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VIEW THE NEW COLLECTION

To schedule an appointment, please contact: sales@justinalexander.com


https://justinalexander.com/
https://justinalexander.com/
mailto:sales@justinalexander.com
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" _AMERICASMART .
. ATLANTA

x Showroom 105117
y August 28

@ERCHANDISE MART
~CHICAGO

‘> Booth 7030
S August 16 - 18

for sales inquiries please e
sales@moncheribridals.con



mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
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https://www.casablancabridal.com/

EST. 1997

TIMELESS BRIDAL GOWNS CRAFTED WITH
EXCEPTIONAL DETAIL

Discover the Evolution of
Casablanca Bridal.

Formal Markets Atlanta National Bridal Market of Chicago
Showroom: 12-W122 Booth #3094

CASABLANCA BRIDAL WAS ESTABLISHED IN 1997 AND HAS SINCE BECOME ONE OF THE FASTEST
GROWING, WELL KNOWN MANUFACTURERS OF BRIDAL GOWNS IN THE INDUSTRY

SALES@CASABLANCABRIDAL.COM

CASABLANCA


https://www.casablancabridal.com/
mailto:sales@casablanca.com
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EST. 1997

TIMELESS BRIDAL GOWNS CRAFTED WITH
EXCEPTIONAL DETAIL

Discover the Evolution of
Casablanca Bridal.

Formal Markets Atlanta National Bridal Market of Chicago
Showroom: 12-W122 Booth #3094

CASABLANCA BRIDAL WAS ESTABLISHED IN 1997 AND HAS SINCE BECOME ONE OF THE FASTEST
GROWING, WELL KNOWN MANUFACTURERS OF BRIDAL GOWNS IN THE INDUSTRY

SALES@CASABLANCABRIDAL.COM

E BLANC

BY CASABLANCA


mailto:sales@casablanca.com
https://www.casablancabridal.com/collections/le-blanc/
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AMERICASMART | ATL

Showroom 10W126
August 2 - 7

1§
MERCHANDISE MART | CHI

Booth 703(
August 16 - 18

for sales inquiries please email:
sales@moncheribridals.com ; .


mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
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https://www.colettebydaphne.com/






https://www.arianavara.com/
https://www.arianavara.com/
mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
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mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
https://www.martinthornburg.com/



https://www.martinthornburg.com/

AMERICASMART, ATL
AUGUST 2 - 7 | SHOWROOM 10S351

MERCHANDISE MART, CHI
AUGUST 16 - 18 | BOOTH 7030

sophiatolli.com

for sales inquiries please email:
sales@moncheribridals.com



mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
https://www.sophiatolli.com/
https://www.sophiatolli.com/




AmericasMart, ATL

August 2 - 7

Showroom 10S116

Merchandise Mart, CHI

August 16 - 18

Booth 7030

for sales inquiries email

sales@moncheribridals


mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com

moncheribridals.com


https://www.moncheribridals.com/montage
https://www.moncheribridals.com/




UNLISTED

YOUR COLLECTION, YOUR RULES

Unlimited Margins

Maximize your profitability with
extraordinarily high mark-up.

No Label, No Photography

We keep it private so you can too.

Designed by our talented U.S. based
design team ensuring unique and
high-quality gowns.

AmericasMart, ATL
August 2 -7
Showroom 10S351 & 10S116

Merchandise Mart, CHI
August 16 - 18
Booth 7030

for sales inquiries email
sales@moncheribridals.com


mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
mailto:sales@moncheribridals.com
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DEMETRIOS

Experience Our 2027 Bridal & Evening Collections

National Bridal Market Chicago Booth 6061
Aug 16-18

For sales inquiries contact sales@demetrios.com

| @demetriosbride



mailto:sales@demetrios.com
https://www.instagram.com/demetriosbride
https://demetrios.com/
https://demetrios.com/
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Credit: Louis Sanchez, @Renegadelndiefilmmakers

Gelting to Yes

Decoding Today’s Prom Customer The Owner in Waiting
Understanding how she’s influenced by social media, peers and How to spot, develop and empower your boutique’s future
family will help you win the sale — and create future bridal leader. by Libby Basile 92
customers. by Amanda Baltazar 58
77e VOWS ‘Profile: Mon Amie Bridal Salon

The Menswear Opportunity Keeper of the Legacy
How stores are increasing revenue, boosting loyalty and creating  How Laurel Mungo turned a part-time job into a life-long
memorable experiences for grooms and groomsmen. mission — and helped guide Mon Amie into its 50th year

by Amanda Baltazar 72 by Shannon Hurd 104

Creating Core Memories
Intentional design, hospitality and service can transform any
bridal appointment into a standout experience.

by Daniel P. Smith 86

VOWS QubyAugust 2026 | Page 28

Continued on page 34


https://www.instagram.com/renegadeindiefilmmakers/

The art of becoming
|0 years on, awakens the beginning of something beautiful

Just as it is for Madi Lane, this is our bride's next era, as we stand on the threshold of a great RENAISSANCE
of romance and the spirit of renewal. Our Spring 27 collection is emotionally transformative as we look to
the wisdom, art and philosophy of our first 10 years, to now create anew.

Let this sneak peek tempt you to experience Madi Lane Bridal's RENAISSANCE of design,
live on the runway. Register your interest at salesusa@madilane.com.

CHICAGO | AUGUST 16TH TO 18TH
NATIONAL BRIDAL MARKET
222 W Merchandise Mart Plaza Chicago IL 60654


mailto:salesusa@madilane.com
https://madilane.com/




TWerisnatt

THE BRIDAL VEIL COMPANY

C%?ﬁy 2027

National Bridal Markel Chicago
Sunday August 16 - Tuesday August 18

Booth 3093

Merchandise Marl Plaza

Www.mar{onat.com e @marionat_bridal
info@marionat.com e 888.403.5255


https://www.marionat.com/
https://www.marionat.com/
https://www.instagram.com/marionat_bridal/
mailto:info@marionat.com
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CHRISTINA WU
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7able of Conitenis

Volume 37 No. 4 July/August 2026

VOWS:

Continued from page 28

Mon Amie Bridal Salon officially marked 50 years in business on April 15, 2026.
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Noting the Passing of Ray and Tina 34
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Tidbits

Trends, Events and Happenings 44-52
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Follow-Up Isn’t Dead,
Your Approach Might Be

by Beth Chapman 98
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On the cover
Mon Amie Bridal Salon CEO Laurel Mungo
in her Costa Mesa, Cdlif. boutique.

Credit: Louis Sanchez,
(@Renegadelndiefilmmakers

Publister's Letter

Noting the Passing
of ‘Ray and Tina

It is with sadness that | note the Peter Gnmes

passing of two of our peers who in their Publisher

own way not only contributed significantly

to this vibrant bridal community, but were @ )
exceptionally kind and gracious individuals Yowsmagazine.com
throughout their too-short careers: 949 308-4348
Khosrow “Ray” Alimohammadi, Panache

Bridals; and Tina Campbell, Sophia & Camilla Private Label
Collection.

Ray’s impact extended throughout the industry beyond that
of the network of exceptional stores he created and developed
in Southern California through a vision of service and dedica-
tion to excellence combined with a personal and authentic gra-
ciousness to all in which he interacted.

Described as a true industry icon, his legacy continues
through those he mentored, advised and assisted through the
years.

Elise Rosenbaum, in a post through the Bridal Council's
memorial page, summarized her feelings and those of the indus-
try:

“Ray will be remembered not only for his remarkable
achievements, but also for his integrity, kindness, and the genuine
relationships he cultivated throughout his life. He will be deeply
missed and fondly remembered by all who had the privilege of
knowing him.”

Tina Campbell was a talented gown designer and owner of
Sophia & Camilla who understood the need for and opportu-
nity of private label collections as integral to the health of bridal
stores and an industry she so loved years before it was fashion-
able.

But it was how she conducted business, how she joyfully
interacted with all that will be deeply missed. Her husband and
business partner Charles Campbell summed it up best for me
and the entire industry:

“She had the rare gift of making every person feel loved,
seen, important and capable. She always saw the best in people,
even when they could not see it in themselves. She encouraged
others constantly, spoke life into everyone around her, and
pushed those she loved to become all they could be. Her pos-
itivity never wavered, even during life’s hardest moments. No
matter what she faced, Tina continued to choose joy, faith, com-
passion and love.”

Though Ray and Tina have physically left us, their imprints on
our hearts will linger for years to come.

Rest in peace my friends.

No part of this magazine may be reproduced without the written permission of the publisher: Copyright 2026 Grimes and Associates,
Inc. Al rights reserved. Not responsible for any unsolicited material. Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the publisher. For
questions regarding all aspects of the magazine, please call 949 388-4848.
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FORMAL MARKETS ATLANTA
August 3 - 7

Americasmart #12W-124
Atlanta. GA

NATIONAL BRIDAL MARKET CHICAGO
August 16 ~ 18

Chicago Merchandise Mart #4078
Chicago. IL
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2470 NW 102 PL., UNIT 202, DORAL, FL 33172 + TEL: 305.221.5308
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ORDERS.MARITZASBRIDALEGMAIL.COM
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https://www.maritzasbridal.com/shop/?swoof=1&pwb-brand=paisley-b-designs

Edite’s Note

Shannon Hurd
ditor In Chief
shannon @ vowsmagazine.com
110-936-3316

One of the things | enjoy
most about putting together each
issue of VOWS is discovering con-
nections between stories that
weren't planned.

Each article is assigned indepen-
dently. Different writers interview
different retailers in different parts
of the country.Yet somehow, by the
time the issue comes together, a
common thread almost always
emerges.

This issue, that thread is inten-
tion.

The strongest boutiques don't
leave much to chance.

They don't assume today's prom
customer shops the same way she
did five or 10 years ago. Rather,
they take the time to understand
what influences her, how she makes
decisions and what matters most
to her. They recognize that a suc-
cessful prom appointment isn't just
about selling a dress, it's about cre-
ating a customer who may return
years later as a bride.

They don't treat menswear as
an afterthought, either. The store-
owners you'll meet in this issue
have intentionally created experi-
ences that make grooms and
groomsmen feel just as welcomed
and valued as brides. In doing so,
they've uncovered an opportunity
to increase revenue while strength-
ening relationships with couples
from the very beginning of their
wedding journey.

They're equally intentional about
the experience they create inside
their boutiques. Every greeting.
Every fitting room. Every reveal.
Every design detail. Every conver-
sation. Together, those moments
become something far greater than
a shopping appointment. They

The Power

of Intention

become memories for the bride.
As | worked on this issue, |
found myself thinking about some-
thing Mon Amie CEO Laurel
Mungo told me while reflecting on
her now decades in this industry.
She didn't talk about one defin-
ing moment or brilliant business
decision that ensured the store's
longevity. Instead, what stood out
was the steady commitment to
evolving: embracing change while
remaining true to the values that
built the business in the first place.
That feels especially relevant

today.
Retail is always changing.
Customers change, technology

changes, expectations change.

The boutiques that continue to
thrive won't necessarily be the
biggest or the flashiest. They'll be
the ones that continue asking
thoughtful questions, paying atten-
tion to their customers and making

Small decisions shape memorable experiences,
loyal customers and lasting legacies.

intentional decisions, big and small.

Because even those small deci-
sions have a way of adding up.They
shape memorable experiences,
they build loyal customers, they
create future leaders and, over
time, they become lasting legacies.

| hope this issue inspires you to
look at your own boutique through
that lens. Maybe it's rethinking your
approach to prom. Maybe it's
exploring the untapped potential
of menswear. Maybe it's making
one small change to elevate your
customer experience or beginning
to mentor a stylist who could one
day lead your boutique.

Whatever it is, remember that
the future of your business is rarely
built through one monumental
decision.

More often, it happens one
intentional choice at a time.

Happy reading!

D

Bridal Images & Mr. Tux, Helena, Mont.
@bridalimages_mrtux

Evaline’s Bridal, Warren, Ohio
@evalinesbridal

Hello Beautiful Bridal & Formal Wear,
Kearney, Neb. @hellobeautifulbridal

Hitched Boutique, Statesville, N.C.
@hitchedboutique

J&B Bridals, Chambersburg, Pa.
@jbbridals

Kleinfeld, New York City, N.Y
@Kkleinfeldbridal

La Boutique de Bridal & Tuxedos,
Melbourne, Fla. @laboutiquedebridal

Mac & Clay, Lexington, Ky. @macandclay

Modern Bride & Formal Shop,
Bedford, N.H. @modernbridenh

Mon Amie Bridal Salon, Costa Mesa, Calif.
@monamiebridalsalon

que Contubuloes

(*Instagram handles — give them a follow!)

Peaches Boutique, Chicago, Ill.
@peaches_boutique

RashawnRose Bridal & Prom, Davie, Fla.
@rashawnrosebridal

Roselily Bridal, Richland, Wash.
@roselily.bridal.tuxedo

Sash + Bustle, Toronto, Ont.
@sashandbustle

She Said Yes Bridal, Rogers, Ark.
@shesaidyesbridal

Something Bleu Bridal, Saratoga Springs,
N.Y. @somethingbleubridal

Stacey’s Bridal, Prom and Formalwear,
Urbandale, lowa @staceys_bridal_prom

The One Bridal Salon, Charlottesville, Va.
@theonebridalsalon

The White Dress by the Shore,
Clinton, Conn. @thewhitedress
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For more information email lori@dessy.com or call 646-638-9617.
dessy.com | @dessygroup
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VOWS: Industry Calendar
Postings from brands, boutiques and reps
Also check the VOWS online calendar
for updates and additions:
https://www.vowsmagazine.com/events

2026 Iniernational and Domestic Warket Daies

July 13
Mon Cheri Academy virtual session
www.nationalbridalmarket.com/mca

August 3-7

ANDMORE Formal Markets

Apparel Mart, Atlanta, GA
www.atlanta-apparel.com/markets/formal-markets

August 16-18

National Bridal Market Chicago
Merchandise Mart, Chicago, IL
www.nationalbridalmarket.com

August 16-18

Justin Alexander

Showing National Bridal Market Chicago
Merchandise Mart, Chicago, IL

August 16-18

Allure Bridals

Showing National Bridal Market Chicago
Merchandise Mart, Chicago, IL

August 17

National Bridal Market

50th Anniversary Masquerade Gala

7-10:00 PM

Formal evening of skyline and lake views, dancing, live
music, an open bar & exquisite cuisine.

Tickets are limited.
https://www.nationalbridalmarket.com/store-2/p/na-
tional-bridal-market-chicago-50th-anniversary-mas-
querade-gala

September 13-15

Harrogate Bridal Week

Harrogate Convention Centre, Harrogate, England
www.bridalweek.com

September 23-25

Mon Cheri Academy live in-person event
Held in conjunction with National Bridal Market
The Mart Chicago, lllinois
www.nationalbridalmarket.com/mca

October 13-15

NY Luxury Bridal Fashion Week

Check with individual designers for their schedule of
events and shows

www.thebridalcouncil.com

F— -y T
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October 13-15

Designers at the Essex House
JW Marriott Essex House NYC

160 Central Park South, New York, NY
www.designersattheessex.com

October 13-15

Melange de Blanc NY Bridal Market
Starrett-Lehigh Building, New York, NY

www.melangedeblanc.com

October 13-15

One Fine Day Bridal Market
Starrett-Lehigh Building, New York, NY

https://onefinedaybridalmarket.com/pages/our-events

October 13-14

The Fringe Collective
in conjunction with Melange de Blanc

Starrett-Lehigh Building, New York, NY
www.melangedeblanc.com

October 13-15

Union Square Couture
The Towers at The Lotte New York Palace Hotel

New York, NY
www.unionsquarecouture.com

October 19

Mon Cheri Academy virtual session
www.nationalbridalmarket.com/mca

November 2-4

Better Bridal Grou
The Rosen Centre,

www.betterbridalgroup.com/products/live_events/bet
ter-bridal-group-conference-2026

Conference
rlando, Florida

November 2-5

Association of Bridal Consultants

2026 World of Weddings Conference
Marriott Cancun, An All-Inclusive Resort

www.abcweddingplanners.com/schedule

November 17-19

Wedding Merchants Business Academy
Las Vegas Convention Center, Las Vegas, Nevada

www.weddingmba.com

November 23

Mon Cheri Academy virtual session
https://www.nationalbridalmarket.com/mca

December 14

Mon Cheri Academy virtual session
https://www.nationalbridalmarket.com/mca
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VOWS.

