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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to you, who won’t take this honor and responsibility lightly. Have some fun with it too.
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INTRODUCTION


The first look, the vows, the dances…the toasts. If you are reading this, there’s a good chance you’ve been personally selected by a friend, family member, or even third cousin twice removed to speak at this important event in their life. Maybe you’re the best man. Maybe you’re the maid of honor. Or maybe you’re a longtime family friend. But no matter who you are, your name will be eternally embossed on the wedding ceremony program, and what you say (and how you say it) matters.

Starting to feel a bit nervous? Take a deep breath and fear not; you’ve come to the right place! Wedding Toasts 101 is your all-inclusive guide to creating and executing an unforgettable wedding toast. You’ll discover everything you need, including:


	Questions to ask yourself as you write your toast

	Prompts to get your creative juices flowing

	Tips on dealing with reception annoyances, like bad lighting and echoing acoustics

	Case studies on specific toast challenges and themes

	The five critical “cogs” of a great toast

	Main takeaways at the end of each chapter

	A complete wedding toast checklist



You’ll also find an appendix with examples of great toasts, so you can see how real wedding guests have honored, amused, and affected family members, friends, and strangers alike.

Your speech, your audience, and especially the happy couple deserve the very best that you have to offer, and with the tools and practical advice in this book, you’ll be sure to deliver on that promise. So are you ready to get started? You’ve got a wedding toast to give!







Part 1 SO YOU’VE BEEN ASKED TO TOAST
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“We’re engaged!” You receive the news over lunch, during drinks, or maybe via a surprise phone call, and suddenly a loved one is taking a big step in their life—and they want you to toast the occasion. This is great news! So how do you feel? You’re probably excited and honored to share in their special day, but soon a sense of responsibility comes over you. In a few short months, you (who may not particularly enjoy speaking in front of, well, anyone) will be standing in front of a crowd of wedding guests, with all eyes fixed on you. You find yourself wondering, How can I truly honor this person? How do I give an unforgettable toast?

In this part of the book, you’ll discover the answers to these questions and more. You’ll learn why great toasts can feel difficult to write, and what challenges you may face when the time comes to deliver your speech. You’ll hear stories of challenges real people have dealt with, and also discover the key “dos and don’ts” of a great toast. Here, the groundwork for your toast is laid out—you just need to turn the page.
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CHAPTER 1 Toasting Ain’t Easy: Main Challenges


Regardless of who you are, and your level of writing skill or speaking competency, delivering a wedding toast can be pretty intimidating. Aside from the actual moment you stand up to speak (you didn’t notice how many people were there until now, did you?!), there’s the content of your toast, all of the different personal stories and ideas you want to squeeze into it, and the simple fact that you get only one shot at this honor. A major part of your success is knowing what is toast-worthy and what isn’t: Would the groom want you to share that embarrassing (though admittedly funny) anecdote from a college party? Would a crowd of people be interested in the lengthy background story of your working relationship with the bride?

This chapter lays out the different kinds of stories you should share with your audience, as well as the ones you should keep to yourself. You’ll also explore other challenges you may not have considered before, such as reception hall acoustics and audience restlessness. You’ll be able to turn past experiences with the toastee(s) into a compelling narrative that’ll have everyone talking—even after the special day. After all, when the cake has been eaten, the DJ has packed up their gear, and the guests have started shuffling out, these are the memories that will remain.

IT’S PERSONAL

A big part of why the wedding toast can seem so daunting is because it is personal. You will be standing up to express how you feel about the couple in front of you, and sharing in a truly special event in their lives. And what could be more personal than a moment shared with people you love? It’s why you see tears during the bridal procession and misty eyes throughout the first dance. It’s why friends and family members throw engagement parties and bridal showers, travel great distances, and do whatever it takes to be a part of this momentous event.

