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Preface to the Third Edition


It was a time when wedding consultants competently went about their business, creating sumptuous reception menus, ordering beautiful floral arrangements, and managing complex guest lists. Yet the first decade of the 21st century ushered in seething change. A deep recession decimated discretionary income and slashed property values. Two wars sent oil prices soaring. Social media created a new language and transformed how people communicate and interact.

Yet through this time of turmoil, one thing remained constant: Couples continued to marry—there were more than  2 million weddings in each year of the last decade—and wedding consultants continued to coordinate many of the events heralding these nuptials. These affairs may not have been the lavish events of previous times, but they still involved myriad details and planning—the type of planning at which wedding consultants excel.

However, to say that wedding consulting is a recession-proof industry would be naïve. The industry witnessed a drop in wedding budgets and a reduced demand for wedding consulting services in those recessionary times. But even in the darkest times, about 30 percent of bridal couples still engaged the services of a wedding planner. In addition, according to The Wedding Index, a survey that monitors the health of the wedding industry, spending on wedding products and services was up 23 percent in 2010 over the previous year, and survey respondents had great expectations for 2011 and beyond.

These are positive signs for both the wedding industry as a whole and for you in particular as you embark on a new career as a wedding consultant. There’s no doubt that some brides will believe the many websites, blogs, and articles that claim that every woman is a closet time-management-and-planning genius who can flawlessly coordinate all the details related to a dream wedding, while juggling the demands of a career, and enjoying those special pre-wedding moments with the groom-to-be. Other brides who value their sanity will turn to a wedding coordinator to make sure everything goes off without a hitch.

Making sure your new business gets off on the right foot is the goal of the book you’re holding. It provides all the practical advice you need to build the foundation for a wedding consulting business and launch it efficiently. Included is the 411 about the many details involved in starting and operating a small business, from analyzing the market, writing a business plan, and establishing an internet presence to finding financing and handling all the other day-to-day duties necessary to keep a business running smoothly and profitably. In addition, it contains worksheets that will help you calculate your startup costs and keep your budget in line, as well as words of wisdom and tips from successful wedding consultants around the country. Just add a dash of determination, a dollop of good humor, and a drop of human kindness, and you’ll have the right recipe to make your brides’ and your own dreams come true.

Best wishes for a long and prosperous union!





 1


Here Comes the Bride . . . and the Wedding Consultant


Once upon a time on a perfect summer day, guests in colorful wedding finery filled an old cathedral. The fragrance of dew-kissed blossoms wafted through the air as melodious organ music played. A radiant bride walked up the aisle on the arm of her father to meet the handsome groom waiting at the altar . . .

Royal wedding or fairy tale? Neither. It’s the perfect day every bride dreams of—and wedding consultants help to make those dreams come true.

The wedding industry is a $72 billion business, with nearly 542,000 businesses serving it, according to The Wedding Report, a provider of wedding statistics and market research for the industry. Those businesses run the gamut from bridal salons and tuxedo rental stores to florists, photographers, reception facilities, and, of course, wedding consultants.

Yet the wedding industry is not without its challenges. The first decade of the new millennium saw a decline in wedding spending during the darkest days of the recession. According to surveys by The Wedding Report, the average wedding cost $28,730 in 2007. By 2009, that figure had dipped to $19,580. But in 2010, wedding spending had risen nearly 19 percent to $24,070, and the outlook is bright again for the future.

Wedding consultants have had their own challenges as well, from the slow economy and a plethora of information available on the internet for determined DIYers to competition from wedding venues that offer complete bridal packages. But people will always get married—in fact, there were nearly 2.2 million marriages in 2009, according to the U.S. Census Bureau’s “2011 Statistical Abstract of the United States.” So even if the economy goes south again, many women, who are simply too busy juggling the demands of their professional and personal lives to oversee the multitude of details inherent in wedding planning, are still likely to have a wedding consultant on their wedding services shopping list.

The “2010 Real Weddings Survey,” published by The Knot Inc., a lifestyle media company, bears this out. Results showed that nearly one-third used a wedding planner, and more than half those brides (52 percent) engaged a planner for wedding day coordination. Even the economic news wasn’t quite as dire as you might think when it came to matters matrimonial. Fewer than one-third (31 percent) of the surveyed brides said that the economy impacted their wedding budget. Those who did feel the pinch compensated by reducing their guest list from an average of 149 guests in 2009 to 141 in 2010.