The Business of Buidal

Peter Grimes
Publisher

Shannon Hurd
Editor In Chief

Kori Grimes
Business Manager

Allison Deerr
Katie Roberts
Daniel P. Smith
Senior Writers

Karl Nazarro
Creative Director

Colin Farrell
Photography

(ONTACT US!

Readers are invited to
submit letters via mail,
email or fax. VOWS: re-
serves the right to edit
for length and grammar.
Wedding-product ven-
dors also may submit
material, 250 words or
fewer preferred, for our
Marketplace section.
Opinion pieces of 1,300
words or less are always
welcome for our
Perspectives column. All
materials can be
returned if requested.

VOWS: Magazine
13120 Alicia Parkway,
Suite200
MissionVicjo, CA 92691
(949)388-4948
infocovowsmagazine.om
Note: Opinions
expressed are not
necessarily those

of the publisher
or the magazine.
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H77/iVh &Y The trends, events and happenings we can't stop talking about.

Products/Sewwices

AWGS Celebrates 40 Years and
Looks to the Future

As the Association of VWedding
Gown Specialists (AWGS) prepares
to celebrate its 40th Anniversary in
2027, the organization is also marking
an important leadership transition.

After years of dedicated service to
AWGS and the wedding industry, Ex-
ecutive Director Sally Conant has an-
nounced her retirement. Her
leadership has helped strengthen
AWGS's reputation as the world's
leading network of specialists in wed-
ding attire care, restoration and archival
preservation.

Nadine Rana, a longtime AWGS
board member and formerVice Presi-
dent, has been selected to succeed
Conant as Executive Director in Febru-
ary 2027. She views the transition as
an opportunity to honor the organiza-
tion's history while advancing its future.

"It is an incredible honor to follow
in Sally’s footsteps and build upon the
foundation she has helped create,”
Rana said.""As AWGS enters its fifth
decade, we remain committed to edu-
cation, innovation, sustainability and
strengthening our partnerships

Cleaning » Preservatione Restoration

'y / /
. —
i &; Association-of
- 'Wedding Gown Specialists
| $5.

CHERISH YOUR GOWN 4

fomever
d TETZmwiSX

throughout the bridal and formalwear
industries.”

Founded in 1987, AWGS is an inter-
national association of independent
specialists committed to preserving
wedding attire, formal wear and cher-
ished heirloom garments.The organiza-
tion is recognized for its
museum-quality preservation stan-
dards, proprietary restoration tech-
niques and commitment to ongoing
education.

“Serving AWGS has been one of
the greatest privileges of my career;”
Conant said.”l am incredibly proud of
the community we have built and the
impact our members have made
within the wedding industry.”

AWGS will commemorate its 40th
anniversary in 2027 with a special cele-
bration honoring its members, industry
partners and the shared commitment
to excellence that has defined the or-
ganization for four decades.

For additional details visit
https://weddinggownspecialists.com.

Lights. Camera. Action. Paparazzi is back on the scene! Electric energy, red carpet
glomour and sultry-sweet styles are turning up the heat for 2027 proms, pageants
and parties. The 2027 collection debuts in Atlanta, August 3-6.

Mother of the bride style 26315, featured in Stella
Couture’s Spring 2027 collection.

Offered in Stella Couture’s Platinum bridal collec-
tion for Spring 2027.

Stella Couture’s Spring 2027
Collections Reflect the Company’s
Continued Commitment

With the introduction of its Spring
2027 Collections, Stella Couture con-
tinues to demonstrate the philosophy
that has defined the company since its
inception: reinventing the buying ex-
perience for independent bridal and
special occasion retailers.

The Spring 2027 collections show-
case not only timeless, feminine de-
signs across bridal,
mother-of-the-bride, prom and
quinceafiera categories, but also Stella
Couture's unwavering commitment to

Tidbits continued on page 46
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helping retailers succeed. By combining
fashion-forward styling with competi-
tive pricing, low opening minimums,
exceptional quality, U.S.-based in-stock
inventory, special-order availability, real-
fit sizing and outstanding customer
service, Stella Couture enables bou-
tiques to refresh their merchandise
with minimal investment and maxi-
mum profit potential.

“We believe our success is directly
tied to the success of our retail part-
ners. Every collection we introduce re-
flects our commitment to making
Stella Couture an easy, profitable and
dependable partner for boutiques
across the country,” explained Stella’s
Beth Easly.

For information on Stella Couture,
call 212-244-1013, and visit
www.StellaCouture.com.

Phone Clarity Optimizes Calls Built
Specifically for Bridal

In an era defined by DMs, web
chat, e-mail and text, one channel con-
tinues to outperform the rest for
bridal retailers: the phone call. When a
bride chooses to call your boutique
you have her undivided attention, mak-
ing that moment the most critical op-
portunity to convert a high-intent lead
into an in-store appointment.

Phone Clarity, a communication
platform built specifically for the bridal
industry, founded by Briand Spaulding
and Nathaniel Dubasik, son of the
owner of historic Evaline’s Bridal, is
helping retailers transform how they
manage and optimize calls, turning
overlooked conversations into measur-
able revenue growth.

Unlike generic call analytics plat-
forms, Phone Clarity's Al is trained
specifically on bridal retail interactions
ensuring insights are relevant, practical
and revenue-focused.

"“Using Evaline’s Bridal, our family
company, as a test case on a random
week we discovered four missed op-
portunities,” Dubasik explained.
“Thanks to Phone Clarity’s daily call
review the boutique recovered over
$5,000 in revenue that would have
otherwise been lost due to gaps in call
handling: missed callbacks, incomplete
information and inconsistent follow-

up.

“Even as our shop has set record
sales, it's crucial to be aware of where
opportunities slip through,” added Lori
Dubasik, owner of Evaline’s.""Seeing
the live view from anywhere plus the
daily report ensures follow-ups are
not missed.”

The platform centers on two core
areas:

— Smart Call Routing: Directs high-
value inquiries to top-performing sales
team members in real time.

— Actionable Call Insights: Including
detailed call breakdowns (who called,
who answered and what happened),
and Al-generated summaries with per-
formance ratings based on profession-
alism and customer experience.

A daily e-mail digest provides a
concise, 60-second overview of key
opportunities, issues and wins.

Phone Clarity emphasizes a part-
nership-driven approach with no up-
front costs, no long-term contracts
and tailored solutions that evolve as
retailers grow.

For additional details, contact
Nathaniel Dubasik, 216-485-2170 or
mobile 602-818-7619, and visit
www.PhoneClarity.com.

A New Price Point for
Eve of Milady

Eve of Milady is launching a new
addition to its Boutique Collection,
built to help retailers reach more
brides at a more accessible price point
without stepping away from the fit and
craftsmanship that resonates with the
brand.

Beginning at a $3,000-$4,200 retail
price, this collection covers the silhou-
ettes brides ask for most: romantic ball
gowns, soft A-lines and elegant mer-
maids. Every gown carries the same
construction, fabric quality and fit that
Eve of Milady has built its reputation
on.

“For retailers, this is a way to widen
your assortment and welcome a
broader range of brides,” explained
Judie Ulberg, director of sales, “without
changing what your customers expect
the moment they put one on.”

Contact Eve of Milady to learn how
becoming an authorized Eve of Milady

BIANCO

ENTO

Bartosz Wodecki, CEQO, Bianco Evento, with Janet
Fuldner, the company's new national sales repre-
sentative.
retailer can help your store stand out
in a competitive market:

Judie Ulberg, 516-857-3920 or e-
mail eveofmiladyamalia@gmail.com.

Peesennel

Industry Veteran Joins Bianco
Evento as U.S. National Independ-
ent Sales Representative

Bianco Evento has announced the
appointment of Janet Fuldner as the
company's new U.S. National Inde-
pendent Sales Representative.

With an extensive career repre-
senting respected bridal and special
occasion brands, Fuldner brings
decades of industry experience and
strong retail relationships to support
Bianco Evento’s continued expansion
throughout the United States.

“l'am incredibly excited to begin
this new chapter with Bianco Evento,”
Fuldner said."Having had the opportu-
nity to visit the company's headquar-
ters near Berlin, Germany, meet CEO
Bartosz Wodecki and his outstanding
team, and tour one of their manufac-
turing facilities, | was immediately im-
pressed by the quality, organization
and vision behind the brand. It became
clear to me that Bianco Evento offers
something truly unique for today's
bridal retailers.”

For additional information, contact
Janet Fulder, janetfuldner@gmail.com,
425-770-6411, and/or visit
https://bianco-evento.com/en.

Tidbits continued on page 50
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W%ma;4w;4m%e Buides?

That Might Not Be
the Full Question

For years, the industry's familiar re-
sponse when wedding numbers soften
has been simple:

Are fewer people getting married?

The immediate answer is that ac-
cording to forecasts, the number of
weddings in the U.S. has declined to
1.9 million in 2026 from the 2.01 mil-
lion weddings estimated in 2025.

But a more useful question for
today's bridal market may be the one
quietly building beneath it:

Where are the brides?

The answer is not that they have
disappeared.

Certainly, a growing percentage are
purchasing gowns online, shopping re-
sale platforms or exploring nontradi-
tional options. But the majority are still
out there. They are simply arriving
later; moving more deliberately and
navigating a more complex set of eco-
nomic decisions before they ever step
into your store.

At the same time, economic reali-
ties are reshaping both the bride and
the bridal marketplace in ways many
retailers are already experiencing.

(o

The Emerging Two-Tier Market

One of the most significant shifts in
bridal today is the emergence of a
two-tier market.

At the upper end, financially secure
couples continue to marry and spend.
Luxury weddings remain remarkably
resilient. These consumers are often
older, established in their careers and
willing to invest in personalization, de-
signer fashion and elevated guest ex-
periences.

At the middle of the market, af-
fordability pressures are creating
longer planning cycles, greater price
sensitivity and more comparison shop-
ping.

For many boutiques, the challenge
is no longer simply attracting brides. It
is understanding deeply what segment
of the market they serve and adjusting
inventory, pricing, service models and
marketing accordingly.

Boutiques that once relied on a
broad middle-market customer base
increasingly find themselves serving
one of two customers: highly value-
conscious shoppers or premium con-
sumers seeking luxury experiences.
The middle ground is becoming more
competitive.
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What This Means for You

Across both tiers, the patterns are
becoming familiar:

Brides are older

Appointments take longer to con-
vert.,

Purchases are more deliberate.

Expectations surrounding service,
expertise and personalization are
higher than ever.

This is not a shrinking desire for
weddings.

It is a shifting timeline.

And that shift requires a different
strategy - one built less on volume as-
sumptions and more on customer
depth.

The most direct impact is simple:
fewer weddings create a smaller cus-
tomer pool.

If there are fewer weddings, there
are fewer brides shopping for gowns.
Every bride becomes more valuable
and competition for her attention in-
tensifies.

A boutique that once relied prima-
rily on walk-in traffic now requires
stronger digital marketing, strategic
partnerships, referral programs and a
clear brand position reflecting the mar
ketplace it serves.

The pressure is not simply on sales.

It is on customer acquisition.

The New Bridal Reality

These market shifts are translating
into several operational realities:
* Brides are marrying later. Many
enter the market with greater financial
independence and clearer expecta-
tions regarding value, often resulting in
fewer gown sales but higher average
ticket prices.
* Sales cycles are longer. Extended
engagement periods mean brides may
begin shopping earlier but take longer
to purchase, requiring stronger rela-
tionship-building and follow-up.
* Every appointment matters more.
With fewer brides overall, each con-
sultation carries greater weight. Expe-
rience, expertise and personalization
continue to be critical differentiators.

Tidbits continued on page 52
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Where Are AU the Brides?

¢ Value matters more than ever.
Even affluent consumers are increas-

ingly deliberate. The conversation has
shifted from aspiration alone to justifi-
cation and value.

* Personalization continues to out-
perform. Customization, styling serv-
ices, alterations and curated
experiences remain powerful drivers
of both differentiation and profitability.

So Who Wins?

The strongest businesses in today's
market are not necessarily those with
the largest inventory.

They are the ones that understand
their customer best.

Winning boutiques tend to offer:

* Exceptional in-store experiences
* Designer exclusives

» Strong alterations and customiza-
tion programs

e Effective up-selling of services and
accessories

» A digital presence that educates
and drives appointments

* Deep understanding of local demo-
graphics and buying behaviors

* Merchandise assortments aligned
with their specific market

These are the businesses that will
continue growing revenue even in a
flat wedding market.

The most vulnerable retailers are
often those competing primarily on:
* Selection alone
* Traditional styles only
*  Walk-in traffic
* Price discounting

As online options and resale plat-
forms continue to expand, those ad-
vantages become increasingly difficult
to defend.

Employment Is No Longer
the Full Story

At face value, the labor market ap-
pears relatively healthy. Most men in
their prime marrying years are em-
ployed, and unemployment remains
below levels typically associated with
major declines in wedding activity.

Yet engagement formation contin-
ues to slow.

The reason is becoming clearer.

Employment is no longer the pri-
mary constraint.

Readiness is.

Many prospective grooms are em-
ployed but still navigating significant fi-
nancial hurdles, including housing
affordability, debt burdens, rising living
costs and delayed wealth accumula-
tion.

The result is what might be called a
groom readiness gap - not a lack of in-
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come, but a delay in feeling financially
prepared to move forward.

And that delay shows up first in en-
gagements.

Household Formation Still Drives
the Wedding Pipeline

The traditional sequence — employ-
ment, housing, engagement, wedding —
has not disappeared.

It has simply stretched.

Housing affordability has become
one of the strongest factors influenc-
ing when couples feel ready to formal-
ize a commitment. As household
formation slows, engagement timelines
lengthen, and the effects eventually
work their way into bridal retail.

This is where much of today’s
“missing demand” actually resides.

Looking Ahead
Which brings us back to the ques-
tion that opened this article:

Where are the brides?

They are in the same place they
have always been — just earlier in a dif-
ferent journey.

They are building savings before
they build registries.

They are thinking about housing
before they think about guest lists.

They are taking longer to feel finan-
cially ready before they feel emotion-
ally ready to move forward.

And that creates opportunity.

Because delayed demand is still de-
mand.

The boutiques that thrive in this
environment will be the ones that
adapt to the new rhythm of the mar-
ket. They will invest in experience over
transactions, relationships over foot
traffic, and market intelligence over as-
sumptions.

Most importantly, they will recog-
nize that fewer brides at any given
moment does not necessarily mean
fewer brides overall.