Whether you are a family member or friend (or both!), this person has chosen you specifically to speak on their special day. Because of the nature of your relationship with one or both members of the happy couple, you have a unique perspective—and great stories to tell. Who else knows the details of the seventh-grade dance that produced photos of objectively terrible fashion choices? Who can recount better than you the day the bride or groom told you about meeting the future love of their life?
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[image: Image] CASE STUDY Childhood Mischief

In the rhyming toast I gave at my brother Dan’s wedding, I included the following:

Dan’s been an outstanding big brother; I couldn’t ask for any more.

Though he did once try to build a campfire in his bedroom and burned a hole in the floor…

This brief tidbit came from an experience in our childhood, when Dan thought it would be a good idea to use baseball cards to start a miniature campfire in his bedroom. This story illustrated Dan’s curiosity and love for the outdoors (and bringing it indoors), worked into a fun rhyme that kept the audience engaged. His wedding was the first time that many of his wife’s family members met him, and while very brief, this story humanized Dan and provided a way for them to relate to him. After all, just about everyone has silly stories about the trouble they got into as a kid. The audience was able to identify with him and also share a laugh over it. It even became a fun topic of discussion the next day at brunch.



Can you tell an audience, some of whom are probably half in the bag already, everything about that person in a ten-minute speech? Of course not. Can you share a few compelling tidbits about your relationship that showcase their character? Absolutely, and you should! While you can’t make the speech in the special language the two of you created as kids, you can share unique experiences from your relationship that connect the audience to that person—and perhaps also their partner—even more.


WEDDING TOAST WORKOUT:

Yay or Nay

So how can you know for certain whether a story is appropriate to share during your toast? The following is a three-part litmus test to get a definitive “yay” or “nay” on a story you are thinking about using:


	
Interest: Tell your story aloud to yourself. If you laugh, smile, or get a little teary, the story has passed step 1. If not, scrap it.

	
Context: Now, close your eyes and envision yourself going to a wedding as a date. You may have met the bride and groom, but calling them “acquaintances” would still be a stretch. Picture this exact story being told at the wedding by someone else. If it makes you emotional, piques your interest, or makes you smile or laugh, the story has passed step 2. If not, keep it in your own memory.

	
Obsession: Simply put, are you obsessed with this story and dying to share it at the wedding? Would the toast feel incomplete without it? If you feel strongly that it needs to be included, the story has passed step 3. If not, let it go.





The key takeaway to remember here is that you want your toast to resonate with even the casual listener. You can include one or two inside jokes, as this will add to the intrigue, but avoid more than that. You’re part archaeologist and part translator for the audience. To do this right, you’ll be digging up golden artifacts about the bride or groom and delivering them in a way that the wedding guests will understand.

OTHER HURDLES

Beyond balancing personal stories with connecting to the rest of the audience, there are a few obstacles you may face when it comes time to actually deliver your toast. For example, is there anything more irritating than a squeaky microphone when you are trying to describe a fond memory about the bride? Unfortunately, things can happen when you take center stage. What are they exactly, and how might you nip them in the bud? The following are the key difficulties you may encounter as you raise your glass to the happy couple. Considering these before the special day can help ensure that everything goes according to plan.

Audio Issues

Not being heard clearly by the audience is one of the biggest obstacles when giving a toast. Microphones aren’t always clear and can sometimes give annoying feedback; acoustics in the room may not be ideal; and it’s easy to fall into a trap of either swallowing the mic or holding it too far away for anyone sitting past the first table to hear you. If you’re able to practice at the venue beforehand, do so. You can also ask around to see if anyone you know has been to that venue before and has insight into the room’s acoustics.

If the room is small, you can get away with having the microphone farther away from your mouth, and you can speak a bit faster (if necessary). In bigger rooms, however, it is critical to talk slower and keep the microphone close to your mouth. An easy tip for mastering the mic is to ask a friend in advance to give you a nod (yes) or a headshake (no) after you say the first line of your toast to show whether you are being heard clearly.


