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Introduction

Congratulations on your engagement! You’re about to enter the exciting time of planning your dream wedding, and you may already have some of your biggest wedding wishes in mind. You might also be concerned about what this wedding is going to cost. You’ve heard the statistics. The average wedding costs over $25,000, and that’s just the average wedding! Friends and family who have planned their own weddings recently may have struggled with their budgets, stressed about money, and perhaps even wound up eliminating some of their dream wedding elements. But this doesn’t have to happen to you!

You might not be aware that there are many, many ways that you can plan your dream wedding for less money than you’d expect. All it takes is some insider information from the wedding industry, and you have that insider information right here in your hands! So you’re going to find out how to make  choices that can save you 50 percent to 70 percent off your purchases. You’re going to find out where to search for the perfect wedding gown, sites, photographers, videographers, entertainers, and more. And you’ll find out exactly how to time your searches to earn even bigger discounts.

When you follow the tips in this book, you may be able to get your dream wedding for half the price or get twice the wedding for your available budget! You won’t have to sacrifice quality or the most important parts of your day, and you’ll soon find that looking for bargains is actually fun . . . and can become a group activity when your friends and family help you find the perfect resources.

In the end, you’ll achieve your dream wedding without any of your guests knowing where you cut corners, where you got creative, and where you made better choices for your budget. And most importantly, you’ll be among the brides and grooms who enjoy their wedding planning process, because you won’t be frightened or stressed about making expensive mistakes with your wedding planning. Warnings are included here to save you from the most common budget missteps.

Ready to start planning for less? Let’s get started.


PART I

Your First Decisions


CHAPTER 1 

Making a Budget

Which comes first, the wedding vision or the budget? That’s entirely up to you! When building a wedding budget, as overwhelming as that can be, start with a vision of your dream wedding, and then make the financial decisions based on how to achieve that vision. You might want to look first at your available money, and then decide on the elements of the wedding based on what you can comfortably afford. When you’re just starting out on your wedding plans, you will most likely find that wedding expenses are way more costly than you expected, and you may—at first—consider cutting some of your most wished-for wedding elements out of your big day. You would have loved to have a designer gown, for instance, but how could you possibly get one on such a modest budget? Before you make any decisions or rule any plan out of your wedding dream, start first with the big decisions that are going to shape your wedding planning experience. You  may find that you have more money to work with than you thought—such as with parents’ contributions—or that your partner agrees with you on not wanting a $5,000 wedding cake . . . so you can certainly afford that designer gown now! These first few steps are designed to get you talking about your financial constraints and freedoms, your priorities, and who’s going to help you bring your wedding dream to life.

1. Envision Your Wedding

Knowing what each of you wants is the first step in planning your wedding. Do you envision a big, formal wedding with a sea of roses, a five-course dinner, and an orchestra, or a more modest, informal outdoor wedding with you in a sundress holding a bouquet of wildflowers? Does your fiancé want a small wedding with just family? Or does he want to take the family off to Hawaii for a tropical fantasy wedding? Before you can make any wedding plans, and start to talk about paying for them, be sure you’re united in your vision for the big day, or that you have mapped out where each of you will compromise your expectations to suit the other’s wishes.

These steps will determine how and where you spend your money. Imagine what a relief it would be if both of you want an under-fifty-person guest list! Imagine how thrilling it would be when you both say, “Sit-down dinners aren’t really what I  have in mind” and realize that you can save 70 percent off the reception by planning a brunch or luncheon. It’s only through discussing your wedding wishes that you can start the process off with big victories for your budget. You might begin thousands of dollars ahead of the game! That is, if you can agree on your wedding vision. Be prepared for wedding planning to require communication and compromise. It’s a genuine team effort. So have a detailed discussion of how big a wedding you want, how formal, and any wished-for wedding elements, so that you can find beautiful ways to get those things for less.

Your smartest first step is to sit down together in front of your home computer and surf the Internet, visiting your favorite wedding websites and the sites for your favorite bridal magazines. Grooms say they enjoy looking at photos with their brides, and this initial evening of idea-hunting often turns into a few dozen printouts of reception styles, menu plans, wedding cake images, and other wedding vision–defining graphics. While looking at these photos and printing them out to show to your future vendors, take notes on what you want, what you don’t want, where you can use an idea that’s a no for him in another party such as your bridal shower, and also talk about what you saw and experienced at other weddings that you do or don’t want for your own Big Day. Again, establish right now that you don’t want the things other couples spend thousands of dollars on, like a sit-down dinner with lobster tails, filet mignon, and endless sushi bar, and a raw bar to rival most  Oscars™ parties. “No, that’s so not for me!” will free you from the high-end menu and you’ll also find out your partner agrees. That’s the best way to start forming your realistic budget.