It simply means a longer runway to
reach them.

So where are all the brides?

They're still coming.

They're just taking a different route
to get there.

— Peter Grimes
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by Amanda Baltazar

Prom is doub/e the worK double the labor doub/e the energy...and totally worth it, for j&B Bridals.

Prom 2026 is a wrap.

And for many stores, it was an excel-
lent season. But the 2026 prom shop-
per is a distinct customer, and the more
you understand about her, the more
successful your next prom season will
be.

Yes, in some ways she’s like every
teenager who's ever gone to prom,
wanting a beautiful dress and the ap-
proval of her family and friends. How-
ever, she also has some specific
attributes, largely due to the technology
she grew up with.

After all, today's juniors and seniors
are part of Generation Z, born be-
tween 1997 and 2012. And, in addition
to being digitally savvy, Gen Z will be the
wealthiest generation ever. According to
a report from market research com-
pany NielsenlQ, these consumers will
have the fastest growth in spending
power and by 2029 —in just three years
— their spending will overtake that of
Baby Boomers.

For Jackie Moore, owner of |&B
Bridals in Chambersburg, Pa., “prom is
double the work, double the energy,
double the manpower for five months,
but very much worth it

Prom is around 65% of the revenue
at Stacey’s Bridal, Prom & Formalwear
in Urbandale, lowa, and takes up about
half of the business’s 12,500-square-foot
building.

“It's a very condensed season but
prom is where you see the massive rev-
enue growth and see the money com-
ing in in a short amount of time,” says
owner Cassidy Marks. “Bridal, mean-
while, sustains us through the year.”

To encourage early shopping, stylists
at the store give homecoming girls in
the fall a “pro tip” to start prom shop-
ping in December.

While today's teenagers still want the
same thing prom shoppers have always
wanted - a dress that makes them feel
confident and beautiful — the way they
discover, evaluate and purchase that
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dress has changed dramatically.
Social media influences expecta-
tions before they ever walk
through your doors, friends often
have as much or more influence
than parents and authenticity mat-
ters more than traditional sales
tactics. Understanding these shifts
can increase conversions today
while building relationships that
may lead to future bridal sales to-
MOrrow.

Social Media Starts the
Conversation

Today's teens have never
known a world without technol-
ogy and instant access to it
through a computer, tablet or
phone. They have grown up with
social-media lives that are as rele-
vant as their real lives.

In fact, what they see online can
have a bigger influence than what
they experience in person.
NielsenlQ reports that Gen Z
ranks online reviews from other
shoppers as the most important
factor when shopping, including
reviews by social-media influ-
encers.

And according to market re-
search company Datassential, 30%
of this age group buy something
because they saw it on social
media.

When high schoolers arrive in
your store looking for a prom
dress, they already have a good
idea of what they'd like to wear
because they've seen it on social
media. However, that's often not
what they end up with and it's in
your hands to redirect a girl who's
chosen something unflattering or
not available in-store.

“Being able to try gowns on
makes all the difference,” says
Lindsay Eccleston, director of e-
commerce for Peaches Boutique

Jwen seclal-media
[/M,w'zwdb/z e
n-storee sales.

in Chicago.

Because teenagers have seen
so many prom dresses online and
on social media before they come
in, and because they have short
attention spans, it can be hard for
them to make decisions. |&B
Bridals tries to hone in on a few
styles at the very beginning so styl-
ists can eliminate others.

It's the job of stylists to listen to

Getiing to lfes

teenagers’' preferences and review
their favorite dresses from social
media, then encourage them be
more open-minded. Searching for
a specific style can lead to a lot of
anxiety, so the more stylists can
pull comparable dresses and point
out the similarities to those the
girls chose before coming in, the
more acceptance they'll meet.
Getting teenagers into the
dresses is key.When a girl can see
the style she liked actually doesn't
suit her but that another one the
stylist has pulled does, this builds

Peaches Boutique explains details like fabrics and beading to prom shoppers to show why it's worth shop-

ping at the store.
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trust. Stylists who can analyze
both a body type and a personal-
ity tend to have the most luck
finding the perfect prom dress.

“Social media has changed
everything,” says Lori Dubasik,
owner of Evaline’s Bridal in War-
ren, Ohio, though at the same
time, prom shoppers love it when
you look at their suggestions and
show them something different
but similar, she adds.

Her Friends May Matter
More Than Her Mother

For today's prom shopper; the
buying journey doesn't stop when
she enters the fitting room. In
many ways, she's shopping along-

S 1 -

bulld teust

before the group cliat
decides.

side dozens of people at once —
friends in group chats, peers on
social media and even other girls
trying on dresses nearby.

Authenticity is a top value for
teens and NielsenlQ points out
that they're more interested in re-
lationships with social-media influ-
encers and  brands  than
Hollywood celebrities.

What's also highly important to
teenage girls is the opinions of
their peer group.This carries much
more weight than what mom
thinks. They often send photos to

Y. ik,

Evaline’s Bridal doesn't require appointments for prom dresses but it does recommend them.
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their friends from the dressing
rooms before they even show
their mothers.

Wallace from RashawnRose
has noticed that girls will add pic-
tures to a group chat “and that
can be brutal,” she says, because
the angle or the lighting might not
be great, or if a friend says she was
going to wear the same color of
dress.

|deally, Wallace and her staff try
to get the girl to narrow down
her options to two or three
gowns before she starts sending
them to the group, to keep things
moving quickly.

“| know the influence of their

Continued on page 64
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Continued from page 60

friends is key but we try to help
them make their decisions,” she
says.

But influence doesnt come
only from phones.

Stacey's has 24 prom fitting
rooms and appointments last for
90 minutes. The teenagers like
seeing the other girls their age
coming out of their rooms to look
at dresses in the mirror.

“The girls are like mannequins
because they see the dresses on
each other;” Marks says.

They all come to a central area
because there are no mirrors in
the dressing room.

“We sell way more dresses be-
cause of the fear of missing out,”

S

Meom is
offten paying so matke
teer your ally,

she says. “Why risk losing the
dress because it's in a different
dressing room?"

Mom Pays,
Daughter Decides
Mothers can be enemies or al-
lies when it comes to prom dress
shopping, since most of the time
they control the purse strings.
And if a mother's not support-
ive of her daughter it can be diffi-
cult because it can make or break
the sale. Often, mothers balk at
dresses that are too revealing or

Staff at RashawnRose Bridal & Prom are young at heart and find it easy to connect with prom shoppers.
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too expensive. So the more you
can connect with the mother, the
easier the process is likely to be.

“Connecting with the mom
during the sale is very important,”
Moore says."She needs to feel in-
cluded in the process, so it is im-
portant for the stylists to make
the mom feel comfortable and
heard. Older stylists can definitely
help make that connection with
the mom a little easier’”

Stylists at Peaches really try to
listen to what both the mother
and daughter are saying, then pull
a style that works for both.

However, it can be difficult if
prom shoppers come to the store
without their mothers since
mom’s usually paying. If a girl walks
out without buying a dress, the
chance of closing the sale plum-
mets.

Price is also a major considera-
tion. According to Datassential,
price is the top purchase motiva-
tor for Gen Z (48%), followed by
brand familiarity (43%) and the
novelty/cool factor (42%).

Despite the fact that their par-
ents are usually buying their prom
dress, teenagers do tend to be
price-conscious. Often they've had
a conversation before shopping so
they understand how high their
parents are willing to go.

And they like to pay in install-
ments. Datassential research
shows that 64% of Gen Z find
flexible payment options appeal-
ing.

It's important to understand
how today's teenage girls view
money because the price of prom
dresses is up. J&B Bridals this year
sold an $800 Sherri Hill dress
“over and over again,” Moore says.
Even though they're very price-
conscious, once a teenage girl
finds something she wants, she



typically will make it happen.

“If these high school girls want
a specific look, they'll figure out
how to pay for it, whether they
call grandma or they'll work for it,"
she says. “It's such an important
thing to them.”

This is especially true if you
have the styles that are “in.”

“The popular styles are already
worth the value in the girls’ eyes,
but when you add service to the
experience, it makes them even
more confident in their decision,”
she says.

Eccleston from Peaches shows
why her dresses are worth the in-
vestment.

“We show customers the fab-
rics and details on the dress [and]
you can always see the value in
the fit of the gown — the construc-
tion of the bodice and how well
the style lies on the figure.”

Dubasik from Evaline's sees the
same thing.

“When they love it they just
want it," she says, “and they don’t
care about what their parents can
afford; it's just what they want.”

Building Trust Through the
Right Team

Having young staff members
goes a long way in having a suc-
cessful  prom business since
teenage girls place a lot of trust in
their peer group and those slightly
older.

This year J&B Bridals had some
high school seniors and college
freshmen on its prom team.

“The customers trust them
more,” Moore says. “They like to
shop with peers who look at the
same things on social media.”

Prom shoppers trust recom-
mendations from younger staff
members.

“They can relate to them more

Cornnection cleses
more sales thian
agaa’aw.

than the older employees but
they also feel the older ones are
really honest with them,” Dubasik
says. ‘“They want that approval,
even if their moms were already
saying it.”

But youth
about age.

Staff don't have to be young
but they have to be young at
heart, says Sherika Wallace, owner
of RashawnRose Bridal & Prom in
Davie, Fla.

Her mom, who works in the
store, is very youthful, she says,*so

isn't necessarily

Getting to lfos

it's never about the age but more
the state of mind. Customers trust
you when they see you are having
fun with them and the recom-
mendations you make. It's all
about the connection. Emotional
connections are key.”

Today’s Prom Shopper Is
Tomorrow’s Bride

While it's tempting to focus on
the immediate sale, the strongest
stores recognize that prom is often
the beginning of a long-term cus-
tomer relationship.

Booking appointments for bridal
gowns is the norm these days but

it varies more for prom season.
Continued on page 68

The fear of missing out on prom dresses in other fitting rooms encourages a lot of young shoppers to

make a decision at Stacey’s Bridal.

i
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Dubasik says prom appoint-
ments are important because
they introduce young girls to
how they should be treated dur-
ing a retail experience and it
shows them how to purchase.

Hopefully, she says, “later on,
when they become brides, they
want to come back to us be-
cause that was a great experi-
ence.”

J&B Bridal requires appoint-
ments, though accepts walk-ins if
the boutique isn't busy. Appoint-
ments tend to bring a more se-
rious customer, however, with
more intention of purchasing.

Evaline’s doesn't require ap-
pointments for prom but it does
recommend them. But the girls
are also welcome to come and
look around with their friends.

“They browse the inventory
and see what they love, then
come back later and bring their
moms,” Dubasik says.“Walking in
under any circumstances makes
their experience better”

The more you can cultivate
your prom shoppers, the more
likely they are to return — for
homecoming dresses, bridal
gowns and perhaps even prom
dresses for their own daughters
one day.

Social media may shape a
prom shopper's expectations,
but relationships still shape her
final decision. By understanding
how Gen Z discovers dresses,
seeks approval and defines value,
you can create an experience
that earns not just a prom sale,
but a customer for years to
come.

VOWS QubyAugust 2026 | Page 68



4

847.966.9200 | —CONCIE'RGE IA m.ub-q ]
ND
AY SHOW: 2:00 PM; Mon-Tues, Aug
ROM: 10:00 AM, 1:00 PM, and300PM
“> <~ (#"NEW: MOB & BRIDAL SHOW: 5:00-PM R rin. W
-WE@,Ms ALYCE’PRbM 10:00 AM, 1: (Sbam: and 3'0U1?M-

o



https://alyceparis.com/
https://alyceparis.com/
mailto:ap-concierge@alyceparis.com

CHICAGO National Bridal Market
August 16-18 | Booth: 6105

NYBW One Fine Day
October 13-15 | BOOTHSES

for sales inquiry email

jimme@ji



mailto:jimme@jimmehuangbridal.com



https://www.jimmehuangbridal.com/
https://www.jimmehuangbridal.com/

Cetting to YYes

OIS oresare™
TRISINg Yeverme’

noostmatovaltvane

* .
Teutnamemoranie

)MIH Wﬁ‘llit 001753

by Amanda Baltazar

Hitched Boutique has a separate area for menswear, designed to give grooms their own experience.

Bachelor Hour at Roselily Bridal in
Richland, Wa., is extremely popular and
“really gives guys a moment to shine,’
says owner Elaina Halverson.

In an industry where brides are typi-
cally in charge, men sometimes get a lit-
tle forgotten and a little ignored.

But not at Roselily. This store and
many others across the country see
strong revenue from their menswear
departments and strive to cater to their
gentlemen customers.

“We want to give them that luxuri-
ous appointment where they can bring
their groomsmen and the father-of-the-
bride, father-of-the-groom, for a private
and comfortable space to relax and
hang out and get dressed up,’ Halver-
son says.

As stores look for ways to increase
their average sale,improve customer re-
tention and stand out from online com-
petition, menswear represents a
significant — and often underutilized —
opportunity. Yet dedicated menswear
spaces, specialized appointments, proac-
tive marketing and strong service can
drive substantial revenue while

strengthening relationships with brides,
who often decide where the groom
and his groomsmen will shop.

Following are practical strategies for
making your menswear department
more visible, creating experiences that
appeal to male customers, reducing
stress throughout the process and
turning what is sometimes viewed as an
afterthought into a profitable, loyalty-
building niche.

Creating an experience
men actually enjoy

Whether it's a dedicated menswear
area, a group fitting event or a more re-
laxed atmosphere, creating an environ-
ment where grooms and groomsmen
feel comfortable can increase participa-
tion, improve conversion rates and gen-
erate additional revenue.

Roselily Bridal's Bachelor Hour is a
two-hour appointment, with comple-
mentary drinks, snacks and mini golf. A
stylist calls the guys for their fittings one
by one while the others hang out and
have fun.

“It's for them to have a special little
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memory and it's made things a lot
less stressful for the guys; having
drinks and snacks really takes the
edge off things,” Halverson says.

During this time the entire
menswear space is reserved and
80% of male customers opt for
this experience.

“It's really hard to get grown
men together but this helps them
show up and it makes it so much
easier for us, too,” Halverson says.
“They're distracted and they're all
in one space. It's good one-stop
shopping.’

Bachelor Hour costs $100 but
is free if the bride has bought her
dress at Roselily (and grooms re-
ceive $50 off their purchase or
rental). Before the appointment a
staff member calls the groom to

@&uy/z/ an
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give him a rundown of how Bach-
elor Hour will go.

The other option for grooms is
a simple tuxedo/suit appointment,
which grooms tend to select if
they don't want the fuss of a big
group or if a lot of their grooms-
men are out of town.

Before either appointment typ-
ically the bride and groom come
in and talk with a stylist about
what they're looking for. Halver-
son prefers it if the bride comes
“because every time she doesn't,
| end up on the phone with her
anyway," she says.

To make grooms and grooms-

Getiing to lfes

men feel comfortable La Boutique
de Bridal & Tuxedos in Melbourne,
Fla, designed a dedicated
menswear space with a half-moon
shaped bar and bar seating, drinks
and snacks, and separate dressing
rooms that are intentionally free
of the traditional bridal look.

“It creates a more relaxed, mas-
culine atmosphere where grooms
and groomsmen can genuinely
enjoy the experience together’
says menswear specialist Tom
Lammon.

Hitched Boutique in Statesville,
N.C., has a separate area for
menswear, in a loft space that
looks down on the bridal area.

Owner Lindsay Hester likes to
have it separate ‘so men can each
have their own experience,’ she

Customizing Menswear: A Crowing Cpportunity?

