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Introduction 
Please refer to your Student Handbook for information regarding: 

• The role of Life Skills Training 

• Information about your assessments 

• Other information about training in the VET sector. 

 

Throughout this manual you’ll find a number of grey boxes; these provide sources of additional 
information on the topic at hand that you may like to review: 

• Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018 references 

• Interesting or useful website addresses 

• Celebrant Institute articles 

• The Celebrant Talk Show podcast episodes 

• Documents contained in your supplementary material. 

 

There’s a little post over at the Celebrant Institute that I’d love you to read before you go any further… 
It’s called Words to an Aspirational Celebrant, and it’s well worth the read to get you started! And while 
you’re at it, have a listen to the episode of The Celebrant Talk Show called Top Ten Tips for New Marriage 
Celebrants! 
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Celebrancy and ceremony in Australia 

Ceremony, rituals and rites of passage 
A ceremony is a ‘formal religious or public occasion, especially one celebrating a particular event, 
achievement or anniversary.1 In Western society we often celebrate such occasions as births, weddings, 
anniversaries and deaths through ceremony. In this course we will look at all types of life event 
celebrations, from namings to weddings to vow renewals to funerals and many others. 

A rite of passage is ‘a ceremony or event marking an important stage in someone’s life, especially birth, 
the transition from childhood to adulthood, marriage and death.2 It is a universal law of life that change 
is inevitable. The energy that is found in a particular system becomes spent and must be renewed. This 
can be seen in nature with the change of seasons, the cycles of the moon and the flow of tides. The same 
is true for human lives; there are ‘seasons’ or phases to a life. We are born, we leave the security of 
home to learn at school, we move from an asexual world into a sexual world, we become engaged, we 
marry we achieve success, we suffer losses we change our status, we have children, we lose loved ones 
and eventually we ourselves must die. The transitions of our lives have been called ‘rites of passage’. 
Noted Dutch-German-French ethnographer and folklorist, Arnold van Gennep, coined this term. He 
studied the ceremonies that different cultures used to demarcate the movement through ‘life transitions’ 
or ‘life crises’ – when we move from one stage to another. 

Throughout life we experience transitions and transformations that we wish to mark in some way, in 
order to highlight them and celebrate their importance both to us and to others. Rites of passage focus 
on these major shifts and transitions in life, and serve to allow both the individual involved and the 
surrounding community to celebrate them. A rite of passage is literally a rite wherein one explores the 
transition from one state to another. 

The rites of passage support the individual and through the turbulent time of change. The ritual re-
establishes equilibrium for the individual and group and acknowledges the new status of the individual. In 
short, they help with the adjustment to the new order of things. 

The ceremony also allows the social group to come together, to reconnect and re-establish common 
bonds (or formulate new ones). There is an affirmation of shared meanings and values and eventually 
there is the celebration – the fun, enjoyment and recognition of being human. Honouring ourselves, those 
we love and have loved, and sharing this moment with family, friends, food and festivities. 

All too often today a rite of passage is limited only to the aspect of celebration, and we forget that 
meaning can be found through simple and careful consideration of the change in which we find ourselves 
absorbed. 

Rituals are repeated patterns of meaningful acts. Ceremonies generally follow a specific format and 
include certain aspects, and all of these aspects are rituals in and of themselves and can evolve over 
time.  

Ritual and symbolism can play a powerful role in honouring and celebrating life events. Life events that 
can be celebrated through ritual and symbolism are wide and varied, and can include all types of events 
from birth to death and everything in between. A family sitting down together for dinner every eventing 
is a ritual, a repeated pattern of a meaningful act. Ritual brings comfort; going through the same actions 
that have been passed down through the ages and have been experienced before allows people to feel 
secure. 

Robert Fulghum, in his book From Beginning to End, sums up ritual when he says: 

From beginning to end, the rituals of our lives shape each hour, day and year. Everyone leads a 
ritualised life. Rituals are repeated patterns of meaningful acts. If you are mindful of your actions, 

 
1 Oxford Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ceremony, accessed 24 January 2019 
2 Oxford Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/rite_of passage, accessed 24 January 2019 
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you will see the ritual patterns. If you see the patterns, you may understand them. If you understand 
them, you may enrich them. In this way, the habits of a lifetime become sacred.3 

Fulghum emphasises the importance of ritual and symbols connecting the parties to a marriage with their 
families and friends, when he says: 

When public rituals fail, they fail because they were not inclusive of spirit. Include families and friends 
in the ceremony. Celebrations fulfil a yearning in our lives regarding the realities of our present 
circumstances. 

Rituals have vitality when they arise out of real lives. If rituals are only words on paper, they are 
empty. 

Include a gesture of inclusion, reflecting the desire to be as considerate as possible of people and 
circumstances. 

Include families in actual service. This was the case in Europe up until the 12th century. 

A wedding has many opportunities for secondary celebrations. A wedding is both a union and a 
reunion. Give recognition and affirmations of families and friends – recognise their place in the life of 
the bride and the groom. 

Families, friends, and even special acquaintances, can be included in ways that will leave them more 
intimately bound together. 

The sweetest memories are seldom the result of planning. Whatever happens, work it in. Nothing can 
ruin a wedding if the heart is right. Relax. ‘Be there’. Notice each other.4 

Rituals may be personal or public. Rituals occur throughout our lives on every level of existence; daily, 
weekly, annually. Everyone observes personal rituals. We only have to think about our own rituals: 
getting up, breakfast, shower, going to work, shaking hands with someone, and so on. What do we do 
weekly? Go to church, shop for groceries, visit a friend, buy fish and chips? Annually: file a tax return, 
have a medical check-up, complete OPD, have a holiday? 

Marriage ceremonies are one of life’s most important rituals, most often a public ritual. Rituals may also 
be associated with cultural traditions. For example, in some parts of China, a wedding would not be 
considered a real wedding without the incorporation of a tea ceremony. This is a very ritualistic 
ceremony, steeped in tradition and protocol, and is considered the most sacred part of the wedding 
ceremony. Even the tea service used may have deep symbolic meaning for the couple being married. The 
tea offered by the couple to their parents and special family is made of sweet lotus seed and red date. 
The acceptance and drinking of the tea symbolises the acceptance of the new son or daughter-in-law into 
their family. In return, the parent or family member who drinks the tea then gives the couple an ang 
pow, being a red packet usually containing a monetary gift. Red symbolises good fortune and the 
monetary gift symbolises prosperity blessings. 

Symbols in ceremonies 
Symbols create meaning in ceremonies and rituals. They speak to us without words because people hold 
an awareness of what the symbol means. Symbols can be used to reflect beliefs, inner feelings, 
relationships and the spirituality of a marrying couple, or other/s for whom a ceremony is designed. The 
symbols chosen by a marrying couple add dimension to their ceremony. Symbols have the power to take 
us away from the ordinary day-to-day experience of things. When we make use of symbols and recognise 
the symbol, we are giving recognition to a deeper level of understanding of the ritual. People may choose 
from a wide range of different symbols for their ceremonies. Celebrants are required to have knowledge 
of rituals and symbols and be able to demonstrate respect for the important role that ritual and 
symbolism can play in honouring and celebrating life events. 

 
3 Fulghum, R. (1997). From Beginning to End: The Rituals of our Lives. New York: Random House Publishing Group, pvi. 
4 Fulghum, R. (1997). From Beginning to End: The Rituals of our Lives. New York: Random House Publishing Group 
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Symbols are signs and objects that are representative. They may not necessarily represent the same 
thing to each person. 

• To one couple the wedding rings may represent symbols of ‘belonging’ to each other, and the 
marriage candle may mean the blending of their two families. 

• To another couple the wedding rings may represent a seal of their marriage vows, and the marriage 
candle may represent the joint path they are now travelling. 

From these simple examples, it is clear that: 

• Not all people have the same outlook 

• Both couples are right, because the rules are simply that there are no rules 

• Whatever is symbolic for each couple or family is right for them. 

Customs in ceremonies 
Customs can be viewed from different perspectives. They can either be traditional rituals such as giving 
the bride away, or they can be rites and customs from around the world. For the purpose of this 
discussion, we will focus on marriage customs that we are most likely to be familiar with. 

Like any custom and ritual, marriage customs evolve over time and can be adapted to suit individual 
situations. For example, brides are no longer captured by conquering tribes, nor is a bride bought from 
her father for an agreed price. 

You might think that most couples don’t want to include any marriage customs in their ceremonies, 
however, all of the following are examples of the more traditional rituals and customs: 

• The processional 

• The ‘giving away’ of the bride 

• The asking (where the parties to the marriage say ‘I do’) 

• Personal marriage vows 

• Exchange of wedding rings 

• Pronouncing the couple married 

• The kiss 

A glimpse at marriage customs 

• The bride enters on her father’s left so that that he can keep his right (sword) hand free to defend his 
daughter until he has entrusted her into the protection of the groom. 

• Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. Even today many brides still 
follow this custom. Something old represents the bride’s past; something new represents her hope 
for the future; something borrowed represents friendship; and something blue is thought to 
represent love, purity and fidelity. 

• Wedding rings. The simple gold wedding band has evolved over centuries, the circle representing 
mutual, eternal love and affection flowing from one to the other. In Australia, wedding rings are 
placed on the third finger of the left hand because it was believed this finger is linked directly to the 
heart by the ‘vein of love’. 

• Wedding cake has evolved from representing a fertile and fulfilling life for the married couple, to a 
communal ritual. Everyone eats a piece of cake both as a sign of union and a way of wishing the 
couple good luck. Cutting the wedding cake is now part of ritual celebrations at the reception. The 
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couple make the first cut together to symbolise their shared future. When the couple offer each other 
a piece of cake, they are carrying on one of the oldest known marriage customs. 

• Bridal veil. Traditionally, brides have been considered particularly vulnerable to evil spirits and many 
of the customs and traditions associated with weddings are to provide protection. The veil was 
originally worn by Roman brides. It was thought the veil would disguise the bride and therefore 
outwit malevolent spirits. The veil became popular in Britain in the 1800s. In this, and most western 
countries, it is associated with modesty and chastity. In some Eastern ceremonies the bride is veiled, 
and the groom is not allowed to see the bride’s face until after the wedding ceremony. In some 
Jewish weddings there is a ritual where the groom ensures that the bride is his intended, before 
placing the veil over her face. 

• Bridesmaids. Bridesmaids were dressed in a similar way to the bride for the same reason as the 
origin of the veil. The bridesmaids were thought to act as decoys to confuse evil spirits and thus 
protect the bride. 

• Shoes. In the past there have been a number of customs involving shoes which were thought to bring 
good luck. The best known, which is still upheld, is to tie shoes to the back of the newlyweds’ car. 
This has evolved from the Tudor custom where guests would throw shoes at the newlywed couple. It 
was considered lucky if they or their carriage were hit. 

• Confetti. Confetti is the Italian word for sweets which in Italy are thrown over the couple as they 
emerge from the Church, in the same way we use paper confetti. Raisins and nuts may also be used. 
Before the use of paper confetti became commonplace the married couple were showered with 
flowers, petals, rice or grains. This was to bestow prosperity and fertility on the couple. Now that the 
use of confetti is frowned upon, guests have returned to the more traditional flowers, petals and rice. 

• Honeymoon. The term ‘honeymoon’ is thought to originate from the time when a man captured his 
bride. The couple would hide from the bride’s parents before marrying. The couple would remain in 
hiding for a further cycle of the moon after the wedding. During this period they drank honey wine. In 
Scotland the custom was for a woman with milk in her breasts to prepare the marital bed to 
encourage fertility in the newlyweds. In Ireland a laying hen was tied to the bed on the first 
honeymoon night in the hope that some of its fertility would be passed on to the couple. Eating an 
egg with a double yolk was also thought to bring fertility. 

• Best man (superstition). It is the best man’s duty to protect the groom from bad luck. He must 
ensure that once the groom has begun his journey to the church he does not return for any reason. 
He must also arrange for the groom to carry a small mascot or charm in his pocket on the wedding 
day. When the best man is paying the church minister’s fee he should pay him an odd sum to bring 
luck to the couple. 

• Bouquet. After the reception, the bride throws her bouquet back over her shoulder where the 
unmarried female guests group together. Tradition holds that the one who catches the bouquet will 
be the next one of those present to marry. A parallel custom is for the groom to remove the garter 
worn by the bride and throw it back over his shoulder toward the unmarried male guests. Again, the 
one who catches it will be the next to marry. 

• Bridal dress colour. Many brides today marry in white, which symbolises maidenhood. This tradition 
was started by the rich in the sixteenth century. The tradition was given a boost by Queen Victoria 
who chose to marry in white instead of silver, which had been the traditional colour of royal brides. 
Before the white dress, brides wore their best dress. The colour was a matter of preference. The 
following is a traditional rhyme offering advice on dress colour:  

Married in White, you have chosen right,  
Married in Blue, your love will always be true,  
Married in Pearl, you will live in a whirl,  
Married in Brown, you will live in town,  
Married in Red, you will wish yourself dead,  
Married in Yellow, ashamed of your fellow,  
Married in Green, ashamed to be seen,  
Married in Pink, your spirit will sink,  
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Married in Grey, you will go far away,  
Married in Black, you will wish yourself back. 

A green dress is thought to be unlucky unless the bride is Irish. The old expression that a woman has 
a ‘green gown’ was used to imply promiscuity, the green staining caused by rolling in grassy fields. 

There is a vast array of marriage customs from different cultures. We will look at three examples: 

• Jewish weddings. Few Jewish wedding traditions are as well-known as the groom’s smashing of the 
glass at the conclusion of the ceremony. Different explanations for the act of breaking the glass 
bound: that it reminds us of the fragility of personal relationships so that the couple take care of their 
interactions; that it ushers in the outbreak of celebration that should immediately follow; that the 
breaking recalls the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, so that we remember sadness at the 
height of personal joy. Two older explanations are that the shattering scares off any demons 
attracted by the event, or that it symbolises the consummation of the marriage. 

• Hindu weddings. The following list sets out props common in a Hindu ceremony. 

o Coconut 

o Garlands to be exchanged by marrying parties 

o Rings to be exchanged by marrying parties 

o Wedding necklace (mangalsutra) 

o Gift from groom to bride’s brother 

o Gift from bride’s mother to groom 

o Sacred fire 

o Sacred rope (varamala), tied in a loop large enough to go easily around couple 

o Pots of water for washing hands and feet 

o Kumkum or red paste applied to forehead 

o Rice 

o Flowers 

• Japanese weddings. Contemporary Japanese weddings are celebrated in a variety of ways. Many 
contain traditional Japanese and Western elements side by side. Ingrid Heyn, a Melbourne marriage 
celebrant, shares a ritual in a marriage ceremony between an Australian groom and a Japanese bride. 

‘A couple (Australian groom, Japanese bride) wanted to honour the traditions of her family, 
particularly to convey respect to the bride’s mother who was very traditional and spoke little English. 
An interpreter was obtained to provide a running interpretation of the ceremony and I prepared some 
Japanese poetry (checking with the interpreter that my pronunciation was correct). Japanese 
weddings often include references to the ‘four elements’, and there is often a ceremony in which sake 
(rice wine) is poured into cups and ‘passed’ three times before being drunk. I researched the 
meaning and purpose behind these things, and we had a lengthy rehearsal in which the sake pouring 
ceremony was practised. It turned out to be one of the most beautiful ceremonies I have had the 
pleasure of conducting, and a wonderful testament to the way in which blending customs from 
different cultures can work very well. Showing respect to the bride’s mother was deeply important 
and she was very touched by the Japanese elements, the poetry, and by the fact that she was 
pivotally involved in the sake pouring/drinking ceremony. The couple were extremely happy and felt 
that the ceremony reflected both of their wishes and the expectations of both families.’ 

Religious rituals, symbols and customs 
Religions around the world include different rituals, symbols and customs in marriage ceremonies. We will 
look at two you may already know about. 
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• Marriage banns (or bans): Marriage banns are the public announcement in a Christian parish church 
of an impending marriage between two specified people. It is commonly associated with the Church 
of England and with other denominations whose traditions are similar. The Roman Catholic Church 
abolished banns in 1983. 

The purpose of banns is to enable anyone to raise any legal impediment to the marriage, so as to 
prevent marriages that are invalid. Impediments vary between legal jurisdictions, but would normally 
include issues such as a pre-existing marriage that has been neither dissolved nor annulled, lack of 
real consent, the couple being in a prohibited relationship, or an underage party. 

• Any objections? ‘If anyone can show just cause why this couple cannot be legally joined in marriage, 
let them speak now or forever hold their peace.’ This question was asked in some religious marriage 
ceremonies. Like marriage banns, an objector would have to prove a legal reason why the marriage 
could not proceed, and not for any personal reason. 

Introducing rituals and symbols in ceremonies 
When rituals and symbols form part of any ceremony, it is important to introduce them to the audience, 
using a few words of explanation as to their meaning. The introduction is essential for both the flow of 
the ceremony and to let the audience know what is happening and why. 

The marrying parties may absolutely love the idea of having a handfasting ritual, but if the audience have 
never seen this done before, and there are no introductory words of explanation by the celebrant, then 
the ritual will be completely lost and meaningless. 

