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In the hit movie Father of the Bride, Steve Martin plays a father named George Banks who goes through the painful process of planning—and paying quite dearly for—his daughter’s wedding.  It’s an event filled with so much extravagance that you start to wonder when he’ll finally say, “No more!”  Although it’s both funny and heartfelt, there seems to be an underlying truth: weddings can be expensive.  Many sources cite the average wedding today costs between $20,000 and $30,000.

Traditionally, the bride’s parents are the ones enlisted to pay for their daughter’s wedding, but what if they’re unable to do so?  Or they may be able to, but not to the tune of what the average wedding costs.  It could be that you want to fund your own wedding, yet lack the money at the present time.  Statistics show that one of the leading causes of divorce are money problems, and mishandling money before you even walk down the aisle is a poor way to start your life together.

This is where this book comes in handy.  There are aspects of a wedding that one assumes they cannot do without.  Perish the thought.  For example, photography can be costly, and having a friend or relative who does photography as a hobby may be the perfect way to get your wedding photos for a fraction of the cost.

Back in 1997, my wife and I got married—and are still married to this day, I am happy to say, with three kids to boot—and there were many things we did frugally that were nontraditional yet memorable.  Much of those ideas are listed throughout this book.

Don’t worry about what others will think of you, that they think you’re just being cheap.  If they truly loved you, they’ll care about you, regardless of whether you get married at an exotic tropical resort or at the local Taco Bell restaurant.  They’ll be thrilled to celebrate your blessed day.

Years ago, I spoke with a lady who had what she called a “fairy-tale” wedding: the ceremony was held at a grand Catholic cathedral and the reception was in the ballroom at a fancy five-star hotel.  It was very expensive—more so than the average—and they had to take out a loan to pay for it.  She then attended a friend’s wedding soon afterwards.  Even though the parents were well-off, the ceremony was held at a small country church and the reception was at the parents’ home.  The atmosphere was intimate, allowing for a more enjoyable and memorable social event when compared with her own, where she found it difficult to talk over the loud music.  “If I would’ve known this is what my wedding could’ve been like,” she said, “I would’ve rather had this.”

Now, let’s explore 99 ways to have your memorable wedding on a shoestring.
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10 TIPS ON PLANNING

YOUR SHOESTRING WEDDING
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Budgeting is the most important step in the wedding planning process, and should be done before anything else—even before deciding on the actual date.

With your fiancée, decide on how much you wish to spend.  Be realistic about your incomes.  There’s no reason to put $25,000 on a credit card for a one-day shindig that could take ten or more years to pay off.  In fact, one should avoid going into debt at all for your wedding.  It would be a terrible way to start your blessed life together with a huge pile of wedding debt hanging around your neck.  Instead, the best approach is to have a wedding savings account, a.k.a. a wedding fund.  Then, all of your wedding expenses can go through that account.  Don’t worry if the fund isn’t large enough right now.  Commit to a plan for saving a certain amount each month between now and your wedding to get you closer to your wedding goal.

Before I go on, let’s get one thing straight: men and women think differently—shocking news, I know!  Embrace this difference.  Women, please include your men in most of the planning process.  Speaking from experience, men are typically not going to care what color the flowers are or what style of table settings you choose, but when it comes to the larger decisions (i.e. choosing the reception venue or taste testing wedding cakes) men will want to be included.  Men, pay attention to what your special lady has to say and engage in the conversation.  You have an opinion too, and don’t just give the standard “do whatever you want, honey, I don’t care” answer.  If good communication starts before you walk down the aisle, the better your marriage is going to be.