More men are looking for ways to personalize their
wedding-day attire, creating growing demand for custom
suiting. Indeed, custom menswear offers an opportunity to
increase average transaction values while delivering a highly
personalized experience that helps customers feel confident

and unique.

Mac & Clay in Lexington, Ky, offers rentals, purchases and
custom products, and the latter are the most popular and
expected to stay that way according to owner Matt

Guarnieri.

When men customize their suits they can choose every
detail, from the fabric to the lining, special embroidery and
buttons. Guarnieri is seeing some unusual requests too: Pin-
stripes, tweed, lots of texture, linens and even older styles
making a comeback like double-breasted suits, pants with

pleats and cuffs. There have also been requests for floral

Service is key at Mac & Clay and employees aim to guide men through their
custom suit options.

lapels and specialty linings with picture collages featuring the
bride, their dog or even hobbies.

Mac & Clay is menswear-only so Guarnieri offers a laid-
back environment and serves bourbon and champagne to
those who want it, as well as shows sports on TV.

“Men have been an afterthought for a long time but we
try to make it a memorable experience and to take the
stress off” he says.

And service is always at the forefront.

“Mac & Clay has been built on the experience of coming
in store,” he says.""We have tried to differentiate by having
educated stylists who care, so we go through every little de-
tail: that the cuff is showing precisely outside the jacket
sleeve, so they don't have to worry about anything.”

And the Mac & Clay staff do all they can to make men
feel comfortable.

“There’s an art to what we do and we want to make
men feel confident in what they're wearing. So if they're a
bit big around the midsection, we know we don't want any-
thing that's hugging too tight. Or if you're tall, we want to
make sure everything fits well — no one wants pants to be
too short,” Guarnieri says.

Custom suits have become more important, he says, be-
cause many men are working out, so standard suits don't fit
them. They need significant alterations, which can cost a lot,
so it can be better value to get a customized outfit, which is
unique and fits perfectly.

“Men now want their day in the sun,” Guarnieri says.
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says, even though men typically
don't care about an experience.
That space is specifically deco-
rated to appeal to men, painted
dark colors, with a dartboard and
beer fridge.

Menswear constitutes 30% to
40% of sales at Bridal Images & Mr.
Tux in Helena, Mon., which only
started offering it 18 months ago.
Sales have climbed steadily, says
retiring owner Linda Campbell.
Menswear is featured on 10 man-
nequins through the store and
currently is split between two
floors, with rentals on the first
floor and the sales department

Marekel to greooms
with the same
enthiusiasm as Grides.

upstairs. However, the store is
planning to move the mother-of-
the-bride and bridesmaid dresses
upstairs and group all the
menswear downstairs “so it's
more obvious,” she says.

Making menswear impossi-
ble to miss

Successful retailers consistently
market and merchandise their
menswear departments through-
out the customer journey. By

La Boutique de Bridal keeps menswear in its own area to create a more relaxed, masculine atmosphere.
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keeping suits and tuxedos top of
mind — in-store, online and during
bridal appointments — you can
capture business that might other-
wise go elsewhere.

La Boutique dedicates signifi-
cant space to tuxedos and formal-
wear with styled mannequins and
coordinated displays that help
couples envision the complete
wedding party. It also features
menswear mannequins in the win-
dows, paired with bridal gowns,
and rotates them weekly, and has
posters  featuring menswear
throughout the store.

Digitally, La Boutique showcases
real weddings, groom styling inspi-
ration, trending looks and before-
and-after fittings on social media.

“We intentionally feature
grooms and groomsmen in our
marketing so men feel included in
the wedding-planning process in-
stead of secondary to it Tom
Lammon says.

Modern Bride and Formal
Shop in Bedford, N.H., features its
|6 menswear options on man-
nequins throughout the store as
well as features a mixture of posts
on social media. Some are reposts
from Jim's Formal Wear or owner
Brian Fortin likes to show photos
of weddings, and reminds brides
to not forget the men in the wed-
ding party.

You can't miss the menswear
department at Roselily as it's on
the right as soon as customers
walk into the store. If staff aren't
quite ready for the bridal party,
they welcome them to explore
the menswear department.

“We'll implant the idea that
they'll be doing this next,” Halver-
son says.

Then, when a bride’s selected
her wedding gown, a stylist will
hold a suit next to her“so she can
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get that visual.”

It's important to create trust
with the bride and show you're lis-
tening, Halverson says, so she's
keen to come back for her
groom’s outfit. And, Halverson
adds, it's easier for both the bride
and store to do it all in the same
place.

Hitched Boutique makes it
clear that it offers menswear with
mannequins throughout the store
and a large poster that hangs
down from the loft area. It also
leaves the suit rental catalogs in
the bridal seating area for moms
to flip through while their daugh-
ters are changing.

And while brides are trying on
dresses, stylists chat with them
about what they envision their
bridesmaids and groom wearing.

“We start that conversation
there, then we give her some cat-
alogs before she leaves,” Hester
says.

She also passes on a timeline to
encourage the bride and groom
to not leave menswear to the last
minute. Sending them away with
those materials really helps, she
says, because typically brides and
grooms don't know what to ex-
pect.

And if you can get a groom in
for a consultation, she says, ‘there’s
a 99% chance they are going
through with the rental and plac-
ing the order because they don't
care to shop around.”

Sell service, not just suits
Competing on price alone is
difficult when customers can pur
chase suits online with a few clicks.
Succeeding in menswear requires
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you from every,
online compelitor.

differentiating yourself through ex-
pertise, fit, personalization and ac-
countability. By focusing on
service, you can demonstrate
value that online competitors sim-
ply cannot match.

“You have to provide a level of
expertise, personalization and ac-
countability that cannot be repli-
cated online," Tom Lammon says.

That means paying attention to
the details that truly matter:
proper fit, accurate measure-
ments, last-minute adjustments,
color coordination and making
the customer feel confident.

“We guarantee our customers
will look exactly the way they
looked standing in front of us dur-
ing their fitting, with the sleeves
hitting at the perfect spot and
every detail properly tailored,” he
says." That confidence and consis-
tency are what create trust, refer-
rals and long-term success in
menswear.”’

And because today's men are
mostly used to wearing fairly ca-
sual clothing and formalwear can
fit and feel very different, educa-
tion is part of that service.

“(It's) essential,” Halverson says,
“and men often find it uncomfort-
able because they're not used to
that tight fit. We put them in the
size they want but we often rec-
ommend going a size smaller We
let them know how it should look
and feel and let them know
they're only going to wear the
coat for an hour or so.”

Most modern suits and tuxe-
dos are cut in a slimmer silhou-
ette,"'so we often have to explain
the difference between a properly
fitted formalwear coat and a ca-
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sual sport coat,” says owner of La
Boutique de Bridal Valerie Lam-
mon. “Educating clients in a com-
fortable, confidence-building way
is an important part of the
process.”

Help him feel like
the star, too

Brides aren't the only cus-
tomers who want to look and feel
great on the wedding day.
Grooms often need reassurance,
guidance and encouragement
throughout the formalwear
process. Making men feel seen, val-
ued and confident can create a
more enjoyable experience while
building trust and loyalty.

“| like let him know he's impor-
tant and he's getting pho-
tographed as much as the bride,”
Halverson says.

And putting so much focus on
the menswear in the Bachelor
Hour appointments definitely im-
proves men’'s confidence, she
adds.

“We treat the groom like the
other half of the wedding, because

Simpligy the process
Lo teduce every.
Qoo s sless.

he is,"Valerie Lammon says."From
the moment he walks in, we focus
on making the experience per-
sonal, fun, and focused on confi-
dence. We involve him in styling
decisions, help him create a look
that reflects his personality, and
make sure he feels celebrated.”

La Boutique also understands
that many men are not used to
formalwear fittings, so it creates a
relaxed and welcoming environ-
ment where they feel comfortable
asking questions and exploring
options.

Keep in mind that men often
expect a very different bridal ex-
perience than women.

“Brides often come in expect-
ing an emotional, immersive shop-
ping experience, while many
grooms initially approach the
process more practically,’ Tom
Lammon says. “We adapt to that
by making appointments efficient,
approachable and low-pressure

while still creating excitement
around the experience. We focus
on confidence, fit, style and con-
venience for men while still high-
lighting the emotional significance
of the wedding day.”

Streamline the process and
reduce stress

For many men, wedding attire
is not something they think about
until they absolutely have to. Clear
communication, organized sys-
tems and proactive follow-up can
remove uncertainty and keep the
process moving smoothly. Simpli-
fying  menswear appointments
means fewer mistakes, fewer last-
minute issues and happier cus-
tomers.

To keep grooms’ stress levels
low, La Boutique has created or-
ganizational systems specifically for
that side of the wedding. Its
menswear form tracks the groom,
best man and each groomsman
individually, outlines exactly what
each member of the wedding
party is wearing, tracks changes
and approvals throughout the

Mannequins around the store at Modern Bride & Formal Shop let brides know there are plenty of clothing options for their grooms.
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process, and includes sign-offs on
any updates to ensure accuracy.

“At any point in the process,
the groom can call us for a real-
time update on who has and has
not completed their order” says
Valerie Lammon says. “When we
begin filling out this form with the
groom, it immediately makes him
feel like a well-planned and equally
important part of the wedding
process. It keeps everything or-
ganized step-by-step while making
sure every detail is addressed
clearly and professionally.”

This makes the whole process
so much easier, she says. If it's
starting to get too close to the
wedding and someone hasn't yet
been measured, he can ask the
groom to remind that person.

“They appreciate that we do

Greal ;L%ste/m& create
exceplional customer
expellefices.

that,” she says.

Men generally want a stream-
lined process,“so we focus heavily
on communication, organization
and convenience,” Tom Lammon
says. “Our team walks each cus-
tomer through every step so
there are no surprises.”

Before the men'’s appointment,
to alleviate on-the-spot decisions,
La Boutique sends couples a link
to its catalog featuring more than
|00 coat styles.

“We have found that giving
grooms and couples the opportu-
nity to browse styles ahead of
time helps them feel more re-
laxed and makes the appointment

Bachelor Hour at Roselily ensures that grooms and men in the wedding party get a memorable experi-

ence.
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move much more smoothly once
they arrive,” he says.

Hitched Boutique makes it as
easy for the men as possible.

“We give them instructions
during their in-store fitting and we
follow up with them via text once
their suit has been delivered with
instructions on how to try it on
and let us know if they need any
replacements,” Hester says.

Staffing for success

Menswear requires a slightly
different skill set than bridal sales.
Staff needs confidence, attention
to detail and the ability to manage
groups of men who may be unfa-
miliar ~ with  the formalwear
process. Having the right person-
ality in the department helps cre-
ate a professional experience
while keeping appointments pro-
ductive and enjoyable.

It doesn't have to be a man
working in the menswear depart-
ment, Modern Bride's Fortin says,
“but it does need to be someone
with a strong personality. Some
men can be pigs and you've got to
be careful that they don't try and
take advantage of a female em-
ployee.”

It's extremely rare, but occa-
sionally he has to ask men to tone
down their language or stop hors-
ing around. However;, 99% of
them behave.

“It doesn't happen often and
we need someone who won't put
up with that,” Fortin says.

Very few men cause problems,
says Campbell, although when
they come in with their grooms-
men “they might be peacocking all
over the place and the language
can get a little off”

But she just lets it go because
It's so rare.

Halverson finds that having
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structure to the Bachelor Hour
cuts down on the boisterousness
and inappropriate comments of
the men visiting her store. It's rare
that they misbehave, she says,"and
when guys have structure they lis-
ten better. Especially in a bridal
store, which out of their comfort
zone.”

Occasionally there will be some
fruity language or just loud behav-
ior at Hitched Boutique, says Hes-
ter, so she advises the men in the
wedding party to come upstairs
one at a time. Luckily there's a
brewery next door so she en-
courages them to hang out there
before and after their fittings.

“So they're getting to have their
guy day but they're not doing it in
my store,” she says.

Rentals, purchases or both?
As rental prices continue to rise
and suit options become more
fashionable and affordable, many
stores are finding success with a
hybrid approach. Understanding

Mac & Clay has found success with a hybrid
approach of rentals, purchases and custom
products.
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the advantages of both rentals and
purchases allows you to meet a
wider range of customer needs
while maximizing revenue oppor-
tunities.

Indeed the most successful re-
tailers are offering a hybrid, says
Kellie Burch, executive director of
the International Formalwear As-
sociation in Tuscaloosa, Ala.

Rentals are a little easier for a
store to deal with, she says, be-
cause there are lots of sizes avalil-
able and all the clothing - from the
shirt to the cufflinks and shoes —
comes together as part of a pack-
age.

However, Burch has seen sales
increase as rental prices go up.

“It's very expensive to produce
a rental garment. They are con-
structed completely differently:
The fabric is better, the fusing is
better, it has to withstand the rig-
ors of rental — so it costs two or
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three times more than a suit you
would sell” she says. “Because
rental prices have continually in-
creased, you started seeing retall
suits get somewhat close to the
price of the rental.”

And suits are currently more in
vogue than tuxedos.

“There’'s much greater trend to
a suit — it's re-wearable and it's in
fun colors,” she says.

When it comes to suits, unusual
colors like chocolate brown and
sage green are trending at Roselily
Bridal right now.

“The warmer tones give a nice
contrast to people’s skin tones,”
Halverson says.

Black-tie tuxedos, along with
suits and tuxedos in grays, tans,
greens and browns, are popular at
La Boutique.

“We have also seen growth in
fashion-forward formalwear fea-
turing textured fabrics, statement
jackets and elevated accessories
that help personalize the overall
look,"Valerie Lammon says.

Menswear can be a fun and ex-
citing department to work in.

Hitched Boutique's Hester
loves working menswear, some-
time more than bridal appoint-
ments.

“You have to be meticulous
with menswear, especially when it
comes to measurements and style
codes. Therefore having trained
employees who are attentive to
detail helps tremendously,” Hester
says.

Once you have the trust of a
bride and she's bought her gown,
menswear is easy, according to
Burch.

“The bride is the decision-
maker on where he goes — she is
almost the only factor in deciding
where he shops,” she says.
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The human mind is a complex bi-
ological machine, especially when it
comes to memory.

While some think of human memory
as an ongoing video recording in which,
much like a Hollywood film, some mo-
ments resonate and stand out more
than others, neuroscientists largely
agree that the brain primarily retains in-
formation that is emotionally charged,
personally relevant or distinct from the
norm.

And that, it's worth noting, puts bridal
boutiques in prime position to create
memorable moments and stand out as
a memorable venue. Bridal shops, after
all, thrive in a high-emotion world that
prioritizes creating personalized experi-
ences transcending traditional retail.

By and large, boutiques are in the
business of creating memories as much
as selling dresses and, in fact, fostering a
memorable experience and being a
memorable host is arguably as impor-
tant as the in-store inventory — and par-
ticularly so in the digital age when key
bridal experiences are regularly docu-
mented and shared on social channels.

by Daniel P. Smith

In bridal, memories sell. Brides seek
an experience that feels rewarding, not
routine, a visit packed with meaningful-
ness, not mediocrity, and an appoint-
ment  grounded in  thoughtful
personalization, not predictability.

Your boutique elevates its “memora-
bility quotient” when it makes the bride
feel comfortable, understood and cele-
brated while also mixing in some dy-
namic retail flair The most lasting
impressions usually come from a blend
of a carefully curated atmosphere,
thoughtful hospitality and genuine care.