There are myriad alternative ways that rituals and symbols may be included and introduced in 
ceremonies. Couples and families choose a particular ritual or symbol because it has some sort of 
significance for them. 

Celebrants should not try to influence couples to include the celebrant’s favourite ritual(s) in their 
ceremony. However, unfortunately this does happen. You may love sand ceremonies and do your best to 
convince a couple it would be ideal for their beach wedding, but a couple may be completely put off by 
the thought. What one couple likes may not be at all appealing to another couple. 

Samples of rituals and symbols 
The list of rituals and symbols below by no means represents every symbol and ritual that may be 
included in a wedding ceremony. We live in a multicultural society and many couples may wish to include 
some sort of tradition from their own heritage, such as honouring their parents and grandparents, and to 
retain their own connection with their traditional culture. 

Warming/blessing of wedding 
rings 

Exchange of wedding rings 

Giving away / Presenting the 
bride 

Blessings 

Marriage/unity candle 

Sand ceremony 

Reflections 

Rose (or other flower) 
ceremony 

Giving a gift 

Infinity symbol 

Toast 

Circling 

Hand ceremony 

Releasing of doves 

Releasing of butterflies 

Kiss 

Saying ‘I do’ 

Remembering deceased loved 
ones 

Decorating the ceremonial 
site /space 

Ringing of bells / conch shells 

Music 

Bridal party’s entrance 

Vows 

Bride accepting flower(s) 

Honouring parents 

Kissing the wedding ring, 
either before or after placing 
it on the other’s finger 

Inclusion of children / 
blending of families 

Ribbons 

Pebbles 

Affirmations 

Wine/food ritual 
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Handfasting 

Time capsule 

Themed weddings (medieval, 
beach, rustic country) 

The Scottish quaich 

Flags 

Stones 

Reading a letter from absent 
parent. 

Further information about these symbols can be found in the appendices to this manual. 

Celebrating human development through ritual  

Erik Erikson’s eight stages of human development 

Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson suggested a theory of eights of human development from birth 
to death5 6. His theory, one of few that looked at human development beyond childhood, was designed to 
examine the influences of external factors during each stage on personality and behaviour in later life.  

1. Infancy: Birth to 18 months 

Ego development outcome: Trust vs mistrust 

Basic strength: Drive and hope 

If we pass successfully through this stage, we learn to trust that life is basically okay and will have basic 
confidence in the future. Failure to experience trust may lead to a deep-seated feeling of worthlessness 
and mistrust. 

2. Early childhood: 18 months to 3 years 

Ego development outcome: Autonomy vs shame 

Basic strengths: Self-control, courage and will 

We learn to master skills for ourselves, to walk, talk, feed ourselves, fine motor skills and toilet training. 
We learn autonomy and learn right from wrong, however shame and doubt can develop if the appropriate 
love and support of our new skills is shown. 

3. Play age: 3 to 5 years 

Ego development outcome: Initiative vs guilt 

Basic strength: Purpose 

We take initiative in creating play situations and often model the behaviour of the adults around us. Guilt 
may result from frustration of natural desires and goals 

4. School age: 6 to 12 years 

Ego development outcome: Industry vs inferiority 

Basic strength: Method and competence 

We are capable of learning, creating and accomplishing new skills and knowledge, developing a sense of 
industry. Unresolved feelings of inadequacy and inferiority can lead to problems with self-esteem. 

5. Adolescence: 12 to 18 years 

Ego development outcome: Identity vs role confusion 

 
5 McLeod, SA. (2018). Erik Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development. Simple Psychology. 
https://www.simplypsychology.org/Erik-Erikson.html. Accessed 26 June 2020 
6 Harder, AF. (2002). The developmental stages of Erik Erikson. LearningPlaceOnline.com 
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Basic strength: Devotion and fidelity 

For the first four stages, development depends mostly on what is done to us. From Stage 5 onwards, it 
depends upon what we do. We find our own identity separate from our family, and we may experience 
role confusion if we are unsuccessful in this stage. 

6. Young adulthood: 18 to 35 years 

Ego development outcome: Intimacy and solidarity vs Isolation 

Basic strength: Affiliation and love 

We seek companions and love, mutually satisfying relationships, and look to start a family. Intimacy can 
be experienced through these relationships, but isolation may occur if we find it difficult to create 
satisfying relationships. 

7. Middle adulthood: 35 to 65 years 

Ego development outcome: Generativity vs self-absorption or stagnation 

Basic strength: Production and care 

Work is most crucial; we are occupied with creative and meaningful work, and we expect to have reached 
the role of being in charge. Strength comes through the care for others and contribution to society, which 
Erikson calls generativity. If we struggle with the major life changes that come as we age, we may suffer 
from self-absorption and stagnation. 

8. Late adulthood: 65 to death 

Ego development outcome: Integrity vs despair 

Basic strength: Wisdom 

We look back on our life hopefully with happiness and contentment, knowing that we have made a 
contribution, a feeling Erikson calls integrity. However some people reach this stage and feel despair that 
they have not achieved as much as they would have liked, and wonder if it was all worth it. 

Rituals for life transitions 

In his classic work The Hero with a Thousand Faces7, the late mythologist, Joseph Campbell, writes of a 
notion that occurred to many anthropologists soon after they started studying rites of passage of so-
called primitive societies; namely, that the purpose of rituals was to carry people across difficult 
thresholds of transformation. Then, as now, life transitions demanded not only changes in the patterns of 
people’s conscious minds but of their unconscious minds as well. Rituals were not the incomprehensible 
‘mumbo jumbo’ of childlike and superstitious people, but deeply-rooted and meaningful signposts that 
pointed the way to human growth and change. 

It’s a basic truth of human existence that profound life change is accompanied by a period of confusion, 
regression, and lateral drifting, where nothing seems to work. And yet we’re constantly surprised when 
we cannot put the trauma of a broken relationship behind us quickly, when a career change leaves us in 
turmoil, when the passage from childhood to adolescence, or young adulthood to midlife, isn’t a smooth 
one. 

Many cultures held powerfully life-transforming rites of passage moving a child into a greater 
understanding of what it meant to be a member of the larger community — an adult. While the details of 
those rites varied from culture to culture, most shared a common pattern: a young boy, for example, on 
the brink of manhood, is first briefed by elders on the knowledge he’ll need to become a responsible adult 
and provide for a family. Afterwards he begins some type of ordeal, possibly centred around a three- or 
four-day fast, or a period of solitude in the wilderness, where he has to fend for himself for survival. 

 
7 Campbell, J. (1949). The Hero with a Thousand Faces. New York City: Pantheon Books. 
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When he emerges from the ordeal, he is no longer a boy but a man, and everyone, young and old, 
celebrates with feasting and dancing. 

Ceremonies can help people move from one stage to another, whether it be the natural stage of human 
development as people grow older, or whether the transition is from one emotional state to another — 
from shadow to light, from winter to spring. Acknowledging transition through a personally crafted 
ceremony carries a great deal of power. 

Importance of storytelling  
Storytelling is valuable. Storytelling has been one way humans have made sense of the world for as long 
as we’ve existed: where did we come from, why are we here, and where are we going? Stories can 
engage, motivate, and change lives. It is easier for people to remember information presented in story 
form, and storytelling has been used to simplify complex messages for generations. Storytelling can 
create empathy, and can contribute to inclusion and connection. 

Ceremonies are enhanced when they are personalised, therefore they should include stories about the 
people being celebrated: 

• A wedding ceremony may include the story of how the couple met, why they fell in love, and what 
they’re looking forward to about being married. 

• A naming ceremony for a baby or young child could include stories about the pregnancy, why the 
child’s name was chosen, and what the child’s parents and other support people hope for the child’s 
future. 

• A funeral ceremony can include a eulogy (a chronological story of the person’s life) and tributes (the 
memories and feelings of those closest to the person). 

Factors affecting client preferences for ceremonies 
There are multiple factors that may affect a client’s preferences for their ceremony, and a celebrant 
needs to take all of them into account. It is the celebrant’s role to facilitate their client’s wishes for their 
ceremony (as long as they’re legal!).  

Abilities and disabilities 

• Celebrants must not assume intellectual disabilities and communication difficulties and differences 
affect an individual’s capacity to make decisions about their ceremony and to understand the nature 
and effect of marriage. 

• Celebrants need to respond flexibly to different needs and to use alternative communication 
strategies and devices in interviews and ceremonies where required.  

• If a celebrant has particular reason to be concerned that a person with a disability may not 
understand nature and effect of marriage and to freely consent, they would need to investigate this 
through careful inquiry of the party and those who know them. 

• Physical disability may affect possible location, venue (accessibility), elements of ceremony such as 
the processional and whether the couple are standing or sitting for all or part of the ceremony. The 
celebrant would need to work with clients on what their needs are and be flexible in accommodating 
those needs. 

• More physically able clients may wish for more adventurous options for a wedding venue (e.g. 
mountainous or remote locations). The celebrant may need to refer on if their own abilities did not 
match with client plans for a venue. 
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Age  

• Ceremony preferences cannot be assumed to vary with age and will be very personal. Older people 
may want a more traditional ceremony or a more contemporary service and vice versa for younger 
people. 

• Celebrants should not assume that advanced age means lack of capacity to understand the nature 
and effect of marriage ceremony and ability to plan for an individualised ceremony. 

• Similarly, planning for very young couples, assuming marriage is not legally prohibited due to age, 
must be tailored to their wishes. 

Cultural background  

• Clients from different cultural backgrounds may want culturally specific elements included in their 
ceremony. The celebrant needs to be open to this need and to ask questions, to research client's 
cultural backgrounds and to incorporate cultural elements into the ceremony as desired by clients.  

• The celebrant should work out how best to meet client needs while making sure the requested 
elements are respectful, safe and legal. 

Education 

• The celebrant needs to be respectful and non-judgemental and to provide information that is 
accessible, clear and appropriate to an individual client, irrespective of their education level. 

• The celebrant needs to draw out client preferences and should work with the client to ensure their 
needs and wishes are met within legal boundaries.  

Gender  

• Given traditional gender roles still dominate for many, especially in relation to the marriage 
ceremony, many people may have expectations about the how a marriage ceremony will be 
conducted in terms of the male and female gender roles, i.e. bride and groom roles.  

• However, gender is an internal sense of identity on a continuum, that may or may not align with a 
person’s sex. Assumptions cannot be made regarding a person’s gender identity and this can be 
sensitively explored if appropriate. 

• Questions on the Notice of Intended Marriage form regarding description of party as groom, bride or 
partner may give an indication of client preferences. You’ll find out more about this laer in the 
manual, but parties to a marriage do not have to select the description that belongs to their gender 
identity or sex; they can choose whichever descriptor they prefer, and their choice may provide you 
with some information about their relationship or preferences. The role of the celebrant is to provide 
a ceremony that is meaningful to the couple and the celebrant should allow clients free choice of 
adopting gendered roles or not.  

Socio-economic factors  

• Socio-economic background or circumstances should not be assumed to indicate the likely inclusions, 
elaborateness or cost of a ceremony. People with apparently limited resources may wish for a large 
elaborate wedding and affluent people may want a modest simple wedding. A celebrant should be 
open to all possibilities in their explorations of client needs, while suggesting options to give clients 
choice.  
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Spirituality or religion  

• Couples and their family members may want spiritual elements introduced into their ceremonies in 
the form of prayers or readings or rituals. Providing the ceremony is safe, legal and respectful, 
celebrants are able to accommodate this.  

• Where a celebrant is not comfortable delivering some faith-based element there may be a family 
member or friend who can deliver this.  

• A religious leader may co-present the ceremony providing the celebrant ensures all legal 
requirements are met to validate the marriage. 

Values 

• The celebrant needs to be open to finding out about a couple’s values so these can be incorporated in 
the ceremony in various ways. A couple’s values will influence what they wish to express and how 
they want their ceremony to look and feel. For example: 

o Many values such as respect, trust, loyalty and honesty may be expressed in the introduction or 
in their vows. 

o Ceremonial elements such as including and honouring parents, or children from previous 
relationships, may highlight the values of family and inclusion. 

o Music and reading choices can reflect values of fun or creativity 

• The celebrant needs to be open to learning about the couple’s values through the interviewing 
process and suggesting appropriate ceremonial words and inclusions that match these.  

Structure of ceremonies 
All ceremonies, whether celebrating a birth, a marriage, a death, or some other occasion, follow a similar 
structure. There is comfort in ritual, in repeating the actions that have been experienced previously, and 
that is why it is important to maintain some semblance of a basic structure in all ceremonies. A basic 
ceremony structure may include the following: 

1. Opening music 

2. Welcome and introduction, including:  

a. an overview of the purpose of the ceremony;  

b. acknowledgement of guests, including those present, those who’ve travelled, and those who 
are not present;  

c. acknowledgement and introduction of people who are a key part of the ceremony 

3. Storytelling 

4. Readings or poems 

5. Symbolic rituals 

6. Ceremonial purpose (vows, naming, committal) 

7. Conclusion 

8. Closing music 

Another way of looking at ceremony structure is as a story. We understand that a story has three parts: 
a beginning, a middle, and an end. So does a ceremony. Van Gennep argued that all rites of passage 
share three stages: 

1. Separation (beginning): the period of segregation from one way of life to another. In a marriage 
ceremony this includes the welcome, acknowledgements, definition of marriage, history of the couple. 
This would include steps 1 to 5 in the above structure. 
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2. Transition (middle): when the marriage takes place (this includes the monitum, vows, ring exchange, 
pronouncement). This would be step 6 in the above structure. 

3. Reintegration (ending): this includes the blessing and/or good wishes for the married couple and 
signifies the conclusion of the ceremony. It is usually fairly brief. This would be steps 7 and 8 in the 
above structure. 

It is strongly recommended that you keep these first principles in mind when drafting ceremonies for a 
range of occasions. 

Throughout this course we will look in more detail at different types of ceremonies and how they work 
within the above basic structure. 

Possible types of ceremonies 
All sorts of occasions and life transitions can be celebrated through ceremony. Here’s just a few; how 
many more ceremonies can you think of? 

Celebration of the expectant mother / pregnancy 

Naming / baptism / christening 

Becoming a teenager / puberty / adolescence 

Coming of age / 18th or 21st birthday 

Engagement / betrothal 

Graduation from school / university 

First job / career transitions 

Marriage / commitment 

Divorce / separation 

Step families uniting / recommitment 

House / boat / office blessing 

Pet funeral 

Change of name (adults) 

Midlife transition 

Significant birthdays / anniversaries 

Vow renewal or reaffirmation 

Retirement 

Funeral / memorial 

And many more … 
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Celebrants 
A celebrant is ‘a person who performs a rite; a person who celebrates something.’8 

In Australia, any person can work as a celebrant, performing namings, commitments, funerals, vow 
renewals, and other ceremonies, but unless they are an authorised (registered) marriage celebrant, they 
cannot solemnise marriages. There are many funeral celebrants, for example, who are not authorised 
marriage celebrants. 

Marriage celebrants perform an important role in society and need to be aware of the status this has in 
the community. They must comply with the law governing marriages and other legislation which may 
impact on marriages and marrying couples. Celebrants can have a secular and/or spiritual role in the 
planning and conducting of a marriage ceremony. Above all it is important for the celebrant to be 
committed to the needs and expectations of marrying couples. 

A celebrant understands and appreciates the meaning of ‘rites of passage’, and the importance of 
ceremony, ritual, and of people sharing purpose, longing, and celebration. The celebrant’s role is to assist 
and guide people by listening to their needs and working together to plan, create, and deliver meaningful 
ceremonies that will enhance people’s lives in a significant way. 

With a secular ceremony, marrying couples expect more than what a registry ceremony will provide. 

Many couples are moving away from traditional styles of ceremony because of the need for a more 
personal ceremony created especially for them. Celebrants have a particular responsibility to be totally 
professional and to work with integrity and respect for their couples. They need to learn the basic 
elements of ceremony, to have a love of language, to understand cultures and ritual, to know how to 
stage a ceremony, and how to use these talents with style and skill. The marriage celebrant enables a 
ceremony to come to life with feeling and emotion and sincerity. 

In summary, celebrants: 

• are passionate about their role as a celebrant 

• bring vibrancy, emotion and sincerity to the ceremony 

• encourage couples to empower their ceremony 

• recognise that no matter how big or small, all ceremonies are personal 

• never miss out on opportunities to learn about couples or families they are working with 

• know the basic elements of ceremony 

• love language 

• understand cultures and ritual 

• draw in the audience, making them feel part of the celebration.9 

 

  

 
8 Oxford Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/celebrant, accessed 24 January 2019 
9 Some of this section was adapted from the article Ceremonies – celebration of life, by Wanda Brittain, New Zealand 
celebrant 
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Marriage in Australia 
A valid marriage binds two people in a union under law. 

Marriage ceremonies vary. They may be elaborate affairs with large wedding parties and many guests, or 
small and intimate with just the celebrant, marrying couple, and two official witnesses aged 18 or over. 
The important responsibility for the celebrant is to ensure that each marriage they solemnise is valid 
regardless of how many people are present. Marriage celebrants must adhere to all their legal 
responsibilities. 

Marriage ceremonies provide an opportunity for not only a union of two people, but also a reunion of 
family and friends, some of whom may also have a role in the ceremony. There are many variables. 
Influences on types of marriage ceremonies might be culture, tradition, spirituality, rituals, and other 
personal preferences of the marrying couple. 