Brainstorm all of the various wedding expenses.  These may include, and are certainly not limited to, the following:

Bridal dress and accessories

Beauty services (hair, makeup)

Groom’s tuxedo

Photography/Videography

Flowers

Transportation

Rings

Invitations

Reception and ceremony venue

Reception music

Decorations

Miscellaneous

Once you have made your list (keep in mind, this list isn’t going to be perfect the first time you do it, so plan on tweaking it here and there), research what things cost.  Don’t limit yourself to where you live either.  Be sure to check online.  Deals can be had everywhere.  Once this is done, look back at your initial budget.  Are you right on target?  Higher?  Lower?  Let’s say you decide that $5,000 is all you’ll be able to save for your wedding but your budget comes to $10,000.  Here, you have three options: first, decide on how to save more to make up the deficit; second, find ways to lower costs to fit your shoestring budget; third, do both and meet somewhere in the middle.

Plan to attend at least one bridal show.  There you’ll find booths set up for various services, and raffle drawings for either free services or reduced rates.

Also, since the wedding season typically runs from April through August, having your wedding outside this could cut many of the costs.  For example, you find two caterers who serve the best food choices and seem to have impeccable reputations.  Even their costs are similar.  But when you try to hire them, they’re already committed on the day you chose for your wedding.  Your next option is to go with your third choice, which isn’t as good as the other two.  Depending on how far ahead your wedding is, your choices could be limited.

Let’s recap the 10 budgeting tips:

Sit down with your fiancée and come to an agreement on how much you’ll need to save.

Start a wedding fund.

If the wedding fund isn’t large enough yet, consider increasing your savings, slashing costs, or both.

Make a list of all the various expenses.

Research costs for various wedding services.

Check out services online.

Plan to attend at least one bridal show.

Women, include your men in the planning process.

Men, give an intelligent input during the planning stage.

Having your wedding outside the typical wedding season may save you money.
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8 WAYS ON CHOOSING THE RIGHT VENUE

FOR YOUR SHOESTRING WEDDING
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Once the budget is in place and you’ve nailed down a tentative date, now is the time to decide where you want the ceremony and reception venue.

The least costly is to have the wedding ceremony at your church.  Not currently in a church?  No problem.  Go around and visit the churches in your area, if you so desire.  You could also have it at a local restaurant, such as a Taco Bell, or at a community center.  The downside to these is that you’ll still have to find someone to perform the service.  I had a cousin get married in an amphitheater of a State Park.  It had an exotic feel, and was very memorable.

If you decide to have the ceremony at a church and are looking to cut huge costs, consider having the reception there as well—this is assuming you’re either taking the no music route, which we’ll touch on later, or the wedding dance is at a separate venue.  If you choose this way, then you’ll want a caterer.  The same goes if you have it at a community center.  If the reception is at a hotel or other similar venue, the catering services are typically furnished, but we’ll cover catering in a later chapter.

Don’t assume you have to keep up with the Jones’s and be like everyone else.  Think outside the norm.  Don’t complicate matters either.  If you grew up on a farm and want to have a simple wedding ceremony and reception there, then by all means do it.

Determining where to have the wedding reception may either make or break your shoestring budget.  Plan ahead of time what each venue has to offer.  Meet with the event salesperson for each venue and interview them—ask a lot of questions.  Read the fine print before signing any contract, and if you feel pressured in any way to have it at this one place, question the motivation behind the pressure: is it yours or the salesperson?  Various non-church venues to have the reception are hotels, event centers, country clubs, and restaurants.  Many of these also offer package deals, which can take much of the hassle out of the meticulous planning instead of doing it all yourself.

To summarize the 8 ways on finding the right venue:

Wedding ceremonies held in a church are typically the least costly.

Think outside the norm and don’t feel the need to have your wedding like everyone else’s.

If you want a simple ceremony and reception, these events don’t have to be complicated.  Go with simplicity (i.e. if you grew up on a farm and have always wanted to get married under the huge oak tee in front, by all means do it).

The ceremony and reception can be at the same location.

Plan ahead what each reception venue has to offer.

Interview the salesperson at each venue.  Planning your questions ahead of time will help in this process.

Read the fine print before signing any contract—this should be advice for any contract you sign, not just for your wedding day.

Look for package deals at each venue.
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