Here are six ways to make your bou-
tique more distinctive and memorable:

I Lean into Authenticity. According to
an extensive series of studies con-
ducted by academic researchers
Michael Tuan Pham of Columbia Busi-
ness School and Jennifer J. Sun of Yonsei
University in Korea, a memorable expe-
rience isn't necessarily about extrava-
gance or luxury. Rather, it's about
unique, meaningful and authentic expe-
riences. Fortunately, boutiques are well
positioned to deliver on each point.
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For most women, visiting bridal
boutiques is not a regular affair, so
the novelty of the endeavor is dis-
tinctive to them.

Unique? Check.

As appointments are preparing
brides to celebrate a monumental
day in their life, and brides try on
gowns with close family and
friends at their side, their time at
your shop is personally significant
and purposeful.

Meaningful? Check.

Now, the final pillar of a mem-
orable experience — authenticity —
means crafting an emotionally real,
not contrived, experience. This is
where friendliness comes into the
equation — interactions that feel
personal, genuine and earnest.

You can create this by greeting
brides immediately upon their ar-
rival —and by name, if at all possi-
ble. (On the back end, some
stores will pair an image of a bride
with her name alongside the ap-
pointment time to facilitate a per-
sonal greeting.)

Staff, then, continue to call the
bride by her name while also get-
ting to know those in her party as
well. Addressing individuals by
their names will help transform
the retail experience from trans-
actional to personal.

You can create an authentic ex-
perience for brides in other ways,
too, particularly by employing hos-
pitality touches and little surprises
to make the visit feel unique and
worth remembering. Comfort-
able seating built around the
bride’s reveal. Offering beverages
like sparking water or espresso as
well as small bites. Small celebra-
tory touches like a champagne
toast when the bride finds her
dress.

Together,  these  elevated
touches show you care for the

Small touclies
WWM@%
expellefices.

bride's experience and that of her
party. The appointment isn't a
chore but a milestone — and a
memorable one at that.

2 Singular Design Touches. The
traditional retail touchpoints we
have — think big-box stores or
even restaurant chains — can feel
mass produced and static, even if
they are clean and bright. First and
foremost, many retail outposts are
designed to maximize the opera-
tion's goals — a higher average
ticket or efficiency, for instance.
It's why so many independent
stores and restaurants, in particu-
A
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lar, stand out and stick in our
minds. Maybe it's the lively, party-
oriented restaurant with an over-
sized throne at the front door
inviting photos or the trendy shoe
boutique with a unique art instal-
lation of monochromatic colored
sneakers marching up the wall.
These unique design touches
function as visual anchors and pre-
cisely because they are so singular,
they are more likely to be remem-
bered.

Many retail environments are
built on repeating grids and pre-
dictable patterns. Unique design
elements like a hand-painted
mural disrupt the norm, which
heightens a shop's memorability
and evokes emotion in a way a
plain white wall never will. Yet
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Courtesy of The White Dress by the Shore

An emotional touchpoint when a bride finds her dress, such as a champagne toast with friends and family,
creates a memorable conclusion to a bride’s appointment.
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more, custom or unexpected de-
sign features often create “Insta-
grammable” moments. When
customers take a photo in front of
a store’s custom neon sign with a
catchy phrase or its original art in-
stallation, they not only capture
the memory in real life, but the
moment also endures in their dig-
ital channels.

Boutiques across the country
have invested in special design de-
tails that stand out and help foster
a memorable experience for both
brides and their guests.

In Charlottesville, Va., for in-

X5
A helpful stylist possessing knowledge, a professional
memorable experience for brides.
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stance, The One Bridal Salon fea-
tures an original three-dimen-
sional paper flower art piece
crafted by artist and former bridal
customer Camberly Pearson. Up
in Toronto, a Sash + Bustle fitting
room includes an | |-foot gilded
antique gold mirror in front pink
Chinoiserie wallpaper. And at The
White Dress by the shore in Clin-
ton, Conn., the crisp, white mantle
sitting above the [8th century

4

Inside the | 8th century home occupied by The White Dress by the shore in Clinton, Conn,, a mantle over
the historic home’s fireplace features black and white framed photos of owner Beth Chapman'’s family,
which adds an elegant and memorable design touch to the store.

. |
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home's fireplace hosts framed
black-and-white photos of owner
Beth Chapman’s family.

; Sensory Details. The senses
are key to creating memories.
In fact, the senses act as the brain’s
data-collection system and rou-
tinely convert sensory touch-
points into long-term memories.
It's why the whiff of an apple pie
sparks memories of grandma and
her kitchen or hearing a song on
the radio immediately brings us
back to a cherished moment from
our youth.

With this in mind, you can
leverage the senses to create
memorable experiences. (Impor-
tantly, the senses can also influence
the perceived quality of a retall
experience, too. A foul smell or
furniture with worn, thin uphol-
stery, for example, can diminish
guests’ perception of your bou-
tique, including the quality and
value of the gowns.)

Smell is the most powerful sen-
sory trigger. Many boutiques dif-
fuse calming, light fragrances —
perhaps notes of soft florals, vanilla
or clean linens — throughout their
spaces. Some even partner with
scent-marketing firms to curate a
signature fragrance for their store.
A subtle fresh aroma or pleasant
signature scent hovering in your
boutique can enhance appoint-
ments, inspire confidence and,
even more, lead brides to connect
your store to something appealing
and refined.

As for sound: While it might be
fun to play the latest top 40 radio
hits in your store, fast-paced music
increases heart rates and can ac-
celerate movement. By contrast, a
curated playlist of low-tempo am-
bient music, classical covers of
modern love songs or soft jazz will


https://www.instagram.com/jennifernicolephotography

National Bridal Market Chicago
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For more information, please email us at: custserv@palomablanca.com | palomablanca.com
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usher in a more serene environ-
ment and encourage clients to
relax. It facilitates comfort and
calm, thereby fostering a more re-
laxed and memorable experience.

Similarly, anything a bride
touches can subconsciously speak
to your shop’s quality and value.
When visiting a boutique for a
premium experience, brides will
likely remnember the coarseness of
chair fabric or a broken door han-
dle — and not necessarily in a

Great stydists
Uisten beflore starting
to style.

good way. On the other hand, the
plushness of velvet seating, the
silky feel of a robe and the sturdi-
ness of dress hangers all speak to
craftsmanship. By employing more
substantial physical touchpoints,
your boutique sets itself a part
from traditional retail and perhaps
competitors as well with its inten-

At The White Dress by the Shore in Clinton, Conn., a mirror placed over a decorative wall reads: “Dream
On, Dress Up!”The vivid design and whimsical verse make for a memorable sight.
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tionality and investment in a more
sophisticated experience.

4 High-Touch Service. At the
end of the day, the relationship
between the bride and her stylist
often dictates the success — and
memorability — of the appoint-
ment and your boutique. If a stylist
is a knowledgeable consultant
who practices empathy, honesty
and inclusivity, then it is likely to be
a positive and memorable experi-
ence for the bride. If the stylist is
curt, judgmental, hurried or
“salesy,” then your boutique is
likely to be forgettable — or mem-
orable for all the wrong reasons.

By incorporating high-touch
service alongside intentional emo-
tional touchpoints, your boutique
puts itself at the center of lively
memories and cultivates an occa-
sion as opposed to a transaction.

Sawvy stylists, for example, do
not rush into trying on dresses,
even if the shop has done a pre-
interview and collected a curated
selection of gowns for a bride.
Spending the opening minutes of
the appointment to actively listen
to the bride discuss her wedding
vision, preferences and concerns
helps to build trust and validate
the bride's feelings. In this way, she
feels heard rather than managed,
which is the norm in the vast ma-
jority of retail environments, even
specialty shops like bridal.

As a bride tries on dresses,
then, stylists craft a more memo-
rable experience by making the
bride feel seen, confident and cel-
ebrated. Stylists can offer support-
Ive, reassuring guidance during
emotional moments, which can
run from joy to doubt to anxiety.
Demonstrate compassion. Offer
compliments. Be open and truth-
ful. Brides will remember those



who showed empathy, genuine
concern, patience and a sincere
willingness to help them find their
wedding gown.

; A Collective Experience and
Shared Emotional Touchpoints.
Few brides enter a boutique solo
and select their wedding gown
without the input of trusted family
or friends. Part of the dress-shop-
ping experience, in fact, is sharing
the adventure with others.

Now, the presence of others
can breed its share of challenges.
Family friction and conflicting
opinions, for example, can derail
an appointment, and a bride can
easily feel overwhelmed by her
entourage, whether big or small.
Standout stylists behave as a shield
of sorts. They prioritize the bride’s
voice, honor her feelings and pro-
tect her personal style prefer-
ences and budget boundaries.The
ability to navigate entourage dy-
namics and keep the bride at the
center of the appointment pro-
motes a more memorable expe-
rience.

At the same time, the collective
experience of wedding dress
shopping naturally sparks treas-
ured memories, and especially so
if your store creates shared emo-
tional touchpoints. Do you have a
signature celebration when a
bride finds her gown — an ener-
gized moment she can share with
others?

For some stores, it might be
ringing a bell or a champagne
toast. For others, it's taking a
photo with a store-branded sign.
At Hello Beautiful Bridal & Formal
Wear in Kearney, Neb., a bride
would sign one of the two white-
painted brick walls located inside
the store’s windows after selecting
her gown.

Put the Griide
at the center of
every imoinernt.

Shared with others, these ritu-
alized moments solidify the day in
your boutique as a core memory
in the bride’s wedding planning
journey. They are also captured
and posted on digital media, fur-
ther cementing their importance
and relevance in the bride's life
and those of her loved ones.

6 The Spatial Atmosphere. The
layout of your boutique should
not simply be beautiful; it also
needs to be thoughtfully created
to reduce anxiety, build anticipa-
tion and deliver a more lively, one-
of-a-kind experience. The spatial
environment of a boutique helps
to foster an immersive experi-
ence.

With clean, comfortable fitting
rooms providing ample space for
movement, a separate viewing
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area with a raised pedestal literally
elevating the bride and soft, tai-
lored lighting to spotlight the
bride and the gown she's wearing,
it's important to celebrate this
unique shopping experience.
These spatial elements heighten
the importance of the moment
and position the bride as the star
of her show.

Fans of TLC's “Say Yes to the
Dress” will note that the dressing
room is decoupled from the view-
ing area at New York's famed Kle-
infeld Bridal. As a bride walks from
her fitting room to a centralized
pedestal on the showroom floor,
each dress reveal carries a theatri-
cal moment with the bride's
guests playing the role of attentive
and engaged audience members.

Add in beautiful, full-length mir
rors and warm lighting, and the
bridal boutique creates an envi-
ronment that illuminates the mo-
ment and empowers brides to
make confident choices.

Comfortable seating for a bride and her guests creates a welcoming, cozy environment. Upholstered furni-
ture also taps into the sense of touch and can give brides a compelling physical touchpoint with your

store.
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There comes a time for all bou-

tique owners when they begin to think
about retirement. And while some may
prefer to close down or sell their bou-
tique to a stranger, the reality for many
is that this is a highly emotional business
with deep community ties and you want
to make certain your legacy continues.

Succession planning is about more
than retirement. It is also about protect-
ing the value of your business, preserv-
ing the culture you've built and ensuring
your customers and employees con-
tinue to thrive long after you step away.
Whether retirement is five years away
or 20, identifying and developing future
leaders can make your boutique more
resilient, more valuable and easier to
transition when the time comes.

In that case, you'll need a successor —
and many boutiques have found success
hiring a new owner from within.

When Linda Campbell, long-time
owner of Bridal Images and Mr. Tux in
Helena, Mont,, planned to retire, former
employee Amanda Mulcahy was ready
to step in. Mulcahy had worked in the
store as a part-time bridal consultant
from 2018 to 2020.

By Libby Basile

“| was needing a career change and
wanted to work in an industry that was
fun,” Mulcahy says."My background is in
business operation and marketing and |
knew | could use these skills in this busi-
ness.”’

Myka Lyles began working part-time
at She Said Yes Bridal in Rogers, Ark. in
2009, before being quickly promoted to
full-time manager and eventually be-
coming the owner.

“It came up over a conversation dur-
ing lunch,” Lyles says."VWould | be inter-
ested in buying the business! She said
‘this is something | can see you doing’
and that got my wheels turning.”

A passion for the industry is what
sparked these two former employees
to pursue ownership. And due to the
deeply-personal nature of the industry,
internal succession makes a lot of sense.
Whether it's a family member; past em-
ployee or long-time manager who feels
like family, hiring someone familiar who
knows the business is how many store-
owners ensure future years of success
for the business they founded.

Of course, the process of grooming
your replacement begins long before

VOWS Quy(August 2026 | Page 92



the final sale. From training tactics
to legal matters, here are some of
the ways you can begin to shape
the future of your boutique while
you're still in it.

Why Hire from Within?

We all know that owning a
boutique means doing far more
than selling wedding gowns.You're
also building community and rela-
tionships that span generations,
which can make it difficult to hand
over the business to an outsider.
Just like new parents searching for
the right babysitter for their chil-
dren, finding the best candidate to
replace you as owner takes a lot
of trust, thoughtfulness and under-
standing. Current staff often make
great natural successors because
they already understand your cul-

Gowr nexi

owner may already,

ture, customer base, designer
partnerships and day-to-day op-
erations. They know how appoint-
ments flow, how inventory is
managed and what makes your
boutique unique in your market.

That familiarity can provide
comfort and confidence that the
business you've spent years build-
ing will continue to serve brides in
the same spirit long after you step
away.

Lyles says her years of experi-
ence working at She Said Yes
Bridal have helped her to learn
many different perspectives of the
business.

“I've served customers, led a
team and | know what it's like on
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Myka Lyles worked in She Said Yes Bridal prior
to becoming the owner in 2014.

From Cowo'ther to Boss: How to keep tiings from gelting weird

When an employee becomes the
employer, there is always the chance that
it will cause tension and strain among the
team. Handling the shift strategically and
with a little bit of grace can help create a
unified staff.

Here are some tips for approaching
new ownership with an existing staff.

Schedule a team meeting. Make this
one of the first things you do as the new
owner. Myka Lyles, the current owner of
She Said Yes Bridal in Rogers, Ark., wanted

regular in-person meetings, weekly
e-mail round-ups or post-work
happy hour drinks.

Set clear boundaries. \When
you're the boss, it's important to
distinguish the difference between
“friend” and “leader” amongst staff.
Avoid venting and gossiping, focus
on being inclusive and don't play fa-
vorites.

Make decisions confidently. Em-

to put her team at ease quickly."We

wanted to let them know that we weren't going to fire
people,” she says."That was something we wanted to ad-
dress right away.”

Honor what already works. Resist the urge to change
everything immediately. Spend time understanding why
systems and processes exist before introducing major op-
erational changes.

Communicate often. Keeping everyone in the know will
go a long way toward squashing jealousy and awkward
feelings that may arise during an ownership shift. Define
how you will communicate with the team, too. It could be

ployees may look to the former
owner for reassurance during the transition. Establish
yourself as the decision-maker early while remaining re-
spectful of the boutique’s history and traditions.

Offer praise. Be sure to talk up the strengths and contri-
butions of everyone on the team. It's easy for an existing
employee to feel like they were overlooked when it came
to finding a new owner. Highlighting their contributions
will go a long way toward smoothing things over. Plus,
treats always help! Solomon will often bring in coffee or
flowers to make everyone happy.“Some days are long in
the bridal industry,” she says.“Little things can go a long
way!"
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the front lines,” she says."If a cus-
tomer is having a bad moment, |
can relate to the stylist because
I've been in their shoes.”

