloping before your wedding can be controversial (some people will think you cheated them out of seeing you get married), but if you need legal protections like health insurance or next of kin rights, you can always go to the courthouse and sign the legal paperwork now and save the ceremonial aspects of your marriage for your wedding. Disappointing some of your loved ones is a better outcome than spending wedding savings on hospital bills (and there’s no rule that says you even have to tell anyone).

45.

Research real-world costs before budgeting. If you were buying a house, the first step you’d take would be to figure out the average cost of homes in your area. The same goes for wedding planning. Before figuring out your budget, research the real-world costs of services in your area. How much is the average florist? How expensive are the most popular venues? While those numbers might not impact the funds available to you, you’ll walk away with a more realistic expectation of what you can afford.

46.

Earn miles as you plan. Get a credit card with airline points and put as many wedding-related expenses on it as you can to earn reward flights for your honeymoon travel. Most cards offer bonuses if you charge a certain amount in the first few months, and some have seasonal promotions that double or triple your miles. Just be responsible and only apply for a card you can pay off every month. Airline perks are not worth going into debt.

47.

Ignore standard percentages. When you’re researching how to create a budget, you’ll come across a lot of wedding percentage breakdowns that suggest you should devote a certain quantity of your budget to your venue, another percentage to your photographer, and on and on. The problem? Those percentages are based on industry averages that assume you have at least $25,000 to spend on your wedding. If you don’t, then ignore those percentages altogether. You may find that you spend 50 percent of your budget on food, 25 percent on your outfit, and 0 percent on a venue because you ended up using a friend’s backyard.

48.

Find loose change in your digital couch cushions. Apps like Qapital, Digit, and Acorns can automate your savings by helping you find extra cash in your budget. For example, you can set a rule to round up every purchase to the nearest dollar and deposit the spare change in your wedding account. While it might not add a significant amount of funds to your budget, these extra savings can be great for your “just in case” expenses.

49.

Save money with wedding classes. The wedding catch-22 goes like this: Professional wedding planners know how to stretch your dollar better than anyone else, but if you’re planning a wedding on a tight budget, you probably can’t afford to hire one. Online courses like Choose Your Own Wedding cost $40 to $50 per month (the equivalent of two pricey coffees per week) and you get a professional planner at your disposal, with insider insights at your fingertips.

50.

Track your budget in real time with an app. The estimated wedding budget line items you create at the beginning of planning are likely to evolve as you book your venue and hire vendors. Use an app like YNAB (You Need a Budget) to balance your wedding finances in real time as you make purchases throughout the planning process. The software is built to keep you and your partner accountable so that a couple of extra $500 expenses here and there don’t turn into a $5,000 overage in your budget.

51.

Budget for “just in case” expenses. Unexpected wedding expenses will arise. That tent you thought you didn’t need? Weather calls for rain. The bridesmaid who hasn’t bought her plane ticket yet? She just lost her job. And the twelve projects you thought you would DIY? Well, some of those are going to be bought online. The “just in case” bucket is a fail-safe against surprises and mismanaged expectations. Add it now, avoid the hassle later.

52.

Community is the best hack. If you look at examples of big weddings for under $5,000 or $10,000, most of them have one thing in common: community (often in the form of gifted services, loaned party supplies, or cumulative DIY efforts). Before you start researching and planning for vendors and supplies, sit down with your partner and audit your network to figure out where you might have hidden resources. A free venue that isn’t necessarily your first choice can free up the budget for vendors and perks you wouldn’t be able to afford otherwise.

53.

Communicate roles clearly and early. Weddings may share certain characteristics, but expectations around roles and responsibilities of the parties involved will vary by region, religion, and the individual personalities of your loved ones. Have clear conversations early in the planning process to get any mismatched expectations out in the open. It’s much better to manage disappointments early and proactively than by surprise six months down the line.

54.

Don’t expect your family to change for your wedding. In an ideal world, weddings would encourage people to be their best selves. In reality, weddings have a way of turning up the volume on people’s personalities. If your brother is normally flaky around important events, don’t set yourself up for disappointment by giving him an important role in your celebration. The best thing is to accept that your family (and any associated feuds or drama) will be who they’ve always been and to manage your expectations early. And if you’re preparing yourself for big disappointments, therapy is never a bad idea!

55.

Give family members special projects. Eager family members may want to help with the wedding, but sometimes their enthusiasm can be more anxiety-inducing than helpful. Try this trick: Give your loved ones a special project to own that they can execute independently. Just make sure it’s one that you don’t have a strong emotional investment in, in case their enthusiasm turns out to be short-lived.

56.

People only need to think they have input. As soon as you’re engaged, people will want to tell you about the amazing wedding they went to where the couple got married on top of a hillside and anointed all the guests with rosewater (or what have you). Most of this advice will not be relevant to your wedding, but once you start in on what you are and aren’t doing you open yourself up to even more unsolicited advice. A non-committal script like, “Oh, what a fun idea! We’ll take it into consideration,” is all you need to say to keep advice-givers happy.

57.

Know when to hold ’em. If you’re making an unconventional choice about something like your cake, outfit, or first dance (anything that won’t have an impact on your guests’ good time but about which they are guaranteed to have an opinion), play dumb when asked about your plans. Say, “We’re still working on that one,” or, “We’re hoping to finalize that soon, but you’ll love it when you see it!” Just remember that this only applies to superficial details. If it might hurt someone’s feelings (like if you’re not inviting your uncle because he owes you money), let any involved parties know as soon as possible.

58.

Leave the country to cut your guest list. If you want to have a more intimate celebration but don’t want to offend loved ones with a lack of an invite, consider a destination wedding. The cost of travel will (most likely) inhibit guests from attending, allowing you to have your cake and eat it too. But know your crowd. If your Uncle Jerry loves to visit the Bahamas every year, he is probably not going to be scared away by your Mexican resort wedding.
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