[image: Image] CASE STUDY An Acoustic-y Situation

Anytime the wedding venue is a giant lobby or room with really high ceilings and a lot of open space, the sound acoustics are likely to present some challenges. One wedding in particular took place in a grand old lobby where sound was constantly bouncing off every wall and the ceiling. Anticipating these sound issues ahead of time, the maid of honor and best man both acknowledged to the crowd right away that they’d make an extra effort to speak clearly, and slowed down the speed of their toasts a bit so the audience could better pick up on every word despite the echoing room. It can be so tempting to fly through your toast, but especially in a situation like this, your words would sound like the blurred horn of a train. Instead, the maid of honor and best man were able to adapt to the bad acoustics and be understood by their audience.




Lighting

Will you be in an area where people can see your face clearly? Will there be a spotlight on you that may be blindingly bright or warm to the point of sweating? Maybe you can’t know the answer for sure until you get up to give your toast, but there are a few ways to improve a bad lighting situation. First, find the head table and note how lit up it is compared to the rest of the room; chances are, your toast will take place very close to that table. Also, remember that when you are handed a microphone, the room belongs to you. Don’t be afraid to walk into a better lighting situation while you’re delivering your opening lines, as long as the microphone wire permits it. There’s no wedding rule that says you have to stand in one place during a speech. Always assume that someone is filming your toast and that the happy couple will want to watch it again later, so make it as easy as possible for everyone to both hear and see you.
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Audience Restlessness

If there are any young kids, or friends or relatives who can get a bit rowdy, on the guest list, it may be harder to grab everyone’s attention and keep the room quiet. With a great toast, this won’t be as much of a problem for you; however, if you find yourself needing to get better control of the crowd, there are a few things you can do. First, once you accept the microphone, hold it for a few seconds without saying a word. Or, simply say, “Good evening” and then take a long pause. This silence will get the audience’s attention, and anyone talking will realize that you’re not going to continue until they quiet down. If you’re not comfortable with a long pause, here are a few phrases you can use to politely (and humorously) ask for the audience’s attention:


	“I realize I’m standing between you and the reopening of the bar, so I’ll get right to it.”

	“As soon as we’re all settled in, I’ll share [bride or groom’s] deepest, darkest secret.”

	“Can I get a quick round of applause for the bride and the groom before I start?”

	“As soon as I have your attention, the roast will begin.” [wink]



Following Another Great Speech

It can be intimidating to speak after someone else, especially when their toast was such a success. While the tools in this book will help you capture your audience’s attention, there are a few things you can also do in the moment should you find yourself feeling more nervous when following a great toast. First, acknowledge the previous speaker. Give them kudos for doing an amazing job, and perhaps make a quip about feeling as though you are following Tiger Woods onto the eighteenth green or Gisele Bündchen down the runway. You’ll pay homage to the previous speaker’s skill and at the same time transition the audience favorably to what you have to say. Remember that the purpose of the toasts is to honor and entertain the newly wedded couple; you want the person toasting before you to do a great job. And now it’s your opportunity to keep the standard high.


[image: Image] CASE STUDY Room Logistics

When a friend of mine got married a few years ago, I was invited to drop in as a surprise speaker during the toast given by the two best men. The challenges I had during this impromptu speech were where to stand while the best men were speaking, how to keep it a surprise from the bride and groom until it was my time to speak, and how to begin speaking when it was my turn. The room was long and narrow, and our table happened to be tucked away toward the back of the room, which actually helped with my element of surprise! When the toast began, I moved closer to the main table, leaning myself against a nearby wall without garnering much attention. After all, all eyes were on the current speakers. To further reduce any suspicion, I pulled out my phone and took a few pictures of the best men. To anyone else in the room, I was just standing there for a better picture of the action. Then, when I got the signal from the best men, I said my opening line and strolled out to the middle of the floor while a gasping audience waited to see whether this was planned or I had just crashed the toast. The surprise was a hit, and my additional words made the best men’s toast just a bit more special for the bride and groom.
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