Lyles says that her former boss
recognized how much she paid at-
tention, asked questions and
wanted to learn.

“| give her so much credit for
seeing something in me that | did-
n't really recognize,” she says.

It was passion for the job and
the people, something Lyles says
every future storeowner should
possess, that ultimately won her
the owner role. This is admittedly
a somewhat subjective trait, so
one thing current owners should
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do is keep their eyes and instinct
open and carefully observe who
seems to light up while at work
and show unusual enthusiasm and
passion.

Training Plans
for Transitions

If you're planning to sell your
business to an existing employee,
a bit of thoughtfulness and inten-
tional planning can make it a
stress-free process for everyone
involved.

Start with small shifts in respon-
sibility to help her learn to take
more ownership. Involve her in
decision-making, share real num-
bers with her and teach her your
proven strategies for inventory
management and buying.

Many owners wait too long to
begin this process. Ideally, succes-
sion planning should start years
before a sale is ever discussed. Fu-
ture owners benefit from gradu-
ally learning how to read financial
statements, manage cash flow, ne-
gotiate with vendors, oversee
marketing initiatives and make
buying decisions. By slowly ex-
panding responsibilities over time,

[ v

Bridal Images and Mr.Tux in Helena, Mont, features a large men’s tuxedo rental category that re-
quired past owner Linda Campbell to train the new owner in.
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you can identify knowledge gaps
early and provide mentoring while
there is still time to do so.

The goal isn't simply to train a
manager. It's to develop someone
who understands every aspect of
operating a successful boutique.
As well, there should be a transi-
tion period where you stay on
board in some capacity to help
her in the early days after
takeover.

At Bridal Images and Mr Tux,
Campbell stayed on part-time for
close to a year to work with Mulc-
ahy and helped to transition the
business over. Together; they cre-
ated a schedule that would cover
the shop and also allowed them
time together to work on the op-
erations.

On the other hand, when
Brandi Solomon became the
owner of Something Bleu Bridal in
Saratoga Springs, N.Y, the transi-
tion was quick.

“The owner had two little kids
and she was ready to not be in
the shop as much,” Solomon says.

Thankfully two existing employ-
ees stayed on and helped
Solomon, who had worked in a
boutique in her teens and most
recently worked as a sales rep for
one of the bridal brands. Over a
short period of time, she learned
the POS system and met all of the
sales reps from each of the brands
the shop carried.

“They were able to walk me
through everything and answer all
of my questions,” she says.

Her best advice for trainees:
Shadow everyone at the store to
see how they do things.

“Everyone has a different ap-
proach,” she says.“See how they
do things and tailor it to how you
want to do it

Even with work experience at
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the boutique, there are still parts
of shop ownership that managers
and consultants are not privy to.
Lyles had to learn a lot of behind-
the-scenes operations when she
took over as owner of She Said
Yes Bridal. These tasks include cre-
ating promotions and creating
partnerships with other local busi-
nesses for marketing events. One
thing that surprised her: The cost
of inventory.

“It's expensive when you are
the one buying the dresses!” she
says.

Finance and
Legal Considerations

The mountains of paperwork
and decisions involved in buying a
business can feel like a very tall
task, but don't panic.

Mulcahy sums it up nicely: “For
the most part, it was just transfer-
ring everything to my name,” she
says.

She was buying an existing busi-
ness, and was not changing the
name of the boutique or the busi-
ness structure, making this part of
the process much smoother for
the two women.

Lok for
compelerce.

“Since | was assuming all parts
of the business and not just the
assets, we arranged to have the
bank account transitioned to my
name on the first of the year’
Mulcahy says.

Taking on the existing store,
with an established brand, reputa-
tion and operations, comes with
benefits.

“Something Bleu Bridal has
been open for over 20 years,’
Solomon says. “It's a very well-
known name in the area and has
a good social-media and online
presence.”

This makes determining the
store’s valuation tricky. Campbell
and Mulcahy ran into this issue
when trying to determine busi-
ness value.

“Linda had already received a
valuation from her broker detail-
ing the value of the assets plus any
other soft assets,” Mulcahy says.
“However, with banks, because
the majority of the business is
what they consider ‘blue sky’ they
did not value the business at the

same amount.”

Blue Sky, or good will, can ac-
count for a healthy amount of a
boutique’s total valuation due to
many reasons. First, sample gowns
function differently than inventory
in- many traditional retail busi-
nesses.While they are counted as
inventory assets, their primary
purpose is to generate special or-
ders rather than immediate sales.
Much of a bridal boutique's value
is therefore tied not only to phys-
ical inventory, but also to its repu-
tation, customer relationships,
vendor partnerships and estab-
lished brand presence.

“This makes the blue sky valua-
tion for a bridal boutique a higher
number;” Solomon says.

Determining a boutique’s value
often involves more than simply
counting inventory and assets.
Professional valuations may con-
sider revenue history, profitability,
customer loyalty, brand recogni-
tion, market position and growth
potential. Because lenders, brokers
and buyers may all view these fac-
tors differently, owners should be
prepared for varying opinions re-
garding what the business is
worth.

That's one reason experts rec-
ommend beginning succession
planning well before retirement.
The more organized a boutique’s
financial records, systems and op-
erations are, the easier it becomes
to establish value and secure fi-
nancing for a future buyer.

Solomon's best advice to any-
one who feels overwhelmed and
lost when it comes to the nuts
and bolts of a business sale — hire
a professional in business develop-
ment and commercial lending
who can help.

She worked with a business de-
velopment agency that specializes



in commercial lending. Hiring an
expert to take on all of the finan-
cial aspects of the sale was a huge
confidence booster.

“He went through all of the in-
ventory to make sure everything
added up,” she says."“He worked
with the landlord to renew the
lease and he made spreadsheets
to check that everything the ex-
isting owner gave us matched up.
He went through all of the num-
bers and he helped me secure a
loan.”

Legacy Building

Internal succession is not just a
transaction - it's a legacy decision.
In a business that is centered
around people, and often has
deep emotional ties, having the
right person in place to take over
when it comes time to retire can
make all the difference in the
world.

For Lyles, the people are the
most rewarding part of her job,
and the main reason she will con-
sider passing along the business to
an employee when the time
comes.

“My team is amazing and seeing
them grow in their own leader-
ship skills is the most amazing
thing,” she says.

The advice from storeowners is
the same across the board — start
now. The strongest succession
plans arent created during the
final months before retirement.
They're built over years through
mentorship, trust and intentional
leadership development.

The bottom line: if you hope
your legacy will continue long
after you leave the sales floor, in-
vesting in people today may be
the most important business de-
cision you ever make

o Managenent
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Lately, in my coaching conver-
sations inside The Bridal Retailer
Academy and The White Dress
Society, | have been hearing the
same frustration from bridal store
owners again and again:

“Follow-up feels like a waste of
time.”

“Brides don't respond.”

“We just get ghosted.”

And | understand why it feels
that way.

Today's brides are shopping dif-
ferently. They are visiting more
stores, taking longer to make de-
cisions and often communicating
in ways that feel indirect or hard
to read. For stylists and store own-
ers, it can feel discouraging to have
a wonderful appointment, identify
a favorite gown, send a thoughtful
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follow-up. . .
back.

But | want to gently challenge
the idea that follow-up does not
work.

Follow-up is not dead.

It just needs to feel different.

Gen Z brides do not respond
well to pressure. They do not
want to feel chased, sold to or
cornered into making a decision.
But they do respond to guidance,
personalization, clarity and care.

That means the purpose of fol-
low-up is not simply to “check in
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and hear nothing

by Beth Chapman

4

on their decision”.

The purpose of follow-up is to
continue guiding the bride after
she leaves your store.

The appointment may end
when the bride walks out the
door, but the decision-making
process often continues. And if
your store does not stay con-
nected in a thoughtful, supportive
way, another store may step into
that space.

Here are my top five tips for
follow-up that works with today's
bride.

l. Create a system —
and stick with it

Follow-up cannot be something
your stylists do only when they re-
member.
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It needs to be a consistent part
of your sales process.

Every bride who leaves without
purchasing should move into a
clear follow-up sequence. Your
team should know when to fol-
low-up, how many times to follow-
up, what method to use and what
information to include.

Without a system, follow-up
becomes emotional.

A stylist may think,"l don't want
to bother them” or “They proba-
bly bought elsewhere” or “If they
were interested, they would reach
out”

But those assumptions can cost
you sales.

A system removes the guess-
work. It helps your team stay con-
sistent, confident and professional
— even when the bride does not
respond right away.

2. Follow-up using the
bride’s preferred method

One of the simplest ways to
improve follow-up is to ask the
bride how she prefers to commu-
nicate.

In fact, before they leave the
store after their first visit, let them
know that you would love to
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response railes use.

check in and see how their gown
search is progressing. Then simply
ask them how they would prefer
that you reach out.

Would they prefer a text?

An e-mail?

A phone call?

This small step accomplishes
two important things:

First, by contacting the bride in
her preferred method, she is
much more likely to respond.
Second, because she knows you
will be reaching out, your follow-
up doesn't feel like an intrusion. It
feels like a continuation of the re-
lationship you began building dur-
ing the appointment.

Some brides respond quickly to
text. Others prefer e-mail. Some
may engage through Instagram
DMs. The key is to meet them
where they are, not where it is
most convenient for us.

This should become part of
your pre-qualification process and
appointment notes.

If a bride has been texting with
your store from the beginning, a
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formal e-mail after the appoint-
ment may feel disconnected from
the relationship you have already
built. If she is highly detailed and e-
mail-oriented, a quick text may
not provide enough information.

The more aligned your follow-
up method is with the bride’s
communication style, the more
natural and effective your follow-
up will feel.

3. Make the follow-up
personal

A generic follow-up feels
salesy.

A personal follow-up feels like
service.

That distinction matters.

Your first follow-up should in-
clude something specific from the
appointment. This might be a
photo of her favorite gown, the
price of a customization you dis-
cussed, a mention of the gown'’s
matching veil or even a vendor re-
ferral that came up during the
conversation.

When you provide something
useful, the bride is far more likely
to respond.

Instead of simply saying, “Just
following up to see what you
thought” try approaching the
bride with something that shows
you were listening.

For example:

“I'was thinking about the gown
you loved with the sweetheart
neckline, and | wanted to send
over the customization informa-
tion we discussed so you have
everything in one place as you
think it through.”

That feels different.

It feels thoughtful. It feels help-
ful. It feels like guidance.

And that is exactly the energy
today's bride needs.



Guest Coluinn

4. Remember that subject
line and energy matter

Please do not title your e-mail NOW IS THE TIME TO JOIN NBRA
“Following Up.”
That phrase may seem harm- 4 Strength in Numbers
[V Have your Voice Heard in Washington
[V Support your Fellow Bridal Shop Owners

less, but to many brides it imme-
diately feels like a sales e-mail.

The energy of your follow-up
should mirror the energy of a
strong bridal appointment: calm,
supportive, warm and clear.

Gen Z brides are highly sensi- \
tive to pressure. If your follow-up 1212 A%a NAS s
feels like you are simply trying to NBIRAS Mission
i%tc'et the sale, they will likely ignore EDUCATION

Instead, use subject lines that ADVOCACY
feel perspnal and connected to ‘ EMPOWERMENT
the appointment.

Examples might include:

“Something you might like"

“A few details we discussed”

“The customization option we
talked about”

“A little more clarity on your fa-
vorite” )

The goal is to make the bride NBRA is 2 501(c)6
feel supported, not pursued. trade association for

Follow-up should never feel like independently-owned
pressure. It should feel like the brick & mortar bridal
next step in helping brides make shops in the US.

a confident decision.

5. Do not give up too
quickly Visit our website for more details and to join for free:

Many stores.send one follow- nationalbridalretailersassociation.com
up and stop. This one of the most

common mistakes | see with fol-

low-up (besides not following up
at all).
| recommend following up .. oo . . . .
three times. : ’ e @ .
If the first method does not » J » n .
work, try a different one. If you e- o #
mailed first, send a text. If you ® ‘ . Y L
texted and did not hear back, try
a warm e-mail with helpful infor- Stay in the loop...
mation. Like us at Facebook.com/VowsMagazine
Remember; silence does not al- Visit www.VowsMagazine.com
ways mean disinterest.
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Sometimes brides get busy.
Sometimes they are over
whelmed. Sometimes they still
love the gown but feel embar
rassed that so much time has
passed. Sometimes they are avoid-
ing the conversation because they
feel guilty if they bought else-
where.

That is why the final follow-up
should be what | call a “bless and
release” message.

This message gives the bride
permission to be honest.

It might sound something like
this:

Subject line: Congratulations
may be in order!

“Hi [Name], | just wanted to
check in one final time. | know this
is a big decision, and | also know
you may have found your gown
elsewhere. If so, | am truly happy
for you and would love to know
so | can celebrate that with you.
And if you are still thinking about
[gown/designer/detalil], | am happy
to help answer any questions you
may have. Either way, | loved
working with you and wish you
the very best.”

This type of message often

Great follow-up feels
pressue.

opens the door to a response be-
cause it removes the awkward-
ness.

And sometimes, the bride will
surprise you.

She may say, “I'm still thinking
about it

She may say, “I got busy and
meant to reach out.”

She may even come back and
purchase.

But even if she did buy else-
where, you have ended the rela-
tionship with kindness,
professionalism and care — and
that matters.

Because today's bride may not
buy from you, but she can still
refer you, review you and remem-
ber how you made her feel. You
may have lost that sale, but her
testimonial or kind words to oth-
ers can lead to countless more
sales!

Follow-up is not
about chasing
The biggest mistake stores
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make is thinking of follow-up as
chasing the bride.

It is not.

Follow-up is part of the client
experience.

It is part of the relationship
(which is the key to selling).

It is part of how we continue to
guide brides through a decision
that can feel emotional, over-
whelming and deeply personal.

When follow-up is generic, in-
consistent or pressure-filled, it
does not work well.

But when follow-up is personal,
thoughtful and rooted in service,
it absolutely still works. .. even for
Gen Z brides.

The question is not, “Does fol-
low-up work?"

The better question is:

Does your follow-up feel like
guidance!

If the answer is ves, then you
are not just following up.

You are continuing the experi-
ence.

And that is where sales are still
being made.

Beth Lindsay Chapman
is a bridal boutique owner,
educator, mentor and in-
dustry thought leader with
more than 20 years of ex-
perience in bridal retail. In
2004, she founded The
White Dress by the Shore,
a luxury bridal boutique in
Connecticut, where she has helped thousands of
brides find their wedding-day style while building one
of the industry’s most respected independent bridal
businesses.

Passionate about helping fellow bridal store own-
ers navigate a changing industry, Beth is the founder
of The White Dress Society, a community and mem-
bership for independent bridal retailers, and The
Bridal Retailer Academy, an on-demand educational
platform for bridal store owners and their stylists.

A sought-after speaker and educator, Beth trav-
els throughout North America sharing insights on
sales, marketing, leadership and the evolving bridal
consumer. Her styling work and business expertise
have been featured by The Today Show, The New
York Times, Vogue, People Magazine, Martha
Stewart Weddings, BRIDES, The Knot, Over The
Moon and Style Me Pretty.




Love should =
always be a choice.

JOIN VOW FOR GIRLS IN CREATING A WORLD WHERE
EVERY GIRL CAN CHOOSE HER OWN FUTURE.