History of marriage 
The institution of marriage is known to have been in existence since Ancient Mesopotamia (a period 
spanning 4000-1700 BC). In its ancient beginnings, marriage was a practical and strategic alliance 
between families, used to secure peace, trade, create mutual obligations and later to secure political or 
economic advantage. Neither state nor religion were necessarily involved. 

In ancient Greece, local laws regulated marriage and gods were called on to bless unions, showing the 
involvement of both religion and state. 

In Christian tradition, there is reference to marriage in the bible and a long history of commentary and 
influence on marriage and eventual incorporation of marriage into religious practices and development of 
associated canon (religious) law. 

Despite church influence on marriage, in the 1500s couples could still marry through private promises 
made to each other with no witnesses were necessary. The state reacted to this by becoming increasingly 
involved through creating laws and regulations around marriage. 

In UK, the 1753, the Clandestine Marriage Act showed parallel influences of church and state on 
marriage. This Act required couples to marry in church and required the posting banns or the obtaining of 
a (civil) licence to marry. 

The 19th century saw the option re-emerge of a secular or non-religious ceremony in some countries. In 
the United Kingdom, the Marriage Act 1836 regulated for non-religious marriage ceremonies to occur in 
registry offices. 

In Australia, the Marriage Act 1961 allows for civil, non-religious marriage ceremonies. Senator Lionel 
Murphy commenced the Civil Celebrancy Program in Australia in 1973 to give people a choice of a secular 
service that had significance and was not just a dry quick registry style service. The Civil Celebrancy 
Program provided couples with choices around ceremony wording, the celebrant, the venue, rituals, and 
music.  

Marriages conducted by civil celebrants have become increasingly popular in Australia and New Zealand. 
The proportion of marriages where a civil celebrant was used have increased markedly over the last 35 
years from 39% in 1983 to 68% in 2008. 

Definition of marriage in Australia 
Section 5 of the Marriage Act 1961 (‘the Act’) defines marriage as ‘the union of 2 people to the exclusion 
of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.’ 

Marriage Act 1961, s5 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 2.2, p16 
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Marriage celebrants in Australia 
The term ‘authorised marriage celebrant’ is commonly used to describe all celebrants who are authorised 
to solemnise marriages. Part IV of the Act provides for four different categories of people who perform 
marriages: 

• Category A: Ministers of religion of recognised denominations 

• Category B: State and Territory Officers (e.g. in registry offices) 

• Category C: Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants who conduct civil ceremonies 

• Category D: Commonwealth-registered religious marriage celebrants who conduct civil ceremonies or 
religious ceremonies for non-recognised (independent) religious organisations. 

A person can be authorised in only one of the above categories. 

For the purposes of this manual, Category C and Category D celebrants will collectively be referred to as 
Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants or CRMCs; in practice, Category D celebrants must refer 
to themselves as religious marriage celebrants in all documents relating to marriage, as per s39G of the 
Act. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 3.1, p18 

The Celebrant Talk Show: All the stupid questions you’ve got about marriage equality, 5:25 
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 Category A 
Ministers of religion – 

Recognised denominations 

Category B 
BDM staff or court officers 

Category C 
Marriage celebrants 

Category D 
Ministers of religion – Non-
recognised denominations 

AND Religious marriage 
celebrants 

Registration number Q/N/V/T/S/W number N/A A number A number 
Marriage Act Part IV, 
Division I 

Subdivision A - Ministers of 
Religion 

Subdivision B - State and 
Territory Officers 

Subdivision C – Marriage 
Celebrants 

Subdivision D - Religious Marriage 
Celebrants 

Title Ministers of religion for 
recognised denominations 

State and Territory officers Commonwealth-registered 
marriage celebrants 

Commonwealth-registered 
religious marriage celebrants 

Age restriction Over 21 Over 18 Over 18 Over 18 
Nature of marriage 
relationship  

s45(1) denomination’s approved 
form of ceremony 

s46(1) Monitum s46(1) Monitum s46(1) Monitum 

Vows s45(1) denomination’s approved 
form of ceremony 

s45(2) civil vows s45(2) civil vows s45(1) church vows OR s45(2) 
civil vows 

Place Anywhere in Australia, usually in 
a venue designated by their 
denomination 

Any place in Australia OR only in 
the part or parts specified in 
instrument of authorisation 

Anywhere in Australia Anywhere in Australia 

Application fee Nil Nil $600 $600 
Annual fee Nil Nil $240 $240 
OPD No No Yes Yes 
Insurance 
recommended 

No No Yes Yes 

Code of practice No No Yes Yes 
Advertise No BDM, not personally Yes – as Marriage Celebrant Yes – as Religious Marriage 

Celebrant 
Charge fee No – donation to church okay BDM, not personally Yes Yes 
Marriage equality Not required Must solemnise Must solemnise Not required 
New celebrants Appointed by State or Territory 

Government based on 
recommendation by denomination 
and geography 

Employee of a State or Territory 
Government 

After completing Cert IV and 
applying for registration 

Only new celebrants who are 
ministers of religion of non-
recognised denominations may 
join Subdivision D (after 
completing Cert IV and applying 
for registration) 
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History of marriage celebrancy in Australia 
The need for celebrants arose from changes in society, when younger generations began moving away 
from formal religions. A large percentage of society, although spiritual, did not associate with any 
particular religious denomination. Marriages could only be solemnised in a church or a Registry of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages.  

Because of the change in society, in 1973 Senator Lionel Murphy initiated the Marriage Celebrants 
Program whereby ‘good and proper persons in the community’ were authorised as marriage celebrants to 
conduct civil ceremonies, providing a dignified and meaningful alternative marriage ceremony for couples 
who did not want to have a religious ceremony or to be married in a registry office. Funeral services also 
became increasingly secular. This need resulted in a growth in the number of marriage celebrants being 
appointed. In 2018 almost 80% of marriages in Australia were solemnised outside of a religious 
organisation, i.e. by a Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrant or a State or Territory Officer (in a 
registry office). 

These secular ceremonies are critical for a number of reasons: 

• They maintain the ritual component that people associate with a rite of passage such as marriage. 

• They allow people to celebrate without feeling hypocritical using a religious ceremony. 

• Unlike church and registry marriage ceremonies which usually follow a set script and location for their 
weddings, couples now have the freedom to be married anywhere at any time. They can also 
personalise their ceremony to meet their needs and expectations, as long as certain compulsory 
words are included to ensure their marriage is valid. 

The Federal Government undertook an extensive four-year review of the Marriage Celebrants Program 
commencing in 1996. The review carefully considered the opinions and experiences of marriage 
celebrants, celebrant organisations, and the couples who use celebrant services. The review identified a 
number of deficiencies in the program requiring reform. 

A package of proposed reforms was developed that aimed to raise the professional standards in 
celebrancy services provided by marriage celebrants appointed under the program. This included the 
introduction of appropriate training, to be underpinned by a set of competency standards for all aspiring 
celebrants (at first only one unit was required, then the full Cert IV in Celebrancy became a requirement 
in 2010). A code of practice for marriage celebrants was introduced Marriage celebrants started to be 
required to meet annual OPD requirements similar to those required by other professions (s39G of the 
Act). The reforms came into effect on 1 September 2003. 

These reforms broadened and enhanced the role of celebrants to include a responsibility to provide every 
marrying couple with information regarding pre-marriage and other relationship services. This aimed to 
ensure that celebrants play an important role in promoting longer-lasting family relationships and 
stronger communities within Australia. 

Other changes were implemented progressively over a period of five years, with restrictions imposed on 
the number of new celebrants appointed each year slowly relaxed. From 1 September 2008, all applicants 
who had acquired the minimum qualification and met other criteria were authorised as a marriage 
celebrant. From 3 February 2010, the minimum qualification was upgraded to CHC42608 Certificate IV in 
Celebrancy, which was replaced in July 2017 with CHC41015 Certificate IV in Celebrancy. 
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Main resources for marriage celebrants 
The Marriage Act 1961 is the federal instrument administered by the Marriage Law and Celebrant 
Section (MLCS) of the Commonwealth Attorney General’s Department (AGD), under which all marriages 
in Australia are conducted and marriage celebrants are appointed. The Marriage Regulations 2017 
contain the statutory rules to the Act. 

The Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018 provide comprehensive 
information for celebrants, explaining procedures in plain English. It is the first ‘go to’ helpful resource for 
marriage celebrants. 

All three resources can be accessed or downloaded from the AGD website and are updated from time to 
time. The current versions are available in your folder of supplementary materials. We recommend you 
download the documents and save them on your desktop, as you will often need to refer to these 
documents during your training and practice as a celebrant. 

Celebrant Institute: Guidelines 2018: What’s changed? Parts 1–7 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 9:48 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage Act 1961 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage Regulations 2017 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 
2018 

AGD website 

Website: https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Pages/default.aspx 

The AGD website provides a wealth of information for marriage celebrants about the marriage celebrants 
program and about getting married in Australia. It is an essential place to find information including 
important updates. If you read any information elsewhere that is inconsistent with information on the 
AGD website, then that other information is inaccurate. 

You are encouraged to familiarise yourself with everything the AGD website offers. It is recommended 
that authorised celebrants check for updated at least monthly. 

Know when to contact the AGD for guidance 
If an answer to a celebrant’s question is not in the Guidelines, the AGD ask that they be contacted for 
guidance. An email enquiry is preferred. Celebrants should include their authorisation number in an 
enquiry and set out the situation succinctly using bullet points. The AGD also ask that they are given a 
date by which their guidance is required. If the inquiry can be answered in the Guidelines, it is likely the 
AGD will simply refer the celebrant to the relevant part of the Guidelines. 

Support services for celebrants 
Celebrants often need personal support, most often because they have encountered an unusual situation 
and want to ensure that they are doing things the right way. Sources of support include the AGD 
(website, email and phone enquiries); Registries of Births, Deaths and Marriages; celebrant associations 
(many have Facebook groups where you can ask questions of other members); mentors; and training 
providers.  
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Basic legal requirements for marriage in Australia 
For a marriage to be legal in Australia, there are many obligations of both the authorised celebrant and 
the parties to the marriage. Some of these requirements line up with each other, others are required of 
one or the other. 

Authorised celebrant’s responsibilities 

At the very least, celebrants must: 

Parties to the marriage’s responsibilities 

At the very least, parties must: 

Be satisfied that the marriage will be valid, 
including that the parties are of marriageable age, 
that they are not in a prohibited relationship, that 
they are not married to anyone else, and that 
they are both giving real consent 

Not be married to someone else 

Not be in a prohibited relationship 

Be of marriageable age 

Give real consent 

Sight certain documentation provided by the 
parties 

Provide certain documentation to be sighted by 
the authorised celebrant before the marriage 
ceremony 

Accept a NOIM from the marrying couple at least 
one month (and no longer than 18 months) prior 
to the marriage date 

Lodge a completed NOIM with an authorised 
celebrant at least one month (and no more than 
18 months) before the marriage ceremony 

Provide the parties to the marriage with the 
brochure Happily Ever... Before and After 

 

Provide the parties to the marriage with 
information about relationship education 

 

Accurately and legibly copy the information from 
the NOIM to the DONLIM, updating a party’s 
address or occupation if it has changed since the 
NOIM was lodged 

 

Ensure the parties sign the DONLIM as close as 
possible to the ceremony 

Sign a DONLIM 

Accurately and legibly copy the information from 
the NOIM to the three Official Certificates of 
Marriage, updating a party’s address or 
occupation if it has changed since the NOIM was 
lodged 

 

Complete the Record of Use Form for the Form 15 
Certificate of Marriage 

 

Ensure two witnesses are present at the 
ceremony 

Have two witnesses present at the marriage 
ceremony, who appear to be aged 18 or over 

If desirable, ensure an interpreter is present at 
the ceremony and that they complete the required 
statutory declaration before the ceremony 

If requested by the celebrant, have an interpreter 
present at the ceremony 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 26 

Authorised celebrant’s responsibilities 

At the very least, celebrants must: 

Parties to the marriage’s responsibilities 

At the very least, parties must: 

Say the words contained in s46(1) of the Act (‘the 
Monitum’) in the presence of the parties to the 
marriage and their two witnesses 

Hear the authorised celebrant say certain words 

Ensure the parties to the marriage both say the 
legal vows (s45 of the Act) 

Say certain words themselves in the hearing of 
the authorised celebrant and the witnesses (either 
s45(1) religious vows or s45(2) civil vows) 

Be satisfied that each party to the marriage is 
consenting to the marriage at all times before the 
conclusion of the ceremony 

Be consenting at all times up to and including 
during the ceremony 

Ensure both parties to the marriage and their two 
witnesses sign the three marriage certificates, and 
sign them personally 

Sign three OCMs, which must also be signed by 
the authorised celebrant and the witnesses 

Hand the Form 15 OCM to one of the parties  

If relevant, ensure the interpreter signs the 
certificate of faithful performance by interpreter 
after the ceremony 

 

Complete the NOIM by recording the date and 
place of the marriage, the rites used, the 
celebrant’s number, and signing the form 

 

Within 14 days of the ceremony, send all required 
documentation to the Registry of Births, Deaths 
and Marriages in the state or territory in which the 
marriage took place 

 

There is a great checklist for all the things a celebrant needs to do to solemnise a wedding at the end of 
the Guidelines. It is also available as a download from the AGD website, and it’s included in your 
supplementary materials. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Checklist for solemnising marriages 

If one or more of these requirements is not fulfilled, the marriage may not be valid. However, this is all 
that is actually required to be married in Australia; rings, wedding dress, aisle, guests, ‘I dos’, music, 
poetry, and a reception are all part of a wedding, but are not requirements for a legal marriage. Let’s 
take a more in-depth look at each of these requirements for a valid marriage. 

Celebrant Institute: The golden rule of marriage legalities and ethics 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 29:58 

Validity of the marriage 

Not be married to someone else 

Neither of the parties are to be lawfully married to someone else at the time of the marriage. 
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They’re also required to not already be lawfully married to each other, for example if they got married 
overseas, their marriage will almost certainly be recognised in Australia, so they can’t get married again 
just because Mum wants to be at the wedding. 

If a party has been married before, celebrants need to see documentation of the termination of the 
marriage. We’ll look at that further shortly. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.11, p46 

Not be in a prohibited relationship 

The parties are not to be in a prohibited relationship. This means they must not be siblings by full or half 
blood, nor by adoption (even if the adoption has been dissolved or discharged by any means). 

The parties must not be parent and child or grandparent and grandchild. An uncle may marry his niece or 
nephew, an aunt may marry her nephew or niece, and cousins may marry. Step-siblings who grew up in 
the same house but were never legally adopted by the other’s parent may marry. 

If there is any relationship at all between the couple, they must declare it on the NOIM by ticking the 
appropriate box on page 4 and writing the nature of their relationship in the box. The celebrant can then 
adjudicate whether or not the couple can marry, based on the nature of their relationship. (And no, 
‘fiancé’ is not the type of relationship that needs to be declared at this question; it has happened!) 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 8.3, p86 

Be of marriageable age 

Marriageable age in Australia is 18. 

• Two people who are both under 18 may not marry. 

• Anyone under 16 may not marry. 

• A party aged 18 or over may marry a party aged 16 or 17, but the party aged under 18 must obtain 
consent (usually parental) and a court order granting permission to marry, neither document to be 
dated more than three months before the date of the marriage. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 8.7–8.8, p92 

Give real consent 

The consent of the parties to the marriage must be real. Consent must not be obtained by fraud (i.e. the 
party must not be mistaken as to the identity of the other party or the nature of the ceremony), or by 
force (i.e. the party must not be under duress to marry). The ability to give real consent can also be 
governed by mental capacity or intoxication. Consent must be given at all times prior to and during the 
marriage ceremony, up to and including the moment the party says their legal vows. It is a celebrant’s 
responsibility to judge whether or not consent is being given and whether or not that consent is real. 

There are a number of serious consequences that can flow for you and the parties to the marriage if you 
proceed and it is later established that real consent was not given: 

• You commit an offence under Section 100 of the Act for having reason to believe there was a legal 
impediment to the marriage or that the marriage may be void, and having solemnised the marriage 
anyway. Penalty: six months imprisonment or five penalty units. 

• The marriage will be void. 

• There may be consequences for the parties, for example one may be a victim of a forced marriage, 
which is a criminal offence. 

If a celebrant has doubts about real consent, they need to take the utmost care to ensure a party is not 
being forced or coerced into marriage and that they understand they are getting married. If in doubt, 
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speak to the parties separately to establish that they are both willing parties and that they do understand 
that they are to be married. A celebrant should make file notes if they feel uneasy about a situation and 
may refuse to solemnise the marriage. If this happens, the celebrant should report their unease to BDM, 
along with the circumstances. 

Intoxication and its impact on consent 

A person who is intoxicated or under the influence of drugs or alcohol may not have the capacity to give 
real consent to a marriage. Intoxication should be discussed at a final meeting or rehearsal, reminding 
the parties that they are not to appear ‘under the influence’ otherwise the celebrant is not authorised to 
solemnise their marriage. The decision as to whether or not a party to a marriage is too intoxicated to be 
able to give real consent is at the complete discretion of the celebrant. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 8.5, p88 

Documentation to be provided and sighted 
Before solemnising the marriage, the celebrant must sight various documentation. A NOIM may be given 
to a celebrant without the celebrant sighting documents at the same time, as long as the documents are 
produced before the marriage is solemnised. 