And there’s even more potential good news, thanks to the echo boomers, the largest generation of young people since the 1960s. While it’s true they’re waiting longer to get married—the average marriage age is now 26.1 for women and 28.2 for men, according to the U.S. Census Bureau—experts are predicting that the wedding industry is on the brink of a new marriage boom that will bring many new opportunities for industry professionals like wedding consultants.

Since no one formally tracks the figures, it’s difficult to pinpoint an exact figure for how many wedding consultant businesses there are nationwide. The best guess is approximately 10,000, a figure based on the number of people who pay for  memberships to the various professional wedding associations, as well as the number of people on mailing lists available from list brokers. If you do the math—2.2 million possible opportunities annually for 100,000 wedding planners—you can see there’s exciting potential for an aspiring wedding business owner like you.




Earnings Potential 

Because wedding consultants are, in essence, independent contractors, it’s hard to gauge how much a novice in the field can expect to earn, and what published information that does exist varies widely. What is known, however, is that the industry’s standard fee is 15 percent of the wedding budget, although some consultants prefer instead to charge a flat fee for custom wedding packages they create. You’ll find information about wedding packages in Chapter 2, “Here Comes the Wedding Consultant.”

But some assumptions can be made about earnings potential. Robbi Ernst III, founder and president of June Wedding Inc., in Guerneville, Californina, says a novice consultant can usually coordinate 10 weddings a year. So if the average wedding budget is $24,000, as discussed earlier, that would yield a gross income of $36,000. Here’s the math:
$24,000 x .15 = $3,600 x 10 weddings = $36,000





But, of course, not every bride will have that much to spend—and happily, some will have more. “The earnings potential for wedding consultants is awesome,” says Richard Markel of the Association for Wedding Professionals International. “Those who are better connected and better educated will do the best in this business, as will those who network as a way to build their reputations.”


[image: 002]

Stat Fact

Research gathered by the Association of Bridal Consultants indicates that around 270,000 couples hire wedding planners each year. That equates to roughly 20 to 30 percent of all weddings that are coordinated by a wedding planning professional.






Profile of a Wedding Consultant 

So what does it take to be a successful wedding consultant? Loreen Crouch, who owns a wedding consultant business in Ypsilanti, Michigan, says emphatically, “A  sense of humor.” And she’s not kidding. In this business you’re depending on the professionalism and reliability of up to a dozen or more people to create a bride’s dream wedding. When dealing with so many vendors, there’s always the possibility that something will go askew or bomb out completely. That’s why having a sense of humor and the ability to think fast on your feet are key to keeping things on track or fixing the problems that will inevitably crop up.


An Eye for Trends


The wedding business is always changing as couples keep pushing the nuptial envelope, looking for imaginative ways in which to make their wedding special, unique, and memorable. A successful wedding consultant should have the ability to keep an eye on trends as they develop—and as they fade. Ann Nola of the Association of Certified Professional Wedding Consultants says these current wedding trends are “in”:

[image: 109] Private estates as wedding and reception sites


[image: 109] Smaller wedding size as brides and grooms trim their lists, focusing on family, close friends, and longtime co-workers


[image: 109] A return to formality


[image: 109] Whimsical and colorful invitations


[image: 109] Clever “save the date” reminders such as refrigerator magnets


[image: 109] Theme-oriented weddings


[image: 109] Monogram-themed weddings—everything from the invitations to the menus are adorned with the couple’s monogram


[image: 109] Small bridal parties


[image: 109] Elegant bridal gowns as well as adding subtle color to the bride’s gown


[image: 109] Tuxedoes styled in a more suit-like fashion


[image: 109] Table names instead of table numbers; for instance the tables might be named after a couple’s favorite spots or favorite sports


[image: 109] A trend toward personalization





Nola is based in California, so some of her trend-spotting may not apply to your area. However, she demonstrates through her keen observation the ability to stay on top of hot trends. Successful wedding planners will need to do the same in their locales.



“I do laugh a lot, but that doesn’t mean I’m taking anything lightly,” Crouch says. “I’ll put my foot down when necessary. But being warm and friendly puts clients who are tired and frustrated at ease, which makes my job easier.”

In fact, being a people person is pretty much a requirement for this job. You’ll be dealing constantly with weepy brides, demanding mothers, cranky suppliers, and others who are all vying for your attention at once. You’ll be bargaining with vendors, overseeing the activities of hordes of hired helpers, and mingling with the guests at wedding receptions. So it helps if you really love working with people and have an upbeat, positive outlook that will help you weather the inevitable problems that can arise when you’re coordinating countless details.

Nancy Tucker, owner of Coordinators’ Corner in Richmond, Virginia, puts it this way: “There are so many skills needed for a wedding consultant, but above all they must be personable. They have the task of first selling the need for a wedding consultant and then selling themselves as the right one for the job.”