BRIDAL BONUS In wedding budgets, there is the reception, and then there is everything else. The reception can cost up to 60 percent of the total budget. This includes the price of renting the reception hall or space itself as well as providing food and beverages for your guests.

2. Build Your Priority List

Ask yourselves which features of the wedding are important to you. Each of you should make a list of your most wished-for wedding elements and then star the two or three items that you feel are the most important to you, the ones you’d be willing to spend a larger chunk of your budget on. Is it the ceremony itself? The reception? The wedding dress? Flowers? Think about it. Star those high-priority items. Number them, if you wish to rank them further. And then compare your two lists to see how your priorities measure up. How closely do you and your fiancé agree on the big expenditures? Which two or three features matter most to you? Let’s say you’ve picked the dress, the flowers, and the reception. Your fiancé is most concerned about the reception and the music. This means that as a couple,  a team of equals, you have four top priorities where you’d like to invest more money and focus. These are the areas where you might not take the budget package, figuring you can save enough to balance out these higher expenses by taking the budget packages in invitations and other nonpriority areas. Your Priority List will show categories you can live without, such as a twelve-piece orchestra or limousines. Looking at your priority list, you get the instant thrill of crossing off some traditional wedding expenses from the basic checklists you found online, and seeing that you now have more money available for your top three or four choices.

WATCH OUT Check your lists to see whether you left off any potential wedding expenses. Omissions may point to areas that neither of you rate as a priority, which may turn into a 50 percent lower figure in that planning category. For instance, if neither of you mentioned the honeymoon, you can save money by opting for a less expensive locale. Hey, you can always get to Hawaii on your first wedding anniversary . . . especially without wedding stress, you’d probably have a much better time.

3. Give Yourselves Enough Time to Plan

While it is possible to plan a wonderful wedding, on a budget, in just a few months, the overriding wisdom in the wedding planning industry is that the more time you give yourselves,  the better. According to TheWeddingReport.com, a national bridal survey website, the average length of today’s engagements is fourteen months, giving the couple over a year to plan. And having that extra time often saves you a ton of money.

When you allow many months of planning, you give yourselves plenty of time to research each of your wedding vendors well, attend interviews with them, go see bands and deejays in action, visit many sites in order to choose the best ones for your ceremony and reception, attend bridal shows and expos to get exposed to the widest variety of experts in your area. You probably wouldn’t buy a house in two months, right? You’d want to check out the market. As such, it’s a wise move to set your wedding date for at least nine months from now and enjoy the entirety of that time researching your regional wedding opportunities and professionals together, even stopping in to take a quick look at an actual wedding taking place at a potential wedding site during the season you’re considering for your wedding. This is very important! If you are thinking about a spring wedding date, this fourteen months of planning time will allow you to pop into a real-couple’s spring wedding, see the grounds in bloom (and thus show you that you won’t need to buy extra décor because the site is lush with planted tulips and cherry blossom trees), look at the colors and the food and the specialty drinks at the bar, the wedding cake. When you’re researching during the season of your wedding, even though it’s for the next calendar year, you’ll discover a ton of insider secrets and creative new ideas (such as pretty spring flowers at the nursery) to bring big savings into your wedding.

Another plus is that you’ll have plenty of opportunities to enjoy seasonal and holiday sales on many different kinds of materials such as décor items from the craft store, dresses, accessories, favors, and gifts. Throughout the year, you can take advantage of four to six seasonal and holiday sales with savings up to 70 percent, often more during the winter holiday shopping season.

If you don’t give yourself enough time to plan, you may wind up spending a lot more money, booking last-minute at higher rates (a shady pro might think, “They’re desperate!”), or rush through decisions and tasks at breakneck pace, often not making the smartest financial decisions.

WATCH OUT Keep in mind, wedding expenses are on the rise. Nearly every aspect of the wedding has increased more than 20 percent since 2002, according to CNNMoney.com. TheWeddingReport.com says that the average amount spent on a wedding is now at $29,614, up $2,000 in just two years, with similar increases projected for every year in the future. Looking at such dramatic price hikes from year to year, booking way in advance gives you a big financial advantage.