Celebrant Institute: Sighting identity documentation 

Celebrant Institute: Sighting identity documents from parties living interstate or overseas 

Celebrant Institute: Change of name and identity documents 

Celebrant Institute: What to do when the name on a birth certificate is different from that on the photo 
ID 

Celebrant Institute: Change of name by marriage and the NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: Receiving ID documentation securely 

Proof of date and place of birth 

Parties need to provide proof of their date and place of birth through: 

• an original birth certificate 

• an original birth extract 

• an original current or expired (but not cancelled) passport – Australian and overseas passports are 
both fine. 

In exceptional circumstances where a birth certificate or passport is impossible to obtain, a party may 
produce a statutory declaration as to their date and place of birth. Note ‘impossible’ does not mean 
‘difficult’ or ‘costly’; this provision only applies for refugees with no documents or people born in remote 
communities whose births were never registered. This statutory declaration would be forwarded to BDM 
with the other documents after the marriage.  

Original paper version documents or electronic forms of documents are both acceptable. Parties may take 
a photo or a scan of their birth certificate/extract or passport and email or text message it to you. 
Electronic copies of certified photocopies are not acceptable. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.10, p43 

Celebrant Institute: Passports – how old is too old? 

Celebrant Institute: Can’t access a birth certificate but has a passport! 

Celebrant Institute: Statutory declaration for evidence of date and place of birth 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 
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The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 27:45 

Documents: Marriages/Client journey/Statutory declaration for date and place of birth 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Identification 

Celebrants need to be satisfied that the parties to a marriage are the people named on the Notice of 
Intended Marriage. Generally the easiest way to do is by sighting a form of photo identification: 

• a driver’s licence 

• a proof of age card 

• a current passport or one expired for not more than 10 years – Australian and overseas passports are 
both fine. 

If the form of identification produced by a party is so old that the celebrant is unable to tell whether the 
photo belongs to the party, they may ask for another form of photo identification. 

Not all parties will hold or be able to obtain photo identification. Celebrants may consider whether other 
evidence (such as other government-issued documents like a Medicare card, or utilities bills) provides 
enough information to identify a person. 

Original documents can be used, or parties may show their identification documents to a celebrant via 
FaceTime or Skype or other video conferencing facility. The photo must be able to be compared to the 
party’s face, and the particulars on the document must be able to be compared to the particulars on the 
documentation providing evidence of date and place of birth. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.12, p51 

Celebrant Institute: Digital drivers licenses as ID, a guide for celebrants 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 27:45 

The Celebrant Talk Show: You gotta know when to fold ‘em, 23:22  

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Proof of the termination of the previous marriage 

If a party to a marriage has been previously married, the celebrant must sight evidence of the end of 
their prior marriage (divorce order, death certificate of a former spouse, or nullity certificate) as 
applicable. If a party has previously been married more than once, the celebrant only needs to sight 
evidence of the termination of the most recent prior marriage. 

Since 13 February 2010 in Australia, divorce orders have only been issued to parties electronically, so 
there is no original paper version to be sighted. In the case of a party divorced after 2010, they can 
forward the celebrant their electronic divorce order, or print it out to show the celebrant. The printed 
version does not need to be certified for a celebrant to accept it. 

Original paper version death certificates or electronic scans or photos of the originals should be produced. 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 30 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.11, p46 

Celebrant Institute: How does a party prove they're divorced? 

Celebrant Institute: Proof of divorce: what, when, how? 

Celebrant Institute: Evidence of divorces granted overseas 

Celebrant Institute: US citizens marrying in Australia 

Celebrant Institute: Timing of divorce and the NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 27:45 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Documents in another language 

If any document required to be sighted by the marriage celebrant is not in English, then the document is 
to be translated into English by a translator accredited by the National Accreditation Authority for 
Translators and Interpreters (NAATI), preferably at Level 3 or higher. This is the case even if the 
celebrant is able to read the foreign language.  

The same applies if a non-English speaking party is required to complete and provide a statutory 
declaration. They may prepare and complete the statutory declaration in their own language, but they 
must then have the document translated into English by a NAATI accredited translator. Both original 
statutory declarations are given to the celebrant. 

An electronic form of the original paper statutory declaration may be provided to the celebrant. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.16, p56 

Celebrant Institute: Interpreters and translators 

Celebrant Institute: Documents translated by overseas services 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Names used on marriage forms, including names changed by common use 
Marriage documents will form part of a chain of documents that a person will use over the course of their 
life to establish their identity and obtain identity documents. As a result, the accuracy of marriage 
documents will have a significant effect on the ease with which a person will be able to obtain identity 
documents in the future. 

Names are tricky, because people change their names in all sorts of different ways for all sorts of 
different reasons. There is a multitude of information on names in the Guidelines for your review, but 
here’s a brief overview: 

• Generally the names used on marriage documentation should be the full legal name as it appears on 
the party’s birth certificate or passport they produce as evidence of their date and place of birth. 

• The spelling must be identical to that on the document produced, and all names appearing on that 
document must be listed on the marriage documentation.  
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• If a person believes there is a spelling error in their name on their birth certificate or passport, they 
should have that document corrected before presenting it to you; once the document has been 
amended, the correct name should be recorded on marriage documentation.  

• The full legal names of parties must be written in English on all marriage documentation. However a 
party’s usual signature may be in a foreign script. 

• If the document produced by a party shows their name in a foreign script, the celebrant should 
request a formal translation of the document to show how the name should be spelled in English.  

• If the document produced by the party shows all names in the Given Name field, that is how they 
must be recorded on marriage documentation. 

• If the party only has one name, only one name should be recorded on marriage documentation.  

• There are some circumstances under which a person can use a name that is different from the one 
listed on their birth certificate of passport: 

o Change of name through BDM: if a person has changed their name through a Registry of 
Births, Deaths and Marriages change of name process, the new name is now their legal name 
and must be recorded on marriage documentation. The party will have either a BDM-issued 
change of name certificate (if they were born overseas) or an updated birth certificate (if they 
were born in Australia) as evidence of their new name. 

o Change of name by deed poll: prior to BDMs looking after name changes, people could 
change their name by deed poll (this ceased in the late 1990s). The new name is now their 
legal name and must be recorded on marriage documentation. The party will have deed poll 
documentation as evidence of their new name. 

o Change of name by marriage: when a person gets married they may choose to change 
their name, either to that of their spouse or to a hyphenated combination of their name and 
their spouse’s name. They do not go through a formal BDM change of name process for this; 
they simply tell every organisation that has their name on file that they want to use this 
different name, and produce their marriage certificate as proof they are allowed to use that 
different name. People who change their name through marriage still maintain access to their 
previous name, so if they marry again they may choose which name to use on their marriage 
documentation. They will need to produce a chain of evidence to support the use of either 
name. 

o Change of name by common usage: some people have adopted a different name than the 
one on their birth certificate and used it throughout their life, but have never had their name 
formally or legally changed, and do not have a birth certificate or passport in their preferred 
name. A celebrant should advise such a party that they should legally change their name if 
they want to use it on the marriage documentation. If the party refuses to do so, and insists 
on using their preferred name despite not having a birth certificate or passport in that name, 
the celebrant should outline (in writing) the possible difficulties the person may face in the 
future when attempting to obtain official identity documents. If the party insists that will 
never be an issue for them, they may use their preferred name on the marriage 
documentation. In this instance I personally would want to see some proof that they’re using 
their preferred name, such as a driver’s licence or a utilities bill or other documentary 
evidence, but this is not a legal requirement.  

There are some excellent case studies in the correct use of documents and recording of names on 
marriage documentation in the Guidelines that I highly recommend you review carefully. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.5.7-4.7, pp30-39 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.19, p57  

Celebrant Institute: Evidence required for a change of name by marriage 

Celebrant Institute: Names on the NOIM: legal change of name 

Celebrant Institute: Use of name changed by usage for trans parties 

Celebrant Institute: Change of name and identity documents 
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Celebrant Institute: What to do when the name on a birth certificate is different from that on the photo 
ID 

Celebrant Institute: Change of name by marriage and the NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: Advice for couples re name changes after marriage 

Celebrant Institute: Marrying in your birth name after changing your name by marriage 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 70:05 

Notice of Intended Marriage 
Under s42 of the Act, a Notice of Intended Marriage (NOIM) is to be completed by the parties and lodged 
with an authorised celebrant a minimum of one month before the wedding day. The NOIM is valid for 18 
months. When we talk about ‘lodging’ the NOIM, that simply means giving a completed, signed and 
appropriately witnessed NOIM to an authorised celebrant; celebrants don’t send the NOIM anywhere 
before the wedding. The one month’s notice period begins when an authorised celebrant receives a 
completed, signed and appropriately witnessed NOIM (not when the NOIM is signed by the parties; that 
could be several days before it is lodged with a celebrant). 

The NOIM may be received in paper or electronic form. Parties may take a photo or a scan of the paper 
NOIM and email or text message it to the celebrant. (Electronic copies of certified photocopies are not 
acceptable.) The electronic document then becomes the original; therefore the celebrant is not required 
to receive the paper original before solemnising the marriage. 

Celebrant Institute: Multiple NOIMs for one marriage 

Celebrant Institute: Postponing a wedding: what happens to the NOIM? 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 27:45 

The Celebrant Talk Show: All the stupid questions you’ve got about marriage equality, 28:20 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Notice of Intended Marriage 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Completing the NOIM 

Pages 1 and 2 contain information for the couple. These pages should be given to the couple. Pages 3 
and 4 of the NOIM provide panels and spaces for details of the parties to the marriage, and for the details 
of the documents sighted by the celebrant to be noted. 

Completing page 3 of the NOIM 

Top left panel — ‘For celebrant’s use’: Celebrants are not required to complete this information, 
although it does help to have a record of the planned date, time and venue of the ceremony at the time 
the NOIM is lodged. If any of these details change before the ceremony takes place, it is not necessary to 
formally correct the information in this panel; of course, you absolutely can correct them, but you don’t 
need to initial the corrections or have the couple initial them.  

Celebrant Institute: Changing the planned date of the marriage on the NOIM 

Top centre panel — ‘Name and address of proposed celebrant’: BDMs appreciate celebrants adding 
their contact details (phone number, email address) for ease of communication should they have a query 
regarding the marriage documents. 
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Item 1 — ‘Description of party’: Tick Groom, Bride or Partner. It is up to each party to decide which 
option they want to use to describe themselves. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 10:15 

Item 2 — ‘Surname’: Surnames must exactly match either the official full birth certificate, official birth 
extract, change of name certificate, previous married name, or name in passport. Check the Guidelines 
for extensive details regarding names on NOIMs. 

Item 3 — ‘Given names’: You must follow procedure, not what the marrying party may want. It is part 
of your role as an authorised marriage celebrant to explain requirements regarding names used on 
NOIMs, as well as the implications of using names on marriage documentation. Refer to the latest version 
of the Guidelines for further information if you are unsure about given names on marriage forms. 

Item 4 — ‘Sex’: Tick Male, Female or X. X refers to indeterminate, intersex, or unspecified. Parties may 
choose to use the term that best describes their gender (even though the item is called Sex). There is no 
need for celebrants to see proof of the party’s gender; indeed, a party’s recorded sex does not need to 
align with their gender identity.  

NB: For celebrants using Victorian BDM’s online marriage registration system: if a party ticks X, confirm 
whether they identify as indeterminate or non-specific, as they are the only options currently available in 
the system. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: A tribute to the greatest podcast episode, 53:00 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We’re not so desperate anymore, 35:00 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 1:50, 10:33 

Item 5 — ‘Usual occupation’: The request is for ‘usual occupation’, not ‘current occupation’. If a 
marrying party is not working at the time of lodging the NOIM with their celebrant, they are welcome to 
insert a previous occupation that they are likely to return to. 

If a party is retired, some BDMs prefer to see an extended description, for example retired mechanic or 
retired nurse. This may be a different requirement or preference from state to state/territory BDMs. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: You gotta know when to fold ‘em, 39:00 

Item 6 — ‘Usual place of residence’: Full address means full physical/residential address, including 
postcode. PO box numbers are not to be used on NOIMs or other marriage documents for usual place of 
residence. 

Item 7 — ‘Conjugal status’: The only acceptable definitions are shown in small print on the NOIM 
(Never Validly Married, Widowed, Divorced). If a party is awaiting a divorce at the time of lodging the 
NOIM, they insert ‘Married, divorce pending’. Once the celebrant has sighted the divorce order, this can 
be changed to Divorced, and items 17 and 18 can be completed, as well as court details on page 4 of the 
NOIM. No marriage may take place until the celebrant has sighted the divorce order. 

Because BDMs would rather have too much information on NOIMs than too little, it is prudent (but not 
essential) for you to note in the NOIM’s margin the date you sight the divorce order if the divorce was 
pending at the time you received the NOIM. The change in conjugal status will be reflected in Clause 1 of 
the party’s DONLIM, where the party will be described as a ‘divorced person’. The OCM will also record 
that the party’s conjugal status is ‘Divorced’. 

Item 8 — ‘Birthplace’: If a party is born in Australia they insert city or town, and state or territory (as 
shown on birth certificate or passport). It is important to carefully check the birth certificate or passport 
for the correct information. For example, a party might have written that they were born in Brisbane, 
Queensland, but their birth certificate shows ‘South Brisbane, Queensland’. The NOIM would need to be 
corrected and the amendment initialled in the adjacent outside margin by the celebrant and the relevant 
party. 

If a party was born overseas, they insert their city or town and country as shown on their official birth 
records or passport. However, BDMs have reported problems with insufficient birthplace information 
when a party is born overseas. For example, they would rather see that a party was born in Richmond, 
Texas, USA than just Richmond, USA. This is because there may be several of the 50 states in America 
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with a city or town called Richmond; we only have to compare this example to Australia where there are 
four states with towns called Richmond. BDMs ask that for parties born overseas, celebrants ensure the 
town or city, state and country are recorded on the NOIM (e.g. Richmond, Texas, USA). 

Only the information recorded on the birth certificate or passport sighted as evidence of date and place of 
birth can be recorded on the NOIM. Australian passports allow a person to choose whether their city of 
birth (e.g. Melbourne) or suburb of birth (e.g. Mount Waverley) is printed on their passport. If their city 
of birth is listed, the NOIM cannot show the suburb of birth because the celebrant has not seen proof of 
this information. 

Item 9 — ‘Date of birth’: Date of birth must be the same as official birth records shown on a birth 
certificate or passport (or statutory declaration by a party who cannot provide an official birth certificate 
or official birth extract). 

Item 10 — ‘If a party is born outside Australia, total period of residence in Australia’: 
Information collected for statistical purposes only. 

• Over two years residence: just record the number of years (although Victoria BDM would like years 
and months of residence recorded for all overseas born parties). 

• Under two years residence: record year and months. 

• If only in Australia a few days: no need to complete. 

No minimum period of residence in Australia is required for marriage purposes. 

Celebrant Institute: Period of residency on the NOIM, parts 1 and 2 

Celebrant Institute: Visa/residence requirements for marrying in Australia 

Celebrant Institute: US citizens marrying in Australia 

Item 11 — ‘Father’s name in full. If not known, write ‘Unknown’. If deceased, add ‘Deceased’: 
Names should match official birth certificate of the marrying party. Showing that a parent is deceased is 
only required for statistical purposes, and the word ‘Deceased’ is not required to be transposed onto the 
OCM. 

If the father’s name is not recorded on a birth certificate, his name is not to be recorded on marriage 
documents, even if the party knows the name of their father. There are steps parties can take to have a 
parent added to their birth records, and then obtain a new birth certificate recording a parent’s name. 
Parties can contact BDM for more information and requirements. On the other hand, if the father’s name 
is recorded on a birth certificate, it must be recorded on marriage documents, even if the party no longer 
has a relationship with him. Remember you are ensuring accuracy between all documents; names should 
exactly match birth records. Parties can face difficulties if their marriage documentation is incorrect or 
inconsistent with other official documentation. 

Item 12 — ‘Mother’s maiden name in full’. If not known, write ‘Unknown’. If deceased, add 
‘Deceased’: Same advice as for father’s name. Remember, mother’s full maiden name is required, not 
only her maiden surname. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.5.2, p28 

Celebrant Institute: Parents’ names on the NOIM, parts 1, 2 and 3 

Celebrant Institute: Queensland BDM needs more info on parents 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 65:40 

Item 13 — ‘Father’s country of birth’. If unknown, write ‘Unknown’: Countries of birth are usually 
recorded on full birth certificates; if not, ask the relevant party for details. 

Item 14 — ‘Mother’s country of birth’. If unknown, write ‘Unknown’: Countries of birth are usually 
recorded on full birth certificates; if not, ask the relevant party for details. 

Particulars if a party has been previously married: 

Item 15 — ‘Number of previous marriages’: Party can write the word in full or just the numeral, for 
example ‘One’ or ‘1’. 
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Item 16 — ‘Year of each previous marriage ceremony’: Provide the entire date if it is known. This 
information is required for statistical purposes. 