On the more practical side, it also helps to have a strong business background. While it’s not impossible to make a go of a wedding consultant business if you’ve never balanced a checkbook, previous experience with handling finances (even household budgets) as well as managing day-to-day office details is certainly valuable. After all, you’ll be coordinating budgets and overseeing finances for your clients. Plus you’ll be taking care of the details of running your own business, which will include taxes, billing, and other financial matters. You may even have to deal with personnel administration at some point in your career. So business experience—or barring that, at least a good head for numbers and details—is very important.

Ernst agrees: “Ideally, if a person is going to be able to grow his company, he or she must have an education in basic business, including management, marketing, and accounting.”

“An entrepreneurial spirit is also very important,” says Julia Kappel, who runs a successful wedding consultant business in a suburb of Dallas. “You have to be able to identify what’s good for the business and what isn’t, then make the appropriate moves.”




The Consulting Life 

There are many challenges in this business, to be sure, but along with these challenges come great rewards. Assuming there’s no shotgun involved, you’re always  working with happy (though understandably nervous) people. You’re the catalyst that makes the biggest moment of their lives special and memorable. And you can have the satisfaction of seeing all the details you have so painstakingly planned come together seamlessly and effectively.


Do You Have the Right Stuff?


Take this short quiz to see if you have what it takes to become a successful wedding consultant: 1. Can you juggle a variety of tasks at various stages of development all at the same time?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





2. Are you detail oriented?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





3. Are you self-motivated and able to work without direct supervision?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





4. Are your calendar and other important papers within reach rather than hopelessly buried under piles of office detritus?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





5. Are you disciplined enough to work even when the birds are singing, it’s sunny and warm outside, and the house needs painting?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





6. Are you comfortable working alone without the benefit of chattering co-workers, coffee klatches, and holiday parties?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





7. Can you handle emotionally fragile brides, demanding mothers, and irritable suppliers without succumbing to the urge to deck them?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





8. Can you say “no” and mean it?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





9. Can you laugh unconcernedly when things go wrong, then think fast on your feet to fix them?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No





10. Can you lead a conga line and do the Cha Cha Slide to get the party started?

[image: 110] Yes [image: 110] No




Add up your “yes” answers. Scoring: 



	8 to 10 =
	Congratulations! You have the makings of an excellent wedding consultant.



	4 to 7 =
	With some hard work, you can go a long way in this field.



	1 to 3 =
	Thank goodness you bought this book.



	0 =
	Maybe you should try a career in trucking or construction!













“The result is definitely the best part,” says Crouch. “All I do is eat, sleep, and dream weddings, but it’s worth it because it’s so much fun.”

In addition to the satisfaction of being able to make dream weddings come true for your clients, there’s another really appealing reason for embarking on a career in wedding consulting: You become the proud CEO of your own small business. As such, you answer to no one, except maybe the IRS. You can do things your own way. You can set up shop in a spare bedroom or opt for a commercial space. You can set your own hours and make your own schedule. You can take on as much or as little work as you wish. Not that you’ll have lots of free time for lazy days on the beach in Maui or strolls down the Champs Elysées. Wedding consulting is hard work. You’ll have a mind-boggling number of details to coordinate, oodles of suppliers to baby-sit, long days shifting from one achy foot to the other, and legions of anxious brides (not to mention their mothers) to reassure and soothe.

Does this sound like fun to you, too? Great! Then you’ve come to the right place. The guide you’re holding in your hands will show you how to start a wedding consulting business. It covers day-to-day responsibilities and the various tasks integral to running this type of business. It also touches on the myriad issues a new business owner will confront, such as self-employment taxes, insurance, and financial matters. But perhaps best of all, you’ll find that this guide is punctuated with advice and words of wisdom from successful wedding consultants who have turned their personal dreams of working in an industry they love into reality. You can do it, too! So turn the page, and let’s get started making your own dreams of self-employment come true.
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Here Comes the Wedding Consultant


For pomp, circumstance, and sheer drama, there are few events in life that equal that of a carefully planned wedding. From the solemn ceremony to an elegant country club reception, dresses with yards and yards of pristine white peau de soie and tulle, debonair tuxedoes, and sleek stretch limousines, weddings are as much a staged production as the most elaborate Broadway  show. Even if the nuptials are more intimate and the budget more modest, weddings still require a great deal of advanced planning and follow-up to make sure every element of this momentous day comes together as planned—on time and within budget.


[image: 003]

Beware!