As an added plus, you can often “lock in” a vendor or site for their current year’s pricing if you book at the end of the year, avoiding the price hike of the new calendar year’s packages. Just be sure to get those terms stated in your contract, and you could save thousands of dollars just by booking early!

4. Working with Your Budget Team

Now it’s time to get together with those involved in footing the bill. Is the bride’s family paying or is the groom’s? Are you, as a couple, paying for it yourselves? Many couples are getting married later these days, and they are financially secure enough to pay for their own wedding. They want to make decisions themselves without input or interference from parents. Today there are no rules for who pays.

Etiquette aside, you would be at a distinct advantage financially if you were able to include contributions from both your parents, and some couples are lucky enough to have grandparents offer to donate a few hundred or a few thousand dollars toward the big day. Parents and grandparents want to give you the day of your dreams, even if it’s tough for them to spare such a large amount of money. Overall, it’s quite common for a bride and groom to accept the help of parents and others, but with a few important ground rules to keep the windfall from causing greater problems than money shortages.

Remember that when others are helping to foot the bill, they usually feel they have something to say about how the money is spent. You and your fiancé have to carefully consider the hidden costs of accepting money if you feel there may be problems. Your wedding—and the planning that goes into it—is supposed to be a joyous occasion, not one fraught with controversy and conflict. So here are some tips to keep your parental cash-flow from causing problems:

• Explain to parents and others that while you’re grateful for their generous help, you do have the plans for your wedding firmly in mind. You welcome their input along the way, but you are committed to having this day reflect your wishes as a couple.

• Make sure each financially involved party gives you a firm dollar amount that they plan to contribute. Hashing out details now might be uncomfortable, but it will save you from the anguish of a potentially disastrous misunderstanding later.

• Don’t spend money you haven’t received yet. Sometimes parents say they will give you $3,000, but unexpected expenses arise and they may have to lower that amount in the future. So never spend money you haven’t yet received. Wait until their check clears. And never pressure parents to give as much as they promised originally. Just be grateful for what you do get, since you’re very lucky to have financial help from parents when so many other couples do not have that luxury.

• If your family is paying, ask how much they are willing to spend. How flexible is their offer? Are they aware of what wedding expenses cost? Show them the website www.costofwedding.com so that they can see the average amounts spent on catering, photography, and many other categories in the region where you live. They need to make an informed estimate of how much money will realistically achieve your wedding goals.

• Let parents know that plans may change in the future. Can they adjust the amount for unforeseen expenses?

• Work out how your family will transfer the money to you and when it will be available. Will you receive a check? Will they transfer funds directly into your bank account? Will they pay the caterer or the florist directly? You need to understand the terms of these financial gifts so that you know what to expect.

You may have to choose your battles. If there are ongoing disagreements about how much they’ll donate and how, decide what you absolutely must have and weigh it against your family’s financial help. You may find that some things aren’t as important as you thought, and that you can make a few changes to your plans without any anguish. Or, you might decide to split the cost of flowers with your parents so that you can get the arrangements you’d like. You’ll just take a few hundred dollars away from another category to allow you to pay for more florals.

If you and your fiancé are paying for your own wedding, how will you make it work? You need to talk about where the money will come from, such as credit, your tax refund check, birthday gift money. Write down the sources of the money you personally can spend, which is a great way for you to keep each other from overspending with your credit cards. You may want to set up a joint account just for the wedding. Having a wedding-specific account will help you keep track of how much you have spent and how much you have left, when all of your expenses are listed in one place. Organization is a top key for saving money on your wedding.

BRIDAL BONUS More and more couples are paying for their own weddings. The latest studies show that 32 percent of couples now pay for their own nuptials. An estimated 30 percent of brides’ parents pay for the wedding, according to Condé Nast Bridal Group.

5. Determining Your Budget

First, sit down and decide how much you can spend. That’s your bottom figure. Then decide how much you could stretch that if you had to. Your budget must include a substantial cushion to cover any miscellaneous or unexpected expenses. Given your own sense of how much money is “a lot” as well as what you’ve read in magazines or heard from friends, determine which category your budget falls into: modest, moderate, or luxurious.
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