If a party is divorced, the full date of the previous marriage will be shown on the divorce order. 

If only the year of a previous marriage is known and the party cannot ascertain the day and month, they 
can just write the year on the NOIM. 

If the year of a prior marriage is not known, the party must provide a statutory declaration explaining 
why they cannot ascertain the year and the steps they’ve taken to try and find out. Celebrant sends the 
statutory declaration to BDM following solemnisation. 

Item 17 — ‘Number of children of the previous marriage or marriages born alive’: List children 
of previous marriages whether they are now living or deceased. This information is required for statistical 
purposes. 

This question may raise questions and confusion. Many marrying couples take issue with not being able 
to add the children of their current relationship, or other children born to relationships that did not 
include marriage.. Only children of a previous marriage (whether born before or after the marriage) are 
included at Item 17. This means that children whose parents were married at any point in time are 
included but those whose parents never been married are not. 

Children of the couple who are completing the NOIM and are about to get married are not children of a 
previous marriage (unless the couple are remarrying after a divorce). The NOIM only requires information 
regarding children born alive within a relationship that involved a marriage, whether those children are 
now living or deceased. 

I suggest being quite clear about this: ‘So this marriage started on X date, it ended in divorce on X date, 
and did you have any children to that relationship?’ Don’t ask the party if they have any children, as this 
will cause issues with the limitations of this question. Simply ask if they had any children to the 
relationship that is being discussed. 

Celebrant Institute: Children of previous marriages on the NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: VIC BDM RIO: Children of previous marriages  

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 36:15 

Item 18 — ‘Year of birth of each of those children’: If the party does not know this information, they 
must provide a statutory declaration explaining why they cannot ascertain the years of birth and the 
steps they’ve taken to try and find out. Celebrant sends the statutory declaration to BDM following 
solemnisation. 

Item 19 — ‘How LAST marriage terminated’: The only options are ‘death’, ‘divorce’ or ‘nullity’. The 
NOIM is only concerned with how the last marriage ended, not any earlier marriages (because the 
celebrant for the previous marriage will have seen evidence of the termination of the marriage before 
that, and so on).  

Note: Nullity refers to those marriages that have been declared void by a court, and a Nullity Order is 
issued by the court. More information in Item 20. 

Item 20 — ‘Date on which last spouse died, or date on which dissolution of last marriage 
became final, or nullity order made’: If the last marriage ended with the death of a former spouse, 
the date of death is found on their death certificate, which you are required to sight. 

If the last marriage ended in divorce, the date the divorce took effect is shown on the divorce order 
(legally, the dissolution of marriage is the decree absolute). The date of divorce cannot be entered until 
you have sighted the divorce certificate. Please note you are looking for the date the divorce took effect, 
not the date the divorce was granted. The date the divorce was granted is the day the couple went to 
court (if necessary), and a magistrate granted their divorce. There is then a waiting period of one month 
and one day until the divorce takes effect or becomes final, and it is that final date that gets recorded on 
the NOIM.  

Nullity refers to those marriages that have been declared void by an order of court. In this circumstance, 
the corresponding conjugal status for a party marrying for a subsequent time would be ‘Never validly 
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married’, because although they have been married before, a court has deemed that their previous 
marriage was not valid. 

Celebrant Institute: US citizens marrying in Australia 

Completing page 4 of the NOIM 

‘Are the parties related to each other?’ You need to ask this question to establish whether the parties 
may be in a prohibited relationship. The appropriate box is then ticked (‘No’ if the parties are not related, 
‘Yes’ if the parties are related), and their relationship recorded in the space provided. Further information 
on related parties can be found earlier in this manual. 

‘Signatures of Party 1 and Party 2’: Both parties sign where indicated, in the presence of an 
authorised witness. The parties should sign with their usual signature. The parties need to use the same 
signature on all subsequent marriage documentation. 

‘Witnesses to the signatures of Party 1 and Party 2’: The NOIM can be signed and witnessed using 
a pen on paper, or electronically using a stylus on a tablet. 

There are different requirements for those who have their signatures witnessed in Australia and those 
who have their signatures witnessed overseas. These are set out on page 4 of the NOIM and are as 
follows: 

Witnesses for NOIMs signed within Australia: 

• authorised celebrant 

• Commissioner for Declarations under the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 

• justice of the peace 

• barrister or solicitor 

• legally qualified medical practitioner 

• member of the Australian Federal Police or the police force of a state or territory. 

The following is an extract from Part 4.9.1 of the Guidelines. 

A Commissioner for Declarations is not the same as a person before whom a Commonwealth 
Statutory Declaration may be made – they are specifically appointed people who will have written 
evidence of their appointment. Commissioners for Declarations are appointed under State and 
Territory laws. Only some states and territories appoint Commissioners for Declarations. If the parties 
to the marriage wish to use a Commissioner for Declarations, the parties should check whether 
Commissioners exist in the jurisdiction in which they reside. The best way to do this is by contacting 
the relevant state or territory government where the NOIM is to be witnessed. 

The easiest thing is just not to rely on the Commissioner for Declarations qualification. 

Celebrant Institute: What exactly is a Commissioner for Declarations? 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 34:07 

Witnesses for NOIMs signed outside Australia: 

• Australian Consular Officer 

• Australian Diplomatic Officer 

• notary public 

• employee of the Commonwealth authorised under paragraph 3(c) of the Consular Fees Act 1955 

• employee of the Australian Trade Commission authorised under paragraph 3(d) of the Consular Fees 
Act 1955. 

Reference to ‘Commonwealth’ means the Commonwealth of Australia, not other Commonwealth 
countries. For the definitions of ‘Australian Consular Officer’ and ‘Australian Diplomatic Officer’, see s2 of 
the Consular Fees Act 1955. 
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Not all overseas countries have an Australian Embassy or Australian Consulate, which means marrying 
parties in those countries will need to sign before a notary public. It is worth advising parties who sign 
before a notary public that pages 1 and 2 of the NOIM are not required by the celebrant to form part of 
the NOIM, only pages 3 and 4. Otherwise the notary is likely to seal all four pages and charge 
accordingly. 

Celebrant Institute: Who can witness a NOIM under the title ‘legally qualified medical practitioner’? 

Celebrant Institute: Witnessing the NOIM – how much information is required? 

Celebrant Institute: Witnessing the NOIM via videoconferencing 

Celebrant Institute: Signing documents electronically under the new rules 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 73:00 

Particulars to be completed by authorised celebrant 

‘Date notice received by celebrant’: enter the date you receive the signed and witnessed NOIM. A 
signed NOIM may be scanned and emailed to a celebrant, and the celebrant can record the date of 
receipt of the electronic copy; the electronic document then becomes the original, and the paper version 
is not required.10 

BDMs will check the date you received the NOIM to ensure the correct notice period was given prior to 
solemnisation (unless a prescribed authority granted and endorsed page 4 of the NOIM with a shortening 
of time). 

‘Rites used / Date marriage solemnised / Place marriage solemnised’: These details are to be 
inserted only after the marriage has been solemnised. This is because the celebrant with whom the NOIM 
is lodged may conduct civil ceremonies but the NOIM may be transferred to a religious celebrant prior to 
solemnisation, and the date and/or place of the marriage may change from when the NOIM is lodged. 

In the ‘Rites used’ panel:  

• If you conduct civil ceremonies, enter: ‘the Marriage Act 1961’. 

• If you conduct religious ceremonies, enter the name of your religious organisation as it appears on 
the register of authorised celebrants on the AGD’s website. 

‘Birth certificate(s) produced / Registration number of birth certificate’: Tick appropriate box if a 
party has produced their birth certificate as evidence of place and date of birth. Enter the registration 
number of the birth certificate. If in doubt, show all numbers on certificate. 

‘Statutory declaration(s)’: Tick appropriate box if a party has produced a statutory declaration 
regarding place and date of birth instead of a birth certificate or passport. Keep the statutory declaration 
and send it to BDM following solemnisation along with other documents to register marriage. 

‘Australian or foreign passport produced / Passport number’: Tick appropriate box if a party has 
produced their passport as evidence of place and date of birth. Enter passport number in panel provided; 
you may like to record the country of issue of the passport. 

Photo identification: It is best practice that the parties produce a form of photo identification to satisfy 
the celebrant that they are the people named on the NOIM. The NOIM includes tick boxes and number 
panels for the following documents: 

• Current drivers licence produced / Driver’s licence number 

 
10 This advice regarding the electronic version becoming the original is recent, only current since the release of a new 
fact sheet in June 2019. The fact sheet, ‘Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment’, can be found in 
your supplementary materials. 
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• Current proof of age card or evidence of age card produced / Proof of age card number or evidence of 
age card number 

• Current identification card displaying the cardholder’s photograph produced / Type of identification 
card / Number of identification card 

‘Evidence of death, nullity or dissolution’: This is evidence of the termination of a previous marriage. 
Tick appropriate box if you sight a party’s divorce certificate, nullity certificate, or death certificate of a 
prior spouse (relating only to last prior marriage of the party). In the panel, enter court location if a 
divorce or nullity. No details of a death certificate are required to be recorded on the NOIM. 

If both parties are divorced, ensure the court location details clearly indicate which details belong to Party 
1 and which details belong to Party 2. 

‘For marriage of a party under 18 years’: Tick appropriate boxes to indicate you have received 
appropriate consents and the court order approving the underage marriage. The consents and court 
orders are only valid for three months after the date shown on the documents. 

‘Authority for marriage despite late notice’: Tick box if authority for a shortening of time is recorded 
in the ‘Official use only’ panel at the bottom of page 4. 

Celebrant Institute: ‘Authority for marriage despite late notice – not applicable’ 

‘Have you given the document referred to in subsection 42(5A) of the Act to the parties?’ The 
document referred to is the brochure ‘Happily Ever... Before and After’. Tick both boxes to indicate you 
have given the brochure to both parties. 

‘Celebrant’s number / Celebrant’s signature’: Complete these boxes at the bottom of page 4 only 
after solemnisation of the marriage. This is because the NOIM may be transferred to another celebrant 
after it has been lodged. It is the celebrant who solemnises the marriage who completes and signs the 
NOIM at the bottom of page 4. 

Comments 

Once all particulars on the NOIM are completed and checked against the official documents provided by 
the couple, the parties sign page 4 of the NOIM in the presence of an appropriate witness as listed above. 
If the celebrant has not been the witness to the signatures on the NOIM, they must still sight the 
required documentation and check all details on the NOIM are correct. 

The signatures on the NOIM may be in a foreign script, i.e. Japanese, but the full legal names must be 
written in English. 

The NOIM can be lodged with a celebrant having only been signed by one party to the marriage, if it is 
inconvenient to obtain the signature of the other party. In this case, the other party must still give at 
least one month’s notice, so email the other party to ensure they are aware of and consenting to the 
marriage. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.2, p22 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.9, p40 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: PDFs are losing their contents when imported to Notability 

Celebrant Institute: Minimum requirements for accepting a NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Email to confirm notice 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGED documents/NOIM resources 
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Correcting errors on the NOIM 

A NOIM may only be amended if details are incorrect. Incorrect details on a NOIM may only be corrected 
prior to the marriage ceremony. 

Details on the NOIM often need to be changed once the celebrant has checked details entered by the 
parties against official documentation. For example, a party has recorded their mother’s name on the 
NOIM as Janet. But when the celebrant checks details against the party’s official birth certificate, the 
mother’s name is shown as Jeanette. The NOIM therefore needs to be corrected. 

The correct way to amend the NOIM is to rule out the incorrect information neatly leaving the incorrect 
details visible and write the correct information. The celebrant and party then initial the adjacent outside 
margin. Do not initial amendments in the body of the document. Never use correction fluid/tape on a 
legal document. 

NOIMs are not to be altered after a marriage has been solemnised. If an error is noticed in the NOIM 
after the marriage has been solemnised, an explanatory note should accompany the documents sent to 
BDM. 

If a party’s occupation or address changes before the wedding, this does not constitute an error and 
should not be corrected on the NOIM. The only corrections should be to errors the celebrant observes 
when checking details on the NOIM against details on official documentation, for example names, place 
and date of birth. However the new information should be entered on the DONLIM and OCM before the 
marriage ceremony. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.9.5, p43 

Celebrant Institute: Correcting errors on the NOIM 

The definition of one month 

This is an area that trips up a lot of celebrants, but it’s really much simpler than it first seems. 

S2G of the Acts Interpretation Act 1901 provides that a month means a period: 

• starting at the start of any day of one of the calendar months, and  

• ending: 

o immediately before the start of the corresponding day of the next calendar month, 

or 

o if there is no such day, at the end of the next calendar month. 

Example: A month starting on 15 December in a year ends immediately before 15 January in the next 
year, which means a couple can marry on 15 January, as the one-month’s notice period has ended at 
11.59pm on 14 January. 

Example: A month starting on 31 August in a year ends at the end of September in that year (because 
September is the calendar month coming after August and does not have 31 days), which means a 
couple can marry on 1 October, as the one-month’s notice period has ended at 11.59pm on 30 
September. 

Ignore the number of days in the month. It’s simply not relevant. The general rule of thumb is that the 
couple can marry on the same number day as they give you a NOIM, in the following month. The 
exception to this is at the end of the months that have more days than the next month, in which case a 
couple can marry on the first day of the following month. I know it sounds tricky, but I promise you’ll get 
used to it. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.4, p25 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Notice of Intended Marriage – giving the minimum one month 
notice 

The Celebrant Talk Show: All the stupid questions you’ve got about marriage equality, 51:33 



COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

Marriage Act 1961

NOTICE OF  
INTENDED MARRIAGE

Note: See section 70 Marriage Regulations 2017 (Cth).

Please read all NOTES (including PRIVACY NOTES) included in this form, and 

complete this form in TYPE or by using BLOCK LETTERS.



PRIVACY NOTES
• 	Section	42	of	the	Marriage Act 1961 (the Act) requires that a marriage shall not be solemnised unless a notice in

writing of the intended marriage, in the prescribed form, is given to the authorised celebrant solemnising the marriage.
This Notice is the prescribed form for this purpose.

• 	The	authorised	celebrant	to	whom	the	Notice	is	given	sends	the	Notice	to	the	Registrar	of	Births,	Deaths	and
Marriages of the State or Territory in which the marriage takes place, after the marriage ceremony. The Registrar uses
the information in the Notice to register the marriage.

• 	The	Registrar	of	Births,	Deaths	and	Marriages	then	sends	the	Notice	to	the	Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	(the	ABS),
which requests information about these matters under the Census and Statistics Act 1905. The ABS records non-
identifying information from the Notice, including each party’s sex, and uses that information to generate national
statistics on marriage and the family in Australia. Personal identifying information is not retained.

NOTES
MARRIAGE OF ANY PERSON UNDER 18 YEARS WITHOUT AN 

ORDER OF A JUDGE OR MAGISTRATE IS INVALID.

UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES CAN 2 PERSONS UNDER 18 YEARS  
MARRY EACH OTHER.

2	 	The	marriage	cannot	be	solemnised	until	after	one	calendar	month	from	the	date	the	authorised	celebrant	receives	the	
Notice	unless,	under	subsection	42(5)	of	the	Act,	a	prescribed	authority	has	authorised	the	marriage	to	be	solemnised	
before that time has elapsed. Also, the marriage cannot be solemnised:

(a)  if the authorised celebrant receives the Notice more than 18 months before the proposed marriage (see 
paragraph	42(1)(a)	of	the	Act);	and

(b)  unless the authorised celebrant is satisfied that the parties to the proposed marriage are the parties referred to 
in	the	notice	given	under	section	42	of	the	Act	in	relation	to	the	marriage	(see	paragraph	42(8)(a)	of	the	Act).

3	 	Section	104	of	the	Act	makes	it	an	offence	for	a	person	to	give	the	Notice	to	an	authorised	celebrant	or	to	sign	it	if,	to	
that person’s knowledge, the Notice contains a false statement or an error or is defective.

4	 	If	a	party	to	an	intended	marriage	cannot	conveniently	sign	the	Notice	at	the	time	it	is	intended	to	give	notice	of	the	
intended marriage, the other party may sign the Notice and give it to the proposed authorised celebrant. However, in 
that case, the party who has not signed the Notice must sign it in the presence of that celebrant or another authorised 
celebrant before the marriage is solemnised.

5	 	Section	42	of	the	Act	requires	certain	documents	to	be	produced	to	the	authorised	celebrant	before	the	marriage	is	
solemnised, in particular:

(a)	 evidence	of	the	date	and	place	of	birth	of	each	party;	and

(b)  if a party has previously been legally married, evidence of a party’s divorce, or of the death of a 
party’s spouse.

 If a party has been divorced in Australia, the authorised celebrant should sight court evidence of the decree upon 
dissolution of marriage.