Avoid conducting casual consultations at your kitchen table or in your basement rec room. If you’re going to see clients at home, usher them into a tidy, well-appointed office to reinforce your image as a competent professional.



In the past, wedding planning activities were often relegated to the mother of the bride or another female family member who had an eye for fashion and a flair for floral design. There was a strict code of appropriate behavior and proper etiquette that dictated exactly how the bridal party should dress and interact.

All has changed with the influx of women into the workplace over the past 30 years. Today’s mother of the bride is probably a working woman herself who doesn’t have any more time to attend to details such as limousine rentals or reception hall contracts than the bride herself. This has opened a world of opportunity for well-organized, enthusiastic consultants. Professional wedding consultants treat their vocation as a business, not as a pleasant hobby or sideline.

“Today’s consultants are men and women trained in the administrative and legal affairs of their industry,” says Robbi Ernst III, founder and president of June Wedding Inc. “They are the team leaders who orchestrate the entire wedding, including the wedding day itself.”




The Consultant’s Role 

Toward that end, many wedding consultants routinely serve as event planners, budget watchdogs, etiquette experts, troubleshooters, and on-site supervisors. They accompany brides-to-be to appointments for fittings, floral consultations, and other services. They provide a shoulder to cry on and a sympathetic ear for stressed-out clients. They also act as creative problem-solvers who can quickly assess a situation and devise a viable solution—often without anyone in the bridal party ever knowing a potential disaster has been averted.

Some wedding consultants prefer to offer consulting services only and may provide a comprehensive “wedding blueprint” package that consists of realistic budgets, detailed schedules, and lists of reliable vendors. Still others provide insight and assistance with the social etiquette part of the wedding experience.


Words from the Wise


Robbi Ernst offers these sage words of advice to anyone contem plating a career as a wedding consultant:

[image: 109] Seek out the best and most competent professional training in the wedding industry. “Go to the experts and let them teach you not to make the mistakes they made. This can save you a small fortune,” Ernst says.


[image: 109] Take business and computer courses, including classes on marketing, at your local community college.


[image: 109] If possible, work for a well-known consultant for a while as an apprentice.


[image: 109] Have enough funds to carry you through three years, since it will take that long before you see a profit.


[image: 109] Decide whether you are going to do this as a hobby or as a career. “If you don’t make this decision early on, you’re going to be frustrated and unhappy,” Ernst says.







The scope of your own involvement is entirely up to you. The trend in the industry, however, has been toward offering total coordination of the entire blessed event because, as noted earlier, brides and their mothers just don’t have time to attend to the mountain of details necessary to pull off the wedding they dream of. That means you must have an in-depth knowledge of every aspect of wedding planning and know how to make all the details mesh smoothly and effectively.


[image: 004]

Smart Tip

Since you’re going to spend a great deal of time on the phone every day, telephone headsets for both your landline and cellphone are a must. Not only does it give you hands-free freedom, but it also saves you from the neck strain that comes from cradling the receiver between your head and your shoulder.






Bridal Business Basics 

No matter how you decide to conduct the majority of your business or what your personal management style may be, there are certain tasks common to all wedding  consultants. Among them are day-to-day business administration, bridal consultations, and vendor and service coordination. Here’s a look at each of these activities.




A Day in the Life 

Even though no two days tend to be alike for wedding consultants because the tastes and needs of their clients vary so widely, there are certain tasks you can expect to do on a regular basis. To begin with, you’ll spend lots of time on the telephone every day, fielding inquiries from interested brides, following up on vendor leads, and checking on the status of wedding preparations. If you employ contract or temporary help during weddings, you’ll have to meet with them on a regular basis to provide instructions and go over details. You will also spend a significant amount of time with the brides themselves, either conducting consultations or accompanying them to appointments with suppliers.

Then there is the paperwork. You’ll have contracts to review, tax forms to file, and other business-related papers to shuffle. You also will have to keep meticulous records on the choices that your brides make, the status of wedding day plans, and other details. A word of advice: No matter how good your memory is, you should always jot down every appointment and activity. The number of details you will have to attend to as a wedding consultant will be truly mind-boggling, and when you’re busy and short of time, it will be too easy for something to fall through the cracks—possibly with disastrous results.




The Consultation 

The first step in determining what a bride wants and how much she wants to turn over to you is to schedule a consultation. Some novice consultants choose to offer a no-charge consultation, thinking that enticing brides with a glimpse of the magic that can be created will be enough to snag the business. But Robbi Ernst believes this is a mistake. In his book, Great Wedding Tips From the Experts (McGraw-Hill), he says, “A genuinely professional wedding consultant isn’t going to talk with [anyone] for free, unless it is simply an introductory meeting to determine if you are a good match for each other.”