Consumers increasingly seek brands that stand for something bigger. A
partnership with VOW for Girls connects your brand to a global movement
advancing girls’ rights and expanding opportunities for girls worldwide.

.

From weddings to retail campaigns, cause marketing activations to community
engagement, we’ll work together to create a partnership that inspires your audience
and helps girls everywhere dream, learn, lead, and choose their own futures.

Partner with purpose.
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Where /s /2
Mon Amie Bridal Salon is lo-
cated in the heart of Costa
Mesa, Calif, less than two
miles from the sands of New-
port Beach. One of the world's
premier indoor malls, South
Coast Plaza, i less than a mile
away. In addition to local traf-
fic, the boutique regularly re-
ceives brides from Washington
State, Arizona, Colorado and
Tennessee. The furthest desti-
nation was a bride from Japan
Who came to see the first col-
lection of Viktor&Rolf.
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How Laurel Mungo turned a part-time job

by Shannon Hurd

Sanchez, @Remegaue e ers
> =

into a lifelong mission — and helped guide

opened its doors, Laurel Mungo still re-
acts to a newly arrived wedding gown
the same way she did as a young bridal
stylist in the late 1970s: with pure excite-
ment.

That's remarkable not simply because
Mon Amie has survived five decades in
an industry transformed by changing
brides, advancing technology and shifting
shopping habits. It's remarkable because
Laurel's story illustrates something in-
creasingly rare in retail: what happens
when a store is built not just on inven-
tory or marketing, but on genuine love
for the business.

Originally a college student who
wanted a part-time job, Laurel discov-
ered a career,a mentor and eventually a
calling. Today, as CEO of one of the
country’s most enduring bridal bou-
tiques, she continues to prove that while
fashions, sales techniques and consumer
expectations evolve, passion, culture and
exceptional experiences never go out of
style.

“| feel truly blessed,” she says. "l just

Mon Amie into its 50th year.

Fifty years after Mon Amie first

can't stress enough how much | love
(this industry).”

As Mon Amie celebrates its 50th an-
niversary, Laurel’s journey offers a mas-
ter class in succession, staff development,
customer experience and the power of
building a culture that outlasts changing
trends. From finding and training top tal-
ent to creating memorable appoint-
ments and preserving the founder's
vision, Laurel's story demonstrates how
passion and purpose can become a
competitive advantage.

A Calling Discovered

In 1978, Laurel was a |9-year-old col-
lege student studying history and jour-
nalism at Long Beach State. She wanted
to earn some extra spending money
while in school and had always loved re-
tail, so she answered a tiny newspaper
ad for a bridal stylist at Mon Amie in
Costa Mesa, Calif. The boutique's
founder, Verna Huson, gave her the job
immediately.

“| started working and then, unbe-
nounced to me, fell in love with it Lau-
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rel says."l didn't realize what effect
(bridal) would have on me at the
very beginning, but it just got in
my blood and it's still there.”

Originally, Mon Amie — which
opened on April |5, 1976 — was
800 square feet and had one
dressing room, a tiny backroom
and a bridesmaids’ dressing room.
In addition to bridal, the boutique
also sold mothers, flower girls and
bridesmaids. Slowly, as Laurel
gained competence as a salesper-
son and stylist, she learned other
aspects of running a small business
too. Due to the store’s tiny size,
employees did everything: clean-
ing toilets, sales and quarterly
taxes, purchase orders, etc.

“It was complete immersion
into a small business and | loved
every roll," Laurel says. “Well,
maybe not the toilets but | loved
knowing what happened from
start to finish.And | was very lucky
to be able to learn that at that
levell”

About two vears after Laurel
started working, Mon Amie tripled
in size. The boutique, which origi-
nally began because Verna's
daughters were getting married
and she didn't like the experience
of shopping in a department store
bridal section, was thriving due to
being at the right place at the right
time and treating brides with re-
spect.

And Laurel had fallen in love
with it. She realized this about a
year-and-a-half in, the moment she
closed the biggest dollar sale the
store had ever had: an Eve of Mi-
lady gown and matching hat that,
combined, sold for $1,100. At the
time wedding gowns averaged
maybe $500 and high-end bridal
was less than $1k.

“And this bride was so excited
she goes, ‘This is my wedding

L/ \
Mon Amie Bridal Salon w %@//

Tlie best buidal
the sales floor.

gown!"" Laurel says.“At that par-
ticular moment it was like the
heavens opened up and I'm like,
‘This is what I'm meant to do!"”
After about three vyears, Laurel
was officially named manager.
When it became apparent she
could make bridal a career, she

v

stopped taking college classes.

“| never graduated unfortu-
nately; that's probably the biggest
regret | have in life,” she says."And
yet I've been to the university of
reality and hard knocks, so | did
have that sort of education under
my belt.”

Laurel remained at Mon Amie
from 1978-94, during which point
her responsibilities steadily ex-
panded. In addition to being sales

Mon Amie’s front desk.

h\

Most Memeorable Momernit

With so many years in the industry, two
key moments stand out to Mon Amie CEO Laurel

Mungo.

The first occurred in the late 80s, at a time when
Mon Amie sold bridesmaids, flower girls and mothers’

gowns.

“| remember that the bride wore a beautiful Eve of

Milady with a matching hat,” Laurel says."She also purchased two mothers’

gowns and three flower girl dresses.”

At her first alteration appointment, this bride asked if the boutique could
alter the flower girls and was quickly told “of course”! She then added her
flower girls were a bit of a handful (most little girls are), and again was told “no

problem!”

“Then she told us her flower girls were MONKEYS!"” Laurel says.

“Her family owned a traveling circus!”

The second story involves a couple who married in 1975, before the bou-
tique opened. Every 10 years after that, they would come and purchase a
wedding gown and veil:in '85,'95,'05 and 'I 5.

“They redid their vows every |0 years — CHURCH AND RECEPTION!"
Laurel says."‘She shared that every 10 years they changed their vows to ad-
dress the changes that had happened and what the future held. They were
kind to us and each other and always thankful!"
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manager, she helped train new
people, attended New York mar-
ket with Verna and her daughter,
and did purchase orders — all via
paper and telephone.

In 1988, Mon Amie moved to
its current |5,000-square-foot lo-
cation. This same year, Laurel met
her husband, Robert, on a blind
date at a Super Bowl party. They
married in 1990, and adopted
their first of three children, a son,
in 1994.

“At this point | made the diffi-
cult, heartfelt decision that |

(Ubsessed with my dress

MON AM]

Laweel left the busi-
ness she loved — and
came back to lead it.

wanted to become a stay-at-
home mom,” she says. “Verna
loved my husband a lot and knew
he could provide for us, and she
encouraged me to always follow
my heart.”

Laurel and Verna stayed in
touch, however, talking a minimum
of once a month for vyears. Laurel
recalls the Mon Amie founder
who was a polio survivor, to be

\VIIE] -

d

LEGACY BRIDE /
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Mon Amie CEO Laurel (L) and Sales Manager Betzi holding the boutique’s three different choices
of signs for when a bride says yes, in front of its photo wall.

Three of Mon Amie’s six podiums.

|
i
i
©)
N
B

Credit: Louis S

VOWS Quy(August 2026 | Page 106

“one strong cookie, very much a
lady and very proud.” Not only
would she insist on hiding her
cane before entering a market
showroom so nobody could see
it, but when she grew increasingly
sick in 2012, she refused to let
Laurel visit her in the hospital be-
cause she didn't want to be seen
without lipstick and her hair done.

“That was her thing — she al-
ways had to be completely put to-
gether;” Laurel recalls.

Ultimately,Verna passed on De-
cember 26,2012,and her celebra-
tion of life reception was held at
Mon Amie.

“l hadn't been in the store for
probably eight years, and when |
walked in it was seriously like
coming home to a homecooked
meal,’ Laurel says."It was comfort-
able and it just felt right.”

Shortly after; Laurel returned to
work at Mon Amie part-time, as-
sisting with marketing and public
relations projects. One day while
in the back room, she said to
Verna's daughter: you know your
mom always wanted Bobby and | to
have the store.

“And she looked at me and
said, You want it? I'm ready to get
out!" Laurel recalls. “And so we
talked about it and Bobby knew
my love of Mon Amie and that's
how this story came about.”

Building an Experience
Brides Remember

Laurel officially became CEO of
Mon Amie in August 2013, a role
she has held ever since in an in-
dustry she cherishes deeply.

“| love everything about it, re-
ally!” she says. “There's nothing
more satisfying than when a bride
has decided to purchase a gown
and | walk over to her and want
to celebrate with her. And we're
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celebrating that she is going to
stand in this beautiful dress, marry
and vow to love a person for the
rest of her life!”

Laurel acknowledges that the
search for a gown has changed
significantly over the vyears, from a
generation focused exclusively on
finding a dress at the best possible
price to a different goal.

“Brides are looking for an ex-
perience that makes them feel
seen, beautiful and safe,” she says.
“Especially because we're all
pretty much on the same page
price wise, that's not really the
goal anymore. The goal is the ex-
perience.”

Creating that experience re-
quires a deliberate strategy. First
and foremost, Mon Amie has
amazing depth of selection. The
boutique carries bridal gowns and
accessories from a total of 51 de-
signers, which are listed on its
website.

“If we don't have a look that
they're looking for then shame on
me," Laurel says. “Because that's
something | try very hard at — to
get at least one or two pieces in
every single look. | would say the
depth of our selection is very
unique in our area.”

Another unique feature is the
boutique’s |6 large dressing
rooms, each of which can accom-
modate the bride on a pedestal
plus four other guests and the
consultant.

Not only are there real doors
in lieu of curtains, but each con-
sultant is assigned her own fitting
room, in which she holds all of her
appointments and is allowed to
decorate to suit her personality.
As a result, each fitting room
boasts a different aesthetic, rang-
ing from very vintage, complete
with a 1920s wedding gown hang-

L/ \
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Step compeling on
pice. Sz‘mcaﬁ;am'/zg
on experielice.

ing on the wall and bridal books
from the 40s-50s; to fun modern
with little black furniture and
bright pink “Love” things every-
where.

“We feel comfortable letting
them do that because it's where
they're comfortable,” Laurel says.
“(The different styles) are a non-
Issue because their presentation
to the brides and knowledge of
stock is pretty much the same
across the board.”

Of course, creating memorable
experiences ultimately comes
down to people. To ensure top-
notch service, extensive effort
goes into finding and training staff.
Laurel's top two salespeople are
women she found herself while
out shopping “because I'm such a
great consumer myself’ she
laughs.

The first worked at Saks Fifth
Avenue and the second a red light
therapy salon. In both cases, Laurel
would talk with these women reg-

- R o
37 e

ularly and thought they were
quite personable. When they
found out what Laurel did and ex-
pressed interest in bridal, she
hired them.The former is still with
Mon Amie after |2 years and the
latter, a retired policewoman with
amazing listening and body lan-
guage skills, “has seriously broken
every sales record we've ever
had!”

“Always be looking and go with
your gut!” Laurel says. “Be open
and take that leap of faith if it's
something you believe in.”

For compensation, stylists have
three options: a higher dollar per
hour with a lower percentage of
commission; medium dollar per
hour with medium commission;
commission only at a very high
percentage (with this option, if
someone doesn't sell they get
minimum wage).

Additionally, Laurel will some-
times throw in enticements, like
whoever closes the first sale that
day gets $100 or whoever sells
highest total dollar gets $250.
There are also opportunities to
make additional compensation

Credit: Louis Sanchez, @Renegd

One of Mon Amie’s stylist dressing rooms, decorated to the stylist's taste.
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from manufacturers or designers
during trunk shows.

Currently, two consultants have
elected to be commission only
and the rest are at the medium
level. Consultants are allowed to
change their pay range up to
three times a year.

“The hardest thing about bridal
is the confidence,” Laurel says."So
if they need a couple of months
to get their feet wet they go with
the more per hour and less on
commission. (This system) is more
to make them feel comfortable
and let them believe in them-

Mon Amie Bridal Salon

selves.”

Beyond that, training is exten-
sive. No new consultant can be
with a bride by herself for three
weeks and must shadow in every
department including alterations,
shipping and receiving and the
phone room. They also do hands-
on training with the POS system,
as well as about 10 days of shad-
owing different consultants.

“They're glued to their side but
they don't talk or offer any opin-
ions,” Laurel says.” They're there to
observe and see how an appoint-
ment runs.”

Laurel in front of Mon Amie’s trunkshow area.

F

Another stylist's dressing room, decorated to her taste.
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Finally, Mon Amie holds regular
sales meetings to address ongoing
issues and do continuous product
training.

“We don't want to misinform
or guide brides in the wrong di-
rection, so we really train our styl-
ists so they're comfortable with
the depth of our selection,” Laurel
says. ‘That way they won't show
them something they can't get in
time or that's $1,500 over their
price point.We're very respectful
of price points and very respectful
of what brides think they want.”

Lessons From
Five Decades in Bridal

Many years of experience have
given Laurel a front-row seat to
changing consumer behaviors,
shifting fashion trends and evolv-
ing retail challenges. Along the way,
she has developed a few hard-
earned philosophies that continue
to guide her leadership today.

The biggest, which she admits
she still isn't great at, is not to
overbuy.

“That’s a tough, tough lesson to
learn and the less you can buy the
harder it is,” she says. “Because |
can walk into any showroom and
fall in love with at least six wed-
ding gowns. | mean | just love
them! We can't buy it all, but we
want to!”

To avoid oversaturation, Laurel
always brings somebody else with
her to market “to either take my
pen away or kick me under the
table. That definitely helps!”

Another lesson is how to suc-
cessfully navigate the posse brides
bring with them to appointments,
especially considering how very
important those peoples’ opinions
are to them.

“You have to respect and ac-
knowledge each and every one of
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them,” she says. “And once they
realize you respect their presence
and hear them, then you can say,
‘ok, so as we all know, we're here
for Suzy. And | think that she's
leaning in this direction.! And then
just let the bride take the reins.
But you actually have to say those
words.”

As owner, Laurel is very in-
volved, working in the store four
days a week (Mon Amie is closed
Tuesdays and Thursdays and she
recently started taking Sundays
off). Daily, she spends time going
through emails, talking to anyone
who needs to and has final say in
every major decision. But most of
all she enjoys interacting with peo-
ple, being on the floor and of
course those beautiful gowns.

“It's like Christmastime when
the new stock comes in,” she says.
“| kind of ask them to open things
out of order just so we can see it
because | still get excited!”

Additionally — and here is a fun
fact — she loves to steam gowns.

“Always have,” she says."'Steam-
ing and ironing are a super fun
thing for me.”

As for other core tenets of
how she operates the store, Lau-
rel is a big believer in social media
("You have to be present, period
— there are no other avenues to
grab brides"), including humor in
everything you do (“Because you
have to be able to laugh with
them, never at them, and at your
selfl”) and showing respect to
every single person who walks
through your doors (“Because
these brides have a choice as to
where they want to go.”)

While these principles definitely
help Mon Amie run smoothly,
over the years there have been
challenges of course.