6  A party to an intended marriage who has not turned 18 (unless the party has previously been married), must obtain 
the necessary consents or dispensations required under the Act, and the authorised celebrant must sight those consents 
or dispensations before proceeding with the marriage. Also, a person under 18 years is not of marriageable age, and 
cannot	be	a	party	to	a	marriage,	unless	the	person	obtains	an	order	from	the	court	under	section	12	of	the	Act.
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1  A party to an intended marriage who is unable, after reasonable inquiry, to state any information required in the 
Notice, should write “unknown” in the relevant space on the form. To make the Notice effective, the party must also 
give the authorised celebrant a statutory declaration stating that they are unable to state the information required 
in the Notice, and the reason for that inability. However, a statutory declaration is not necessary in relation to the 
information	required	under	item	11,	12,	13	or	14	of	the	Notice,	or	the	date of a previous marriage ceremony under 
item 16 of the Notice.



FOR 
CELEBRANT’S USE

Marriage arranged: 

for ...........................................am/pm
(time)

on.............................................................
(day of week)

...................................................................
(date)

at .............................................................

..................................................................

.

.

Commonwealth of Australia
Marriage Act 1961

NOTICE OF INTENDED 
MARRIAGE

To: ................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................
[insert name and address of proposed celebrant]

 

FOR OFFICIAL  
USE ONLY

Registered No.

The following parties give notice of their intended marriage:

 PARTY 1 PARTY 2

1  Description of party Groom Bride Partner

2 Surname

3 

Male Male

Partner Groom Bride

 Given names

4  S ex  Female X Female X
(‘X’ refers to indeterminate/intersex/unspecified)

5 Usual occupation

6  Usual place of residence  
(full address)

7 Conjugal status (for example, never validly  
married, widowed, divorced)

8 Birthplace— (if born in Australia— 
insert	city	or	town,	and	State	or	Territory;	if	
born outside Australia—insert city or town and 
country)

9 Date of birth

Day Month Year Day Month Year

10  If party born outside Australia,  
total period of residence in Australia

Years Months Years Months

  

  

11  Father’s name in full (If not known, write 
“unknown”. If deceased, add “deceased”)

12  Mother’s maiden name in full  
(If not known, write “unknown”.  
If deceased, add “deceased”)

13  Father’s country of birth  
(If not known, write “unknown”)

14  Mother’s country of birth  
(If not known, write “unknown”)

If a party has been previously married, that party must give the following particulars:
15 Number of previous marriages

16 Y ear of each previous marriage ceremony 
(If known, give date)

17 Number of children of the pre vious 
marriage or marriages born alive  
(whether now living or deceased)

18 Year of birth of each of those children

19 Ho w LAST marriage terminated  
(Insert “death”, “divorce” or “nullity”)

20  Date on which last spouse died, or date on 
which dissolution of last marriage became 
final, or nullity  order made Day Month Year Day Month Year
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Are the parties related to each other? Yes  No 

If yes, state relationship

Signature	of	party	1	 Signature	of	party	2

Signature of witness* Signature of witness*

Qualification Qualification

                                                                 Date............/............/............                                                              Date............/............/............

* This Notice must be signed in the presence of any of the following:
 (a)    if a party signs the Notice in Australia—an authorised celebrant, a Commissioner for Declarations under the Statutory Declarations Act 

1959, a justice of the peace, a barrister or solicitor, a legally qualified medical practitioner, or a member of the Australian Federal Police or 
the	police	force	of	a	State	or	Territory;

 (b)   if a party signs the Notice outside Australia—an Australian Consular Officer, an Australian Diplomatic Officer, a notary public, an employee 
of the Commonwealth authorised under paragraph 3(c) of the Consular Fees Act 1955, or an employee of the Australian Trade Commission 
authorised under paragraph 3(d) of the Consular Fees Act 1955.

Note: For the definitions of Australian Consular Officer and Australian Diplomatic Officer,	see	section	2	of	the	Consular Fees Act 1955.

PARTICULARS TO BE COMPLETED BY AUTHORISED CELEBRANT

Date notice received by celebrant

Rites used Place marriage 
solemnised

Date marriage solemnised
*Strike out words not required  PARTY 1 PARTY 2
†Strike out if inapplicable

Birth certificate(s) produced    

Registration number of  
birth certificate
* Statutory declaration(s) 

PARTY 1 PARTY 2

*Australian† or foreign†  † Evidence of death, 
* *passport produced nullity or dissolution

Passport number If dissolution or nullity, 
insert Court location 

#   Current dri vers  † For marriage of a 
licence produced party under 18 years: 

- consents received 
- court approval

Drivers licence number Authority for marriage 
despite late notice
- not applicable

#    Current proof of age card  
or evidence of age card           # Note: For use if photographic evidence of identity 
produced is sighted by the authorised celebrant to satisfy the 

requirements	under	paragraph	42(8)(a)	of	the	Act.
Proof of age card number or  
evidence of age card number

#   Current identification card   
displaying the cardholder’s     
photograph produced

Type of identification card

Number of identification card

PARTY 1 PARTY 2

Have you given the document referred to in  
subsection	42(5A)	of	the	Act	to	the	parties?

Celebrant’s number Celebrant’s signature

Official use only
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Happily Ever... Before and After 
As soon as possible after receiving the NOIM, the celebrant must give to the parties the Happily Ever... 
Before and After brochure, which outlines the obligations and consequences of marriage. It is possible to 
give a paper or electronic version of the document, and after it has been given to the couple, the 
appropriate boxes at the bottom of page 4 must be ticked. If the boxes are left blank, it will indicate that 
the celebrant has not fulfilled their obligations under s42(5A) of the Act, that is that they have failed to 
give the parties information regarding the availability of marriage education and counselling and other 
important legal matters concerning marriage. 

There are translated versions of the brochure available on the AGD website for download in multiple 
languages. At the time of writing, versions in the following languages are available: 

• Arabic 

• Bengali 

• Chinese simplified 

• Chinese traditional 

• Croatian 

• Dari 

• Dinka 

• French 

• Greek 

• Hindi 

• Indonesian 

• Japanese 

• Khmer 

• Korean 

• Macedonian 

• Nepali 

• Persian (Farsi) 

• Portuguese 

• Punjabi 

• Russian 

• Serbian 

• Sinhalese 

• Tagalog 

• Turkish 

• Ukrainian 

• Urdu 

• Vietnamese 

The brochure includes important information about legal and other changes that marriage makes to a 
relationship. Therefore the period between giving you their NOIM and the wedding ceremony can be 
utilised beneficially by couples to not only access relationship services, but they can learn more about 
matters referred to in the brochure, should they choose to do so. For example, a couple may wish to 
consult a solicitor about making new wills, or consult their tax agent about tax implications once they are 
married. The brochure also highlights the benefit of relationship education in an effort to strengthen 
marriages. After all, nothing is more important for a couple than a healthy relationship. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.15, p55 

Celebrant Institute: When to provide documentation to couples 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Happily Ever... Before and After 

Information about relationship education 
In addition to the Happily Ever... Before and After document, celebrants are also required to give couples 
information about relationship education services available in their area. This is required by the Code of 
Practice for Marriage Celebrants. The information provided to couples should be reviewed at least 
annually to ensure it is up to date. 

What is relationship education? 

Pre-marriage relationship education (not counselling) is an important investment by couples into their 
future life together, and also an important way in which the fabric of society can be strengthened, and 
level of civility can be raised. It is also an investment by the federal government, which is an interested 
party to healthy marriage relationships due to the high cost to the community of marriage breakdown. 

There is increasing government and community concern about the social, emotional and financial costs of 
marital distress and breakdown. In general, pre-marriage education programs seek to engage couples in 
the processes of reflection and skills training with the aim of promoting and supporting the development 
of strong and stable relationships. 
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Australian programs have evolved from an instructive, often prescriptive, lecture format to learner-
centred and facilitative programs. Educators have been eclectic in the design of programs, drawing on 
educational, psychological and behavioural frameworks. 

There are various ways of preparing couples for marriage: 

• Individual partners may complete an inventory (such as PREPARE ENRICH or FOCCUS) and then 
come together with a trained administrator to discuss the results. Inventories are a facilitative tool 
designed to help couples find out more about themselves and their partner, and to work through the 
issues important to their relationship. 

• Couples can participate in group programs comprising several couples, to engage in discussions and 
activities designed to raise awareness and impart skills considered important to marital quality. 

• Some programs combine both inventory and group formats. 

• Some programs take the form of formal discussions with a religious celebrant. 

The length and format of programs may vary considerably, from short, one-off sessions (perhaps three 
hours), to one-day weekend programs, or short sessions (of, say, three hours) spread over a number of 
weeks, or weekend residential programs. 

Different providers will focus on different components of relationship education. Programs will generally 
cover some, or all, of the topics listed below: 

• Knowing own personalities: good/bad habits 

• Knowing and understanding partner’s personality 

• Balancing time for work, self, together, and together with others 

• Friendship and understanding one another 

• Interests and hobbies 

• Common goals 

• Communication skills 

• Overcoming communication barriers 

• Managing differences/celebrating each other’s uniqueness 

• Developing conflict skills and maturing in communication 

• Managing change and anticipating future challenges. 

Marriage celebrants are not marriage educators. But celebrants have the responsibility to facilitate and 
encourage the development of strong relationships in the couples they prepare for marriage. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.2 p118 

Celebrant Institute: When to provide documentation to couples 
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Happily Ever… 
Before and After
InformatIon for  
couples plannIng 
to marry

 
marrIage Is Important
Your celebrant is handing you this document because the decision to marry is 
one of the biggest decisions a couple can make. Marriage is a significant step 
which will bring a number of changes for you, your spouse and your family. 
This document tells you:

•	 the process of getting married in Australia,

•	 some important legal consequences of getting married, and

•	 where relationship support services, such as marriage education, family 
counselling or dispute resolution services may be obtained.

strengthenIng your marrIage
Before marriage: marriage education
Solid relationships set you up to meet the changes and challenges of life. It is 
important to develop good communication and sound relationship skills early, 
so that you can fall back on these skills during difficult times.

Pre-marriage education prepares couples for marriage by providing skills and 
information to build lifelong marriages. Courses are also available to explore 
the added dimension and complexity brought to a marriage by children from a 
previous relationship.

During marriage: family counselling
Keeping relationships on track is not always easy. Relationship problems  
can arise at various stages of our lives. While having a shaky moment does  
not mean your relationship is in trouble, it may be a sign that you could  
do with some help. 

Family counselling can help couples come to terms with the many changes 
that happen during a marriage, such as the personal and interpersonal issues 
to do with children and family. Family counsellors can help you work through 
emotional problems with your spouse or partner, or to reach agreement about 
your parental responsibilities.

marriage breakdown: family Dispute resolution
Family Dispute Resolution (FDR) can help separating couples to reach 
agreement about property, money, and—most importantly—any children. 
The law requires separating families who have a parenting dispute to make a 
genuine effort to try to sort it out through FDR.

An accredited FDR Practitioner can help you discuss issues, look at options, 
and reach agreement. Importantly, FDR can help you to develop a parenting 
plan to set out arrangements for any children.

for more information about the services and 
advice available for couples and families, visit the  

family relationships online website at  
www.familyrelationships.gov.au or phone the  

family relationship advice line on 1800 050 321.

This information is provided pursuant to 
subsection 42(5A) of the Marriage Act 1961



marrIage In australIa:  
some Important thIngs you neeD to know
health and welfare benefits
If you receive health or welfare benefits, you will need to contact the relevant 
agencies to advise them that you have married. These agencies will advise you 
if your benefits will change. You may lose benefits and even be penalised if you 
fail to tell them you have married within a reasonable time after the wedding.

changing your name
Any person who marries may choose to take their spouse’s surname. You are 
not legally required to take your spouse’s surname once you are married.

If you wish to take your spouse’s surname, you must obtain a certificate 
of marriage issued by your state or territory Registry of Births, Deaths 
and Marriages. This is usually sufficient evidence to have your personal 
documentation (eg. driver’s licence) changed to your married surname.

The certificate you received on your wedding day is ceremonial and will  
not meet the identity requirements of many government agencies, such as  
the passport office. 

citizenship
If you marry an Australian citizen, you do not have an automatic right to 
Australian citizenship. You will still need to apply for citizenship and satisfy  
the eligibility criteria. You can obtain further information from the  
Department of Home Affairs website at www.homeaffairs.gov.au.

making a will
Marriage will invalidate any previous wills unless your will clearly shows you 
were planning this marriage when you made it.

It is important that you make a new will when your personal circumstances 
change. This ensures that you have a valid will that gives effect to your 
intentions about how you want your assets to be distributed in the event of your 
death. A solicitor can help you make or change a will.

taxation after marriage
When you marry, the amount of taxation you pay may change. It is advisable 
to contact the Australian Taxation Office, a tax agent or an accountant before 
marriage to discuss any tax implications.

gettIng marrIeD In australIa
In Australia, marriage is regulated by the Marriage Act 1961, which sets out the 
process for getting married and the legal requirements of a valid marriage. 

A completed notice of Intended marriage form  
must be given to your celebrant at least one month  
(and up to 18 months) before the wedding.

You and your partner must provide your celebrant with 
evidence of your date and place of birth, identity and the 
end of any previous marriages.

You must both sign the ‘Declaration of no legal impediment 
to marriage’. By signing the Declaration, you declare that you 
believe that you are of marriageable age, and that there is no 
legal impediment to your marriage.

On your wedding day, your celebrant will solemnise your 
marriage. Your celebrant will then ask you, your partner and 
your witnesses to sign up to three marriage certificates.

After your wedding, your marriage celebrant will register  
the marriage with the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages 
in the State or Territory where your marriage took place. 

1

2

3

4

5
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Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage 
As close as possible to the ceremony, both parties need to sign a Declaration of No Legal Impediment to 
Marriage (DONLIM). This is a legal document declaring that they are not aware of any legal reason they 
can’t marry the other party, including that they are: 

• not married to someone else 

• not in a prohibited relationship 

• of marriageable age. 

The celebrant is to prepare the DONLIM based on information from the NOIM. If the parties have changed 
their occupation and/or address since completing the NOIM, then the DONLIM should be prepared with 
updated information (but the NOIM should not be amended). 

The DONLIM must be printed on the back of the BDM copy of the Official Certificate of Marriage (see 
further information below), and the signatures of the marrying parties must be witnessed by the 
authorised celebrant who is to solemnise the marriage. 

Completing the DONLIM 

The declarant’s full name, address, and occupation (in that order) are copied from the NOIM. 

Clause 1 – details of conjugal status. Insert either: 

• person who has never been validly married 

• widowed person 

• divorced person. 

Clause 2 – details of the other party to the marriage are inserted, that is their full name, address, and 
occupation (in that order) as shown on the NOIM. 

Clause 3 has two sub-clauses: 

• (a) I am 18 years or older; or 

• (b) I have not yet turned 18, being born on ………. (date of birth of person making the declaration). 
However, I applied for an order under section 12 of the Act, and the ………. (name of court) at ………. 
(location of court) made that order on ………. (date of order). 

One of the above subclauses must be neatly ruled out. In most cases clause 3(a) remains because most 
marrying parties are 18 or older. The celebrant should rule out the subclause that is not relevant in its 
entirety. 

Signing the DONLIM 

Before the parties make their declarations, the celebrant is required to: 

• ask the parties to read the DONLIM through to ensure they agree with everything they will be 
declaring 

• remind the parties that it is an offence to make a false declaration. 

The parties then sign where indicated, ensuring they use the same signatures that they used to sign the 
NOIM. The signatures on the DONLIM may be in a foreign script, i.e. Japanese, but the full legal names 
must be written in English. The DONLIM can be signed and witnessed using a pen on paper, or 
electronically using a stylus on a tablet. 

As witness, the celebrant then: 

• signs where indicated 
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• adds their full legal name 

• writes the date the declarations were made 

• adds the place where the declarations were made (only the suburb is required, e.g. Buderim) 

• adds their title or qualification to solemnise marriages (I use CRMC to stand for Commonwealth-
registered marriage celebrant). 

Check – check – check to ensure there are no gaps, all parts have been completed correctly, and all 
signatures have been signed and witnessed. 

Celebrant Institute: Signing documents electronically under the new rules 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

Correcting errors on the DONLIM 

If any details require amendment, the incorrect information should be neatly ruled out and the correct 
information inserted. The incorrect details should remain visible. The amendment is then initialled in the 
adjacent outside margin by the party making their declaration and the celebrant as witness. Never use 
correction fluid/tape on a legal document. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.14, p54 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Combined Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage and 
Official Certificate of Marriage 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

  



COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

Marriage Act 1961

DECLARATION OF NO LEGAL IMPEDIMENT TO MARRIAGE
(sections 71 and 79 Marriage Regulations 2017 (Cth))

I,    .........................................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................................

declare that:

1 I am a ........................................................................................................ 

  .................................................................................................................... 

 

2  I believe that there is no legal impediment to my marriage 
with

  .................................................................................................................... 

  .................................................................................................................... 

  ....................................................................................................................

 in particular: 
 (a)   neither of us is married to another person; and 
 (b)   neither of us is in a prohibited relationship; and 
 (c)   both of us are of marriageable age; and 
 (d)    there is no other circumstance that would be a legal 

impediment to the marriage.

3  I am of marriageable age because  
(*Strike out if inapplicable): 
*(a)   I am 18 years or older; or 
*(b)    I have not yet turned 18 years,  

being born on  ...........................................................................

  However, I applied for an order under section 12 of the 
Act, and the

  ................................................................................................................at

  ....................................................................................................................

 made that order on ..............................................................................