On the other hand, Ann Nola, director of the Association of Certified Professional Wedding Consultants, does offer free consultations that are more than just a brief meeting. The idea is to do some information-gathering that will help ensure smooth sailing for the wedding consultant as much as the bride. “It is just as important for the  wedding consultant to know she can work with the bride,” Nola says. “You have to see if the personalities match.”

According to Ernst, the fee for a single consultation meeting typically ranges from $175 in smaller communities to as much as $500 in metropolitan areas. Charging a fee will help to cut down on the number of women who are just “shopping around” for services without making a commitment.

During a consultation, it is important to determine exactly how much the bride wants you to do. Sometimes, she will prefer to do much of the groundwork herself (such as selecting a reception hall, ordering the cake and flowers, and auditioning the band or DJ), then will ask you to coordinate all the services and be on site during the reception. Other times, a busy bride will want to turn over all or many of these tasks to you, limiting her involvement to approving the choices presented to her and signing checks for the deposits.

For this reason, it’s advisable to offer a variety of packages with varying levels of service. The idea is to provide choices that will allow the bride to customize her wedding to her exact specifications.

Suggested wedding packages might include:
• Full-service professional wedding coordination: wedding planning and event supervision from beginning to end

• Rehearsal and wedding day coordination: on-site coordination and execution

• Wedding day-only coordination: full or half-day supervision of wedding party festivities and vendor services

• Pre-wedding consulting package: a wedding blueprint for the DIY brides that includes sample budgets, ready-to-use spreadsheets, detailed schedules, vendor recommendations, and other information

• Party package: planning and coordination of the engagement party, rehearsal dinner, and bachelor and bachelorette parties
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Stat Fact

According to the Association for Wedding Professionals International, Las Vegas is the wedding capital of the world, with 106,000 weddings a year, followed by Istanbul, Turkey, with 92,000 weddings annually, and Gatlinburg, Tennessee, with 42,000 nuptials. In fact, Gatlinburg, which is tucked into the heart of the romantic Smoky Mountains, is renowned for its southern hospitality and special wedding packages.



It’s common for couples to initially choose the wedding day-only package because they’re on a budget or they don’t quite grasp the magnitude of the tasks that  lie ahead. But eventually, Nola says, they’ll find themselves overwhelmed by the planning process and will contact you to request additional services.




Wedding Day Duties 

Wedding consultants act as the bride’s advocate on the happy day—running interference with suppliers, making sure the wedding party is dressed and where they’re supposed to be on time, and so on. But the best consultants go beyond the obvious to make a couple’s day special. For example, both Julia Kappel in Oak Point, Texas, and Packy Boukis in Broadview Heights, Ohio, prepare snacks and drinks for the wedding party to nibble on before the wedding so they don’t march down the aisle with rumbling stomachs.

To make sure every wedding task runs like clockwork, wedding planners typically create a detailed wedding day schedule that’s provided to each member of the wedding party, the parents, and other relatives, as well as to the vendors who are responsible for providing various services. There are software packages that are especially designed to help wedding consultants stay organized and on budget. They’re discussed in Chapter 6, “Tools and Equipment that Make Dreams Come True.”

Finally, wedding planners often hire extra help on a contract basis to assist with wedding day activities. Typically they handle duties like greeting guests, assisting the wedding party and families (refilling drinks, assisting the bride in the powder room, and so on), and running errands for the wedding planner. Such contractors are hired on an as-needed basis and are paid either by the hour (around $10 to $15 per hour) or by the function ($100 to $150 per day).


[image: 006]

Beware!

It’s unethical to accept “commissions”—aka kickbacks or referral fees—from the vendors with whom you contract for products or services. This fairly common practice hurts the reputation of the wedding industry, and organizations like the Association of Bridal Consultants strongly discourage accepting such payments, even if you intend to pass the discount on to the bridal couple.






Consulting Services and Fees 

Charges for consulting services vary widely. Typically, consultants charge by the package, but some charge by the hour. Others charge 10 to 20 percent of the total  wedding cost, but this is a more common practice in larger cities where disposable income is higher and there are more top-level female executives footing the bill.

According to the Association of Bridal Consultants, preparation-planning fees, which include everything except wedding day coordination, averages about $1,500, while pre-wedding guidance (without actual execution of plans) and wedding day coordination typically costs around $3,700. Full production coordination, which includes everything from early planning and budgeting to wedding day coordination, starts at $5,000 but could go much higher depending on the experience of the consultant.
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