Throughout everything though,

Mon Amie Bridal Salon "ﬁ”@"‘ 2 5‘» :

Love the business —
o e business will
mea/z%ma’am.

there is one constant that hasn't
waivered a bit:

“It's love of it; you have to love
it and | can't say that enough,” she
says. “Because it's a lot of work.
Yes, there are fun times, but con-
sistently you have to be willing and
able to put in the time and effort
to have any amount of success in
this industry”

Keeper of a Legacy
On April 15,2026, Mon Amie
officially marked 50 years in busi-

/n The SMW' .
M::/l Amie Bridal Salon

Established: April 1976

Owner(s):

Verna Huson (1976-2005)

The Flatten family —Verna's daughter
(2005-13)

Laurel Mungo (201 3-current)

Size: 15,000 sq. ft

Rent or Own: Rent

Number of Dressing Rooms: |6
Price Range of Gowns: $1,700-$20K
Average Bridal Sale: $2,800-$4,200
Niches Carried: bridal gowns, acces-
sories, veils

Alterations: in house

Total Staff: 22

Compensation: stylists have three
choices: higher dollar per hour with
lower commission; medium dollar per
hour with medium commission; com-
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ness, a monumental achievement
for a little boutique that was born
to fill a niche.

“It's kind of like when a person
turns 50 — you can't believe it's
been that long because it seems
like the blink of an eye,” she says.
“In looking back in what has hap-
pened in this country, in this world
since 1976, that's what really
amazing. Changes in industry, tech-
nology, travel, fashion — things like
that boggle my mind!”

For Laurel, the anniversary is
about more than celebrating
longevity. It's about honoring the
generations of brides, employees
and industry relationships that

mission only (very high
percentage)

Database Management
System: recently switched
to BridalLive

VWebsite: www.monamie.com
Social-Media Stats

Facebook: @monamiebridalsalon —

| 4k followers

Instagram: @monamiebridalsalon -
26.4K followers

TikTok: @monamiebridalsalon -
3,295 followers

Pinterest: @monamiesalon -

2.7K followers

Goodwill Causes: Military Bride give-
aways; Mon Amie partners with
Brides Across America and uses all its
own gowns. Make a Wish a few times
a year, which includes gowns, veil and
alterations.

Good Business Read: Rather than
recommend a book, Laurel offers
some advice.

“The best education that anyone —
new or existing storeowner — (could
get) would be to work at someone
else’s store,” Laurel says. She points
out that because bridal retail is a spe-
cial-order business, few books address
how to manage cash flow when rev-
enue may not be realized for two to
|0 months.



https://monamie.com/
https://www.facebook.com/MonAmieBridalSalon/
https://www.instagram.com/monamiebridalsalon
https://www.tiktok.com/@monamiebridalsalon
https://www.pinterest.com/monamiesalon/
https://monamie.com/

'f‘”a / %.H‘_? \ Mon Amie Bridal Salon

helped make Mon Amie what it is
today.

Rather than have a gigantic
party, she has opted to incorpo-
rate multiple 50th anniversary ac-
tivities  throughout the year
“because the success of this store
didn't start when those doors
opened,” she says. “Our story
began, but the success came
slowly and evenly”

At the beginning of the vyear,
they designed a tree with
branches on the front window.
Every bride that purchases from
Mon Amie is given a small card
that says “50th Anniversary” in
gold on the outside and asked to
write a small note inside — to
other brides, to their stylist, to

(0%

" with Mon Amie CEO
Lawrel Mungo

What is your approach to market buys? This is my
true weak point. | LOVE wedding gowns! | try to sit on my

TZe teal aclitevemernt
osn't éaﬂng/z‘%— i’s
tmpact.

their fiancé. This is then taped to
this window.

Any bride who walks through
the door is asked to take a selfie
with their polaroid camera and
tape it to this photo scrapbook,
and write a note saying how they
enjoyed their time with Mon
Amie.

And legacy brides — whose
mothers, aunts or grandmothers
got their dresses from Mon Amie
— receive a handkerchief embroi-
dered with “Mon Amie estab-
lished 1976" when picking up their
gown this year. They also, along

hands as much as possible. Seriously though, | start with the designers that are
consistently strong in our store. | look at everything | can. Buys have shifted a bit
to make sure our selections have just about something for everyone. Also, | feel
that sometimes in this niche business that we are in, working relationships are
key. Trust and loyalty are also very important to me.

How is your business dealing with rising costs? The cost of doing business
has certainly become a topic of conversation and a concern. The tariff situation
was a curveball. We absorbed everything in the beginning. When it became ob-
vious that this was not going to sustainable, we repriced our gowns to reflect
the costs.

How do you deal with the indecisive bride? The brides of today CANNOT
be rushed into buying. There are too many choices in gowns, stores, etc. Trans-
parency is key and following up.

What is your business mantra? Lead with kindness and integrity. Also every
day | tell myself: After the issues of running a business, the highs and lows, | re-
member it is only because two people fell in love!

What do you like to do outside of work? | love everything outdoors: camp-
ing, fishing, beaches and LOVE to travel. Shopping for me is an art form. My hus-
band and | enjoy cooking and entertaining in our home. Also, | am a Pilates
junky, I have been doing four classes a week for 25 years. Finally, | love talking an-
imal movies. If the movie has an animal taking, | am there for opening day!
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with their moms, get a t-shirt that
says ‘Mon Amie legacy bride.”

Finally, Mon Amie is having 50th
anniversary wedding gowns de-
signed especially for the store and
these styles will be exclusive to
the boutique for one year

“| want everyone to know how
much | love what | do and how
blessed | feel (to have reached this
milestone),” Laurel says. “The
many people | have met over the
years have made my life richer.
Whether it be other storeowners
or vendors, | just enjoy everybody
that's in this industry.”

She enjoys it so much, in fact,
that there is no plan to exit. The
only way Mon Amie would move
locations is if Laurel could find a
building to buy, something she says
is unlikely in Costa Mesa, but even
if that happens the store will con-
tinue.

“Eventually it will be handed off
to somebody that will continue
the legacy started by Verna, and
that is for sure,” she says.

In the meantime, she is grateful
to have a COO and sales man-
ager in place who “are very, very
capable and | really trust” so she
has been able to enjoy her passion
for travel quite a bit in the last
couple of years.

“If I have a work-life balance,
who knows when | will retire?" she
says."l love it so much that | can-
not picture (bridal) not being part
of my life.”

Looks & Lines

Mon Amie car

ries bridal gowns and
bridal accessories from
a total of 5| designers,
which are listed on its website.




To get your classified ad into VOWS' online and
print magazine, e-mail info@vowsmagazine.com
with the subject line “Classified”, or call 949-388-
4848.

Wert dvaitable

Rep Opportunity for Clarisse Designs’Bridaf Collections

Clarisse Designs is seeking an experienced
Bridal Sales Representative for the Midwest, East
Coast and Southern territories to represent its
Private Bridal and Verra Valle Collections.

Bridal or wholesale sales experience pre-
ferred. Must be motivated, relationship-driven
and ready to grow the territory. Send resumé to
admin@clarisse.com.

Opportunities From Established Headpiece Brand
Established headpiece manufacturer seeking
driven sales reps. Multiple territories available.
Submit your resumé to:
bridalsalesrep@gmail.com.

Jast Couture Territories Available

Jasz Couture Prom, pageant, evening wear is
seeking representation. Contact Pam Nierenberg
561-722-6189 or e-mail
Pamelasfashions@gmail.com for details.

Couture Bridal Designer Seeks Global Sales Rep

Amoretalla designs timeless, opulent wedding
gowns using hand-sewn Haute Couture tech-
niques. Fabrics, laces, pearls and genuine
Swarovski crystals, including precious stones, are
curated from around the world.

Amoretalla Bridal seeks successful sales rep-
resentation for national and international mar-
kets. Commission-based position. The right
candidate must have extensive experience and
relationships in bridal markets.View the collec-
tions here: www.amoretalla.com.

Serious inquiries to g.atallah@amoretalla.com
and 603-685-8478.

Adornato Couture Bridal Seeking Representation

Adornato Couture Bridal collection is a be-
spoke, made-to-measure, customized experience
for the bride.

As bridal retailers are searching for bridal
lines with low minimums and primary market ed-
ucation, inquiries to carry Adornato Couture are
increasing. As a result, we need more commis-
sioned sales reps to service retailers.

Please contact Marie Adornato at
info@Adornatocouture.com or 315-263-1712.

West Coast Territory Rep Opportunity

Major bridal manufacturer seeking experi-
enced Sales Representative for the West Coast
Territory.

Qualified candidates must have a minimum of
five years' experience and established relation-
ships in the bridal industry.

Please submit resumé and introductory letter
to info@vowsmagazine.com.

Bridal Haute Couture Secking Reps

Bridal Haute Couture brand is looking for
reps or distributors for multiple territories. Two
to three years of bridal market experience with
established contacts is preferred. E-mail your CV
to ashleymccartney759@gmail.com.

0,0/}0/42%%’2%

Private Haute Couture Collection —
Wholesale Opportunity

Luxury evening and bridal gowns available
from a Private Collection of 100+ one-of-a-kind
pieces. |deal for boutiques, designers and re-
sellers.

Available as full or partial lots at well below
couture pricing based in Miami. Inquire for de-
tailed selection, catalog and quantities: Jaquelina
at jaquelinasbridal@gmail.com or call 305-443-
6977.

Need a Designer?

Paula Varsalona, renowned Seventh Ave. fash-

ion designer of bridal and social occasion has
been an Adjunct Professor at the Fashion Insti-
tute of Technology (FIT) in NYC for many years.

Clussidicd

After each FIT school year she helps to place
her top students into design positions in the in-
dustry.

If you have a need for a bridal, bridesmaids,
cocktail, prom or social occasion designer; please
contact Paula Varsalona at her NYC Showroom
at 212-570-9100 or via e-mail at
askpaula@paulavarsalona.com.

Policy Statement

VOWS Classified Ads are free to retail subscribers
and advertisers. All others pay a $200 flat fee for up to 25
words. Ads will be run twice, in two consecutive issues, and
must then be renewed.

Note VOWS new mailing address:
23120 Alicia Parkway, Suite 200
Mission Viejo, CA 92692

Not all heroes
WeAR (ApeES.

Every nine minutes, the American Red Cross brings help and hope to

CLEAN-UP

|l
D11B

Donate at redcross.org

people in need. Every dollar you give helps us do more of what we do

Be A hero. Donate tooay. '!'/

American
Red Cross
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ddvertiser Index

Company Name Page Number

Allure Bridals 45

www.AllureBridals.com

All Who Wander by Essense of Australia .........cecesseessrensenss 57

www.EssenseDesigns.com

ALYCE & Ivonne by ALYCE Paris 69
847-966-9200 www.AlyceParis.com AP-concierge@alyceparis.com
ANDMORE Formal Markets 66-67
www.Atlanta-Apparel.com/Markets/Formal-Markets

Bel Aire Bridal 24-25
800-992-9225 www.BelAireBridal.com

Beloved by Casablanca 10
800-531-6494 www.CasablancaBridal.com

Better Bridal Group 78
www.BetterBridalGroup.com

Bianco Evento 8l
347-609-4951 www.Bianco-Evento.com sales@bianco-evento.us

BridalLive 16
888-764-2605 www.BridalLive.com

Casablanca Bridal 8-9

800-531-6494 www.CasablancaBridal.com

Christina Wu Bridal
800-732-8077 www.HouseOfWu.com

32-33, 114115

Colette by Daphne 12-13
www.ColettebyDaphne.com sales@moncheribridals.com

Demetrios Bride 26-27
www.Demetrios.com sales@demetrios.com

Dessy Group 39
646-638-9617 www.Dessy.com lori@dessy.com

Eddy K 4.5

877-678-3235 www.EddyK.com

Edward Berger Collection by Maritza’s Bridal Veils..........37
305-221-5308 www.MaritzasBridal.com

Ellie Wilde 6-7

www.EllieWilde.com  sales@moncheribridals.com

Enchanting by Mon Cheri Bridals 95

sales@moncheribridals.com www.EnchantingbyMonCheri.com

Essense of Australia 56-57

www.EssenseDesigns.com

Company Name Page Number

Idan by House of Idan 48-49
www.HouseOfldan.com saundra@houseofidan.com james@houseofidan.com
JH Bridal 70-71
www.JimmeHuangBridal.com  jimme@jimmehuangbridal.com

JL Johnson Bridal Veils 43
800-378-4431 www.JLjohnsonBridals.com

JTAA Fashion Design 54-55

855-564-7001 www.JTAAFashionDesign.com admin@jtaafashiondesign.com

Justin Alexander 2
sales@justinalexander.com www.JustinAlexander.com

Justin Alexander Signature 3
sales@justinalexander.com www.JustinAlexander.com/Justin-Alexander-Signature

Kitty Chen Couture 53
909-483-4739 www.KittyChenCouture.com

Lazaro Bridal 62-63
214-536-4248 www.LazaroBridal.com david@lazarobridal.com

Le Blanc Collection I
800-531-6494 www.CasablancaBridal.com

Madi Lane Bridal Group 29
www.MadiLane.com salesusa@madilane.com

Marsoni by Colors 35
www.ColorsDress.com

Marionat The Bridal Veil Co 30-31
888-403-5255 www.Marionat.com

Maritza’s Bridal Veils 36-37
305-221-5308 www.MaritzasBridal.com

Martin Thornburg 16-17
www.MartinThornburg.com sales@moncheribridals.com

Martina Liana by Essense of Australia 57
www.EssenseDesigns.com

Mikaella by Paloma Blanca 89
www.PalomaBlanca.com custserv@palomablanca.com

Monica Loretti 99

562-274-6604 https://monicaloretti.com maria.monicaloretti@gmail.com

Montage by Mon Cheri Bridals 20-21
www.MonCheriBridals.com/Montage sales@moncheribridals.com
Moonlight Design 51

800-447-0405 www.MoonlightBridal.com info@moonlightbridal.com
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ddvertiser ndex

Company Name Page Number Company Name Page Number
Morilee New York Back Cover Stella Couture 17
877-946-6674 www.Morilee.com 212-244-1013 www.StellaCouture.com info@stellacouture.com

National Bridal Market Chicago 85 StellaYork by Essense of Australia 56
www.NationalBridalMarket.com www.EssenseDesigns.com

National Bridal Retailers Association 101  Symphony Bridal by Maritza 37
www.NationalBridalRetailersAssociation.com 305-221-5308 www.SymphonyBridal.com

Paisley B Designs by Maritza’s Bridal Veils..............ce0e0e... 37 The Bridal Outlet 75
305-221-5308 www.MaritzasBridal.com 800-758-8779 www.TheBridalOutlet.net

Paloma Blanca 89  Unlisted Mon Cheri Bridals 22-23
www.PalomaBlanca.com custserv@palomablanca.com sales@moncheribridals.com

Portia & Scarlett 47  Val Stefani 51
www.PortiaandScarlett.com 800-447-0405 www.ValStefani.com info@moonlightbridal.com

Princesa by Ariana Vara 14-15  Veni Infantino 40-41
www.PrincesabyArianaVara.com sales@moncheribridals.com www.Veni-Infantino.com

Rina di Montella by Colors Dress 79 VOW For Girls 103
201-691-5011 www.ColorsDress.com www.VowforGirls.org

Sirena Maia 83 Wedding Fashion Expert 97
224-490-7181 www.SirenaMaia.com www. WeddingFashionExpert.com

Soleil Bridal 6l

www.SoleilBridal.com info@soleilbridal.com

Sophia Tolli 18-19 To obtain additional information on any of the advertisers in this issue,
simply use the phone number and/or visit the website listed in this index.

www.SophiaTolli.com sales@moncheribridals.com

|dentify your risks. Know what disasters are most
likely to affect your business.

#Belnformed

Ready.gov/business
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