I make this declaration under the Marriage Act 1961. I believe the statements in 
this declaration are true in every detail.  I am aware that it is an offence under 
the Marriage Act 1961 to give a notice to an authorised celebrant knowing that 
it contains a false statement or an error or is defective.  I am also aware that 
the Act creates offences in relation to bigamy, and in relation to marriage of a 
person who is not of marriageable age.

............................................................................................................................... 

I,  .........................................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................................

..............................................................................................................................

declare that:

1 I am a ........................................................................................................ 

  .................................................................................................................... 

 

2  I believe that there is no legal impediment to my marriage 
with

  .................................................................................................................... 

  .................................................................................................................... 

  ....................................................................................................................

 in particular: 
 (a)   neither of us is married to another person; and 
 (b)   neither of us is in a prohibited relationship; and 
 (c)   both of us are of marriageable age; and 
 (d)    there is no other circumstance that would be a legal 

impediment to the marriage.

3  I am of marriageable age because  
(*Strike out if inapplicable): 
*(a)   I am 18 years or older; or 
*(b)    I have not yet turned 18 years,  

being born on  ...........................................................................

  However, I applied for an order under section 12 of the 
Act, and the

  ................................................................................................................at

  ....................................................................................................................

 made that order on ..............................................................................

I make this declaration under the Marriage Act 1961. I believe the statements in 
this declaration are true in every detail.  I am aware that it is an offence under 
the Marriage Act 1961 to give a notice to an authorised celebrant knowing that 
it contains a false statement or an error or is defective.  I am also aware that 
the Act creates offences in relation to bigamy, and in relation to marriage of a 
person who is not of marriageable age.

............................................................................................................................... 

 (full name, address and occupation of person making the declaration)

 (state details of conjugal status   for example, ‘person who has never been  
validly married’, ‘widowed’, or ‘divorced person’)

(name, address and occupation of the other party to the proposed marriage)

(date of birth of person making the declaration)

 (name of court)  

(location of court) 

date of order

(Signature of person making the declaration)

 (full name, address and occupation of person making the declaration)

 (state details of conjugal status   for example, ‘person who has never been  
validly married’, ‘widowed’, or ‘divorced person’)

(name, address and occupation of the other party to the proposed marriage)

(date of birth of person making the declaration)

 (name of court)  

(location of court) 

date of order

(Signature of person making the declaration)

Declared at.................................................................................................... ....

on..........................................................................................................................

Before me ..........................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................                    

...............................................................................................................................                                                    
[Title of authorised celebrant (for example, ‘Registered Minister of Religion’ or  

‘Registrar of Marriages’, or other description of qualification to solemnise marriages)]

 (date of declaration) 

(Signature of authorised celebrant before whom declaration is made)

(Name of authorised celebrant)

Declared at.................................................................................................... ....

on..........................................................................................................................

Before me ..........................................................................................................

...............................................................................................................................                    

...............................................................................................................................                                                    
[Title of authorised celebrant (for example, ‘Registered Minister of Religion’ or  

‘Registrar of Marriages’, or other description of qualification to solemnise marriages)]

 (place where declaration made) 

 (date of declaration) 

(Signature of authorised celebrant before whom declaration is made)

(Name of authorised celebrant)
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Witnesses 
Under section 44 of the Act, a marriage may not be solemnised unless at least two persons are present at 
the ceremony who are, or appear to the person solemnising the marriage to be, over the age of 18 years. 
These are the people who will sign the marriage certificates in their capacity as the witnesses to the 
marriage. When completing the marriage certificates, the witnesses to the marriage should record their 
names in full, including any middle names. 

The objective of requiring the attendance of witnesses is that their evidence will be available to establish 
the identity of the parties or to testify as to the circumstances in which the ceremony was performed. It 
is therefore desirable that the witnesses know the parties to the marriage. Arranging for the attendance 
of witnesses at the marriage ceremony is the responsibility of the parties to the marriage. Celebrants are 
not responsible for providing witnesses. 

Other relevant information regarding official witnesses: 

• Choosing someone to be an official witness provides an opportunity for involvement by others. 
Witnesses are not always members of the wedding party. 

• Official witnesses must hear the celebrant say the monitum, and they must hear the marrying parties 
exchange the s45 vows. 

• Witnesses may be a parent of the marrying parties, or a sibling, or child, as long as they are 18 years 
of age or more. 

• A witness needs to understand the ceremony. For example, if it has been necessary for the couple to 
engage a Mandarin-speaking interpreter because that is the only language understood by the bride, it 
is not appropriate for a witness to only speak and understand Japanese. 

• The signature of a witness on the OCMs may be in a foreign script, i.e. Japanese, but their full legal 
name must be written in English. 

• The witnesses are signing the marriage certificates to attest that they witnessed the ceremony take 
place. They do not need to review the information on the certificates. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.8, p72 

Marriage certificates 
The celebrant should prepare three certificates of marriage, copying the details carefully from the NOIM. 
If the parties have changed their occupation and/or address since completing the NOIM, then the 
Certificates of Marriage should be prepared with updated information (but the NOIM should not be 
amended). 

Three documents must be prepared for signing during the marriage ceremony: 

• Official Certificate of Marriage – BDM copy 

• Official Certificate of Marriage – celebrant copy 

• Form 15 Certificate of Marriage – couple copy 

Official Certificates of Marriage 

The first and second documents on this list are both copies of the same document, the Official Certificate 
of Marriage (OCM), and they can be downloaded for free from the AGD website, purchased from CanPrint 
in printed booklets and the Marriage Register, or printed from celebrant or BDM software. The BDM copy 
is printed on a loose sheet of paper (on the back of the DONLIM). The celebrant copy may be on a loose 
sheet of paper, or it may be in the Marriage Register – sometimes called ‘the red book’ – which is 
available for purchase from CanPrint; it is each celebrant’s personal choice which method they use.  
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Preparing the OCM 

The best time to prepare these certificates is in the weeks before the wedding. It is useful to show the 
prepared certificates to the parties for them to carefully check that all details are correct, either at the 
rehearsal or by emailing the parties a soft copy to check. 

BDMs register marriages with the details on the certificate. If details are not carefully checked prior to 
marriage, it is likely any errors will not be identified and remedied. Once their marriage has been 
solemnised, all the parties want to do is sign on the dotted line; they will not think to check whether 
details are correct in that moment. 

It is acceptable for you to prepare your declaration at the bottom of the OCM, but you must not sign it 
until all other details and signatures have been entered after the marriage has been solemnised. 

Signing after solemnisation 

Both certificates are completed exactly the same way: 

• Party 1 signs on the line provided, using the same signature as on the NOIM. 

• Party 2 signs on the line provided, using the same signature as on the NOIM. 

• The first witness clearly prints their full legal name, ensuring legibility, and then signs underneath 
(alternatively, the celebrant may have already recorded the witness’s full legal name on the 
certificate, and they simply need to sign it). 

• The second witness clearly prints their full legal name, ensuring legibility, and then signs underneath 
(alternatively, the celebrant may have already recorded the witness’s full legal name on the 
certificate, and they simply need to sign it). 

Please note: BDMs will not register a marriage if they cannot read the names of the witnesses; they 
will contact the celebrant and ask them to clarify, usually by way of a statutory declaration. 

• The celebrant completes the declaration at the bottom of the certificates with their full name, 
qualification, date, signature, and authorisation number. 

The celebrant’s copy of the OCM contains exactly the same details as the BDM copy. Celebrants should 
not add extra information on the certificates; only complete the information required. 

The signatures on marriage certificates may be in a foreign script, i.e. Japanese, but full legal names 
must be written in English. The OCMs may be signed with a pen on paper, or with a stylus on a tablet. 

Celebrants must keep their copy of the Official Certificate of Marriage for six years from the date of the 
marriage. 

Celebrant Institute: Record keeping in an online environment 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

Celebrant Institute: Changing the redundant parts of the Marriage Act – November 2019 original post and 
December 2019 update 

Celebrant Institute: Signing documents electronically under the new rules 

Celebrant Institute: Wedding location on the marriage paperwork 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 45:27 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Sarah is pretty riled up, plus funeral photography, 24:54  

The Celebrant Talk Show: The podcast about wedding porn, 56:18 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 
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Correcting errors on OCMs 

If prepared certificates are carefully checked by the parties prior to their wedding day, errors should be 
eliminated. 

Errors identified at the ceremony may be amended in the celebrant’s presence, and in the presence of 
the parties and witnesses. As in all amendments to legal documents, the incorrect information should be 
lightly ruled through so that the incorrect details remain visible, and if necessary, correct information 
inserted. All amendments are to be initialled by the parties and witnesses in the adjacent outside margin. 
Never use correction fluid/tape on a legal document. 

Note that some parties may indicate an incorrect birth date or spelling of a name. These cannot be 
amended until the celebrant has sighted and checked the supporting documents (again). 

If an error is noticed when the parties and witnesses are no longer present, the celebrant is not to make 
any corrections. The error should be indicated in pencil on both official copies. If the registration copy has 
already been sent to BDM before an error was discovered, the celebrant should bring any errors to the 
notice of the BDM, but should not make corrections to their copy. 

Form 15 Certificate of Marriage 

The Form 15 is the presentation certificate given to the couple after they are married. It is a legal 
document and it cannot be replaced, but it is also not able to be used as proof of the parties’ identity, so 
it can’t be used to change names or for visa purposes etc. It is proof that the marriage was solemnised 
on the date and at the venue listed on the front. Form 15s can only be purchased from CanPrint, and 
they have several security features to ensure they are not duplicated. The Form 15 Certificate of Marriage 
may be prepared by hand, calligraphy, or printed on using a printer. 

If the certificate is prepared on a computer and printed, it is a good idea to print a draft to show to 
couples at the rehearsal, or email them a soft copy, to ensure that all details are correct. 

Celebrants are not to substitute or replace the Form 15 with a different type of certificate. 

Details on Form 15 

• Full legal name of celebrant: Celebrants should not add any post nominals after their name, e.g. 
do not add that you have a BA or are a JP (this advice has been confirmed by the MLCS). Celebrants 
do not need to write ‘authorised celebrant’ or similar after their name; the celebrant’s authority to 
solemnise the marriage is provided in the text printed on the certificate (‘I, Name, having authority 
under the Marriage Act 1961 to solemnise marriages…’). 

• Place where marriage was solemnised: should include the street address if it’s a private property 
OR the venue name, as well as the suburb and the state or territory. Printing or preparing a draft will 
show whether all information will fit on the one line. Remember: three pieces of information – street 
address, suburb and state, or venue name, suburb and state. 

• Rites: appear on religious certificates only. 

• Full name of Party 1 exactly as it appears on the NOIM. 

• Full name of Party 2 exactly as it appears on the NOIM. 

• Date of marriage. 

The celebrant’s A number is not to be added. 

After solemnisation: 

• Party 1 signs where appropriate, using the same signature as used on the NOIM. 

• Party 2 signs where appropriate, using the same signature as used on the NOIM. 

• First witness signs with usual signature. 

• Second witness signs with usual signature. 
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• Celebrant signs with usual signature. 

The signatures on the marriage certificate may be in a foreign script, i.e. Japanese. The Form 15 may 
NOT be signed electronically, as it is a prescribed form and must be handed to the couple following 
solemnisation. 

Correcting errors on Form 15s 

The Form 15 should not contain any errors. If an error is found before the certificate is signed, a 
replacement certificate should be prepared (most celebrants take a spare Form 15 to ceremonies in case 
this happens). If an error is noticed after the ceremony while the parties and witnesses are still present, 
the correction should be made on the signed certificate; a replacement certificate must not be issued. If 
the error is noticed after the ceremony and after the parties and witnesses have left the ceremony venue, 
no corrections can be made, and a replacement certificate must not be issued. 

Note: Once given to the parties, the Form 15 cannot be replaced, for example if the couple lose or 
damage their certificate, the celebrant is not able to replace it. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 6, p74 

Celebrant Institute: How do I do marriage certificates? 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Combined Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage and 
Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 template 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Record of Use Form 

Celebrants must also complete the Record of Use Form for each Form 15 they use, recording the unique 
number from the back of the form, the date and how the form was used (i.e. the marriage date and the 
parties’ names, or the date when and to whom it was transferred, or the date when it was destroyed). 
They come with the packs of Form 15s, and 10 certificates can be recorded on each. 

Record of Use Forms must also be kept for six years from the date of the last marriage noted on them; 
they may be kept electronically. 

It is an offence under s40 of the Regulations for a celebrant to not complete and retain these records. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 6.5, p77 

Celebrant Institute: Record keeping in an online environment 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Record of Use Form 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

  



    .................................................................................................................   .......................................................................................................................

Witnesses to the Marriage

Full names   ......................................................................................................................   ............................................................................................................................

 
Signatures   .................................................................................................................   ....................................................................................................................... 

I, .....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

certify that, on the date and at the place specified above, I duly solemnised marriage in accordance with the provisions of the  
Marriage Act 1961 between the parties specified above.

Dated this. ...............................................................................................day of ........................................................................................................................ , ........................................

.....................................................................................................................................................  ........................................................................................................................................

COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

Marriage Act 1961

OFFICIAL CERTIFICATE OF MARRIAGE
paragraph 50(1)(b) Marriage Act 1961 (Cth)

Marriage was solemnised between the parties, details of whom are given below, on the ....................................................................................................

day of..................................................................., 20.............., 

at ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

*(according to the rites of ......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... ).

Detail Party 1 Party 2

Description of party

Surname

Other names

Usual occupation

Usual place of residence

Conjugal status

Birthplace

Date of Birth

Father’s name in full

Mother’s maiden name in full

(full name)

(location of marriage ceremony)

(day) (month) (year)

Groom GroomBride BridePartner Partner

Signatures 
of Parties to 
the Marriage

(Signature of Celebrant) (Authorisation number)

*The words in brackets may be omitted



STUDENT C
OPY



STUDENT C
OPY

sarahaird
Highlight

sarahaird
Highlight



Name of Celebrant     ………………………… 
 
Registration Number       
 
Religious Denomination      
if applicable               COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA 
 

RECORD OF USE OF FORM 15 MARRIAGE CERTIFICATES 
 

(Details must be completed by celebrant who has custody of the numbered certificates) 
 

Number of certificate Date of use Names of parties to marriage or other method of use  
eg certificate destroyed1 or transferred2 

Details of transferred or destroyed certificate (see notes 
below) 

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
1 Destroyed – Please insert in column 4 reason for destruction eg misspelling, misfeed in printer, soiled etc. 
2 Transferred - Certificates can only be transferred to another registered celebrant. If issued/transferred to another registered celebrant please insert in column 4 the surname 

of the celebrant, registration number and initials of transferee. “Transferee” is the celebrant/minister who receives the transferred certificate. 
3 Please note - If the certificates are transferred, the transferee will also need to record the numbers of the certificates they have received and how the certificates 

have been used, on their own Record of Use Form. 

 

 

 

           A.       

          n/a     
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Interpreters 
Where a person to be married cannot understand or speak English (including if they are deaf and 
communicate using Auslan), the celebrant will no doubt consider it desirable for a competent interpreter 
to be present at all meetings, when forms are being completed, at the rehearsal, and to officially act as 
interpreter during the marriage ceremony. The interpreter does not need to be accredited by the National 
Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI), just competent in both languages. 

NB: An interpreter interprets the spoken word from one language into another. A translator translates the 
written word from one language into another. 

Section 112 of the Act provides broad discretion for marriage celebrants to make the decision as to 
whether an interpreter should be engaged; it refers to celebrants believing the services of an interpreter 
are ‘desirable’, not ‘necessary’ or ‘required’. Celebrants should not hesitate to ask the couple to engage 
an interpreter if they feel it is desirable. 

The Act prohibits one of the marrying parties from acting as the interpreter but does not impose any 
other restrictions. However, the Guidelines suggest that an interpreter should not also be a witness to the 
marriage, to ensure neither role is compromised. 

At meetings, it is prudent for marriage celebrants to make file notes to the effect that, through the 
interpreter, they have explained the definition of marriage under Australian law to the non-English 
speaking party and ascertained that the marrying party is giving real consent to the marriage.  

Before the ceremony, the interpreter is to provide the marriage celebrant with a completed prescribed 
statutory declaration confirming that they understand, and are able to converse in, the relevant 
languages in respect of which they are to act as interpreter. Marriage celebrants are authorised to 
witness the interpreter’s signature on this statutory declaration. The statutory declaration can NOT be 
signed electronically, as the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 requires that statutory declarations are 
signed ‘in pen’. 

It is advisable for celebrants to spend some time with the interpreter prior to the ceremony to ensure 
they are confident they can interpret the words in the monitum and the legal vows correctly. Immediately 
after the marriage has been solemnised the interpreter is to provide the marriage celebrant with a 
completed Certificate of Faithful Performance by Interpreter, confirming that they did interpret the 
ceremony from English into the foreign language, and from the foreign language into English. Failing to 
provide this certificate is an offence under the Act. Marriage celebrants are authorised to witness the 
interpreter’s signature on this certificate. The certificate could feasibly be signed electronically, however 
as it is prescribed on the same document as the statutory declaration, which must be signed ‘in pen’ and 
therefore in paper version, it is not practical to have the certificate signed electronically. 

The completed form, containing the prescribed statutory declaration and the Certificate of Faithful 
Performance by Interpreter, is forwarded after the marriage by the celebrant to the BDM that will register 
the marriage, along with other completed marriage documents. 

Interpreting the ceremony 

The following outlines the procedure for interpreting a marriage ceremony. While this may seem obvious, 
a marriage ceremony that involves both a celebrant speaking and parties repeating vows after the 
celebrant needs to be interpreted in two different formats.  

For the purposes of this advice, it is presumed the language used for the marriage ceremony will be 
English.  

The procedure is as follows: 

• The celebrant begins the ceremony in English, then pauses. 

• The interpreter repeats what the celebrant said in the interpreted language. 
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• The ceremony continues this way until the s45 vows, when the interpreted party is required to repeat 
the s45 vows in their own language. 

• Therefore, the celebrant says the words required for the s45 vows, using short phrasing.  

• The interpreter repeats the words after the celebrant in the interpreted language. 

• The interpreted party says the s45 vows in their own language. 

• The interpreter repeats the party’s s45 vows in English, ensuring the celebrant and the two official 
witnesses can hear the interpreted party and the interpreter say all parts of the s45 vows. 

• The ceremony continues with the celebrant speaking and pausing and the interpreter repeating what 
the celebrant says in the interpreted language. 

Possible risks using certain interpreters 

There is nothing to prevent a close relative of the parties, or anyone other than the marrying parties, 
acting as interpreter. However, a celebrant will need to be satisfied that the non-English speaking party 
to the marriage does in fact give real consent to the marriage and the interpreter does not have a motive 
to coerce the party. If in doubt, insist that an independent interpreter be used. 

Locating a translator or interpreter 

Interpreting services can be located by using the internet. Obtaining a translator or interpreter will arise 
in a number of contexts in preparing to solemnise a marriage. The National Accreditation Authority for 
Translators and Interpreters Ltd (NAATI) is the national standards and accreditation body for translators 
and interpreters in Australia. It is the only agency to issue accreditations for practitioners who wish to 
work in this profession in Australia. The NAATI website provides a searchable online directory of 
translators and interpreters. When the services of a translator or interpreter are required, the Marriage 
Law and Celebrants Section recommends that they are found through the NAATI website. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.9, p72 

Celebrant Institute: Do I need a qualified/accredited interpreter? 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Certificate of Faithful Performance by Interpreter 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Marriage celebrants’ obligations in an online environment 

Documents: Marriages/AGD documents/Quick reference guide: celebrants’ responsibility in an online 
environment 

Website: http://www.naati.com.au 

  



COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA

Marriage Act 1961

STATUTORY DECLARATION
Statutory Declarations Act 1959

1 Insert the name, address I, ................................................................................................................................................................................................................
and occupation of person 
making the declaration

 ......................................................................................... 1make the following declaration under the Statutory Declarations Act 1959:
2 Set out matter declared to 2 1.       I have been requested to act as an interpreter at the solemnisation of marriage between:

in numbered paragraphs

         (party 1) .................................................................................................................................................................................... and

         (party 2) ..........................................................................................................................................................................................

2.  Party 1 understands and speaks the .................................................................................................................................language.

3.  Party 2 understands and speaks the ..................................................................................................................................language

4.  I understand and am able to converse in English and the ................................................................................................language.

5.    I understand that a person who intentionally makes a false statement in a statutory declaration is guilty of an offence under 
section 11 of the Statutory Declarations Act 1959, and I believe that the statements in this declaration are true in every particular.

3 Signature of person 3 .........................................................................
making the declaration

4 Place Declared at 4                                            on 
5 Day
6 Month and year

6  
Before me,

5                             of 

7 Signature of person before 7  .................................................................................................................  
whom the declaration is 
made (see over)

8 Full name, qualification 8  .................................................................................................................
and address of person 
before whom the 
declaration is made (in   .................................................................................................................
printed letters)

  .................................................................................................................
Note: 
1   A person who intentionally mak es a false statement in a statutory declaration is guilty of an offence, the punishment for which is imprisonment for a term of 4 years — see section 11 of the Statutory Declarations Act 1959.
2    Chapter 2 of the Criminal Code applies to all offences against the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 — see section 5A of the Statutory Declarations Act 1959.

CERTIFICATE OF FAITHFUL PERFORMANCE BY INTERPRETER
[subsection 112(3) Marriage Act 1961 (Cth)]

I, ................... ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................,
(full name and address of interpreter)

certify that on the ......................................of ................................................................................................................................., ..........................................   
(day) (month)  (year)

at .............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................., 
(location)

I faithfully performed the services of interpreter from ...................................................................................................................................  
 (language) 

into ............................................................................................................(and from ......................................................................................................................  
 (language)  (language) 

into ...................................................................................................................................) in or in connection with a ceremony of marriage 

solemnised between  .......................................................... ..................................and ............................................................................................................

Dated the .........................................................day of .......................................................................................................................,   .....................................

.................................................................................   ......................................................................................................

 (language) 

(full name of Party 1) (full name of Party 2)

(day) (month)  (year)

                                                        
(Signature of interpreter) Witness: (full name and signature)



A statutory declaration under the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 may be  
made before—  
(1)  a person who is currently licensed or registered under a law to practise in  

one of the following occupations:
 

 Chiropractor
 

 Dentist
 

 Legal practitioner

 Medical practitioner  
 Nurse  
 Optometrist

 Patent attorney
  Pharmacist
  Physiotherapist
  Psychologist
  Trade marks attorney
  Veterinary surgeon

(2)  a person who is enrolled on the roll of the Supreme Court of a State or 
 Territory, or the High Court of Australia, as a legal practitioner (however 

described); or
 (3) a person who is in the following list:
   Agent of the Australian Postal Corporation who is in charge of an 

office supplying postal services to the public  

 Australian Consular Officer or  Australian Diplomatic Officer   
(within the meaning of the Consular Fees Act 1955)  

 Bailiff

 Bank officer with 5 or more continuous years of service  
 Building society officer with 5 or more years of continuous service  
 Chief executive officer of a Commonwealth court

 Clerk of a court

 Commissioner for Affidavits

 Commissioner for Declarations

 Credit union officer with 5 or more years of continuous service

 Employee of the Australian Trade Commission who is:

  (a) in a country or place outside Australia; and

  (b)  authorised under paragraph 3 (d) of the Consular Fees Act 
1955; and

  (c) exercising his or her function in that place

 Employee of the Commonwealth who is:

  (a) in a country or place outside Australia; and

  (b) authorised under paragraph 3 (c) of the Consular Fees  Act 
1955; and

  (c) exercising his or her function in that place

 Fellow of the National Tax Accountants’ Association

 Finance company officer with 5 or more years of continuous service

 Holder of a statutory office not specified in another item in this list

 Judge of a court

 Justice of the Peace

 Magistrate

  Marriage celebrant registered under Subdivision C of Division 1 of 
Part IV of the Marriage Act 1961

 Master of a court

 Member of Chartered Secretaries Australia

 Member of Engineers Australia, other than at the grade of student

 Member of the Association of Taxation and Management Accountants

 Member of the Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy

 Member of the Australian Defence Force who is:

  (a) an officer; or

  (b)  a non-commissioned officer within the meaning of the 
Defence Force Discipline Act 1982 with 5 or more years 
of continuous service; or

  (c) a warrant officer within the meaning of that Act

  Member of the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia, the 
Australian Society of Certified Practising Accountants or the National 
Institute of Accountants

 

 
Member of:

 (a) the Parliament of the Commonwealth; or

 (b) the Parliament of a State; or

 (c) a Territory legislature; or

 (d) a local government authority of a State or Territory

 Minister of religion registered under Subdivision A of Division 1 of 
Part IV of the Marriage Act 1961

Notary public

 Permanent employee of the Australian Postal Corporation with 5 
or more years of continuous service who is employed in an office 
supplying postal services to the public

Permanent employee of:

 (a) the Commonwealth or a Commonwealth authority; or

 (b) a State or Territory or a State or Territory authority; or

 (c) a local government authority;

   with 5 or more years of continuous service who is not 
specified in another item in this list

 Person before whom a statutory declaration may be made under the 
law of the State or Territory in which the declaration is made

Police officer

Registrar, or Deputy Registrar, of a court

Senior Executive Service employee of:

 (a) the Commonwealth or a Commonwealth authority; or

 (b) a State or Territory or a State or Territory authority

Sheriff

Sheriff’s officer

 Teacher employed on a full-time basis at a school or tertiary education 
institution
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The marriage ceremony 

The Celebrant Talk Show: All the stupid questions you’ve got about marriage equality, 52:40 

The monitum 

During the ceremony, the celebrant must introduce themselves as the authorised celebrant, and they 
must say the words contained in s46 of the Act (also known as the monitum) in the hearing of the parties 
to the marriage and the two witnesses. The monitum is: 

‘I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. 

‘Before you are joined in marriage in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to 
remind you of the solemn and binding nature of the relationship into which you are now about to 
enter. 

‘Marriage, according to law in Australia, is the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, 
voluntarily entered into for life.’ 

or words to that effect. 

There are some minor changes that can be made to this wording, but the safest course is to stick to the 
full wording as outlined in the Act. 

By saying the monitum to the marrying couple in the hearing of at least the two official witnesses, the 
authorised celebrant is confirming their authorisation to solemnise the marriage and explaining the 
definition of marriage according to law in Australia. 

The monitum must be said before the legal vows are said by the parties. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.6, p65 

Celebrant Institute: How to say the monitum with warmth 

The legal vows 

During the ceremony, each of the parties to the marriage must say the words contained in s45 of the Act 
(the legal vows) in the hearing of the parties to the marriage and the two witnesses. The vows for civil 
ceremonies are: 

‘I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, A.B. (or C.D.), take thee, C.D. (or A.B.), to be 
my lawful wedded wife (or husband or spouse).’ 

or words to that effect. 

Again, there are some minor changes that can be made to this wording as outlined in the Guidelines. I 
personally use: 

‘I ask everyone here to witness that I, A.B. (or C.D.), take you, C.D. (or A.B.), to be my lawful 
wedded wife (or husband or spouse or partner in marriage).’ 

A marriage is valid once the parties have exchanged their legal vows, even before the certificates of 
marriage are signed. Personal vows may be added as long as they do not change the intention of the 
legal vows. 

The full legal names of the parties as they appear on the NOIM are to be stated at least once during the 
ceremony, before or during the exchange of the legal vows. If names are not stated prior to the 
exchange of the legal vows, then the names must be included in the legal vows. These names are 
required for legal identification. 

NB: The above legal vows are required for civil ceremonies. Legal vows for religious ceremonies (s45(1) 
of the Act) are not prescribed as they differ between religious organisations (both recognised 
denominations and independent religious organisations). Religious officiants must not change the 
prescribed vows without the approval of their religious organisation. 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 66 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.7, p68 

Celebrant Institute: Names in the legal vows 

Celebrant Institute: Names in the ceremony 

Sign marriage certificates 

All three certificates that were prepared earlier must be signed by both parties to the marriage, their two 
witnesses, and the celebrant, directly after the marriage is solemnised. The Form 15 should be handed to 
one of the parties after it has been signed. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 6.8, p80 

Celebrant Institute: Signing two Official Certificates of Marriage electronically 

Celebrant Institute: How to sign marriage paperwork on an iPad 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: PDFs are losing their contents when imported to Notability  

Celebrant Institute: Marriage celebrant obligations in an online environment 

Corrections on the marriage certificates 

As discussed previously, celebrants should make every effort to ensure that there is no error on the Form 
15 marriage certificate, because they cannot be replaced or corrected after the ceremony. Many 
celebrants take a spare Form 15 to ceremonies so that they can prepare a new certificate on the spot if 
an error is found on a pre-prepared Form 15. If an error is discovered after solemnisation, a correction 
may be made while the celebrant, parties, and witnesses are present. At this stage a new certificate 
should not be used. Once given to the parties, a Form 15 cannot be replaced. 

If an error is found on the OCMs while the parties, witnesses and celebrant are all still present, 
corrections may be made with the parties and witnesses initialling the correction in the adjacent outside 
margin. After this, however, no corrections should be made by the celebrant, but any error should be 
indicated in pencil on both official copies of the OCMs. The celebrant should not make corrections to their 
copy. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 6.10, p82 

Send documents to BDM 
After the wedding, the celebrant completes the final details on page 4 of the NOIM (rites used, date 
marriage solemnised, place marriage solemnised, celebrant signature and celebrant number), and sends 
it, along with the BDM copy of the OCM (with the DONLIM printed on the back) and any other applicable 
documents, to the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages in the state or territory in which the marriage 
was solemnised, within 14 days of the marriage. 

BDMs in Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland currently have electronic portals for creating and 
submitting marriage documentation. Celebrants need to register to be able to use these systems, and 
there are instructions on the relevant BDMs’ websites. 

Remember to safely file the Official Certificate of Marriage – Celebrant Copy and the Record of Use form; 
both must be kept for six years.  

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 7, p83 

Celebrant Institute: Lodging marriage paperwork electronically 

Celebrant Institute: Cost to register a marriage 

Celebrant Institute: Uploading documents to NSW BDM from a Mac 
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Celebrant Institute: VIC BDM RIO – everything I know 

Celebrant Institute: What does Queensland BDM email people after their marriage is registered? 

Celebrant Institute: New South Wales’ uppercase requirement 

Celebrant Institute: How to make marriage paperwork PDFs, and where to send them 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: PDFs are losing their contents when imported to Notability 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Sarah is pretty riled up, plus funeral photography, 33:57 

The Celebrant Talk Show: You gotta know when to fold ‘em, 34:16 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 10:20 

Document: Marriages/Client Journey/BDM NSW Lifelink instructions 

Document: Marriages/Client Journey/BDM QLD online portal guide for celebrants 

Document: Marriages/Client Journey/BDM VIC RIO video transcript 
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Marriage forms 
Section 2(c) of the Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants requires accuracy in the preparation of 
documents (and in the conduct of marriage ceremonies). Below is a list of commonly used marriage 
forms and their purpose. Most of these documents can be downloaded from the AGD website. These 
documents have also been included in your supplementary materials, in the folder ‘Marriage legal 
documents. 

Website: https://www.ag.gov.au/families-and-marriage/marriage/resources-marriage-
celebrants/download-resources 

Documents: Marriages/Marriage legal documents 

Celebrant Institute: How to make marriage paperwork PDFs, and where to send them 

Marriage form Explanation 

Notice of Intended Marriage (NOIM) 

Download from AG website, or print from 
celebrant or BDM software. Blank forms can be 
photocopied for future use. 

Parties complete and give to their celebrant at 
least one month prior to their wedding day. 
Retained and fully completed by celebrant after 
marriage is solemnised. Valid for 18 months after 
date of lodgement with celebrant. Sent to BDM 
after solemnisation. Four pages. Pages 1 and 2 
contain information for parties to keep. Pages 3 
and 4 are completed and retained by celebrant. 

Happily Ever... Before and After 

Obtained free of charge from CanPrint, or can be 
downloaded from AGD website. Can be provided 
to couples electronically or in paper version. 

Brochure that celebrants must give to the parties 
as soon as practicable once NOIM received 
(s42(5A)). Boxes on page 4 of NOIM are ticked by 
celebrant to indicate brochure provided to the 
parties. 

Statutory declaration (under the Statutory 
Declarations Act 1959) 

Easiest to download from AGD website. 

Usually only required from a party if they cannot 
provide official evidence of their date and place of 
birth (e.g. cannot obtain their birth certificate or 
passport) (s42(1)(b)(ii)). Also may be required if 
a party is unable to ascertain particulars required 
by the NOIM after reasonable enquiry. 

No other type of statutory declaration is 
acceptable in relation to marriages. 

Declaration of No Legal Impediment to 
Marriage (DONLIM) 

Purchase from CanPrint or can be downloaded 
from AGD website, or printed from celebrant or 
BDM software. If downloaded or printed, must be 
printed on reverse of the Official Certificate of 
Marriage (s50(3)). 

 

Parties to sign the DONLIM as close to the 
wedding as possible, before the ceremony; not to 
be signed at same time as the NOIM is completed. 
Can only be signed in the presence of the 
celebrant solemnising the marriage. It is an 
offence for a celebrant not to ensure declarations 
are signed prior to solemnisation (s99). 

Official Certificate of Marriage (OCM) 

If purchased from CanPrint, will be a numbered 
certificate on reverse of DONLIM. If downloaded 
by celebrant from AGD website or celebrant or 
BDM software, must be printed on reverse of 
DONLIM. 

Prepared by celebrant prior to wedding day and 

should be checked by parties before the wedding 
for accuracy. After solemnisation, both certificates 
are signed by parties, both official witnesses, and 
celebrant. Certificate with DONLIM on reverse is 
sent by celebrant to BDM after solemnisation.  
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Marriage form Explanation 

Second copy can be kept in the Marriage Register 
(purchased from CanPrint, containing 100 copies 
of the Official Certificate of Marriage) or printed 
on a loose leaf sheet of paper and kept securely 
by the celebrant. 

Second copy retained by celebrant for minimum 
for six years. 

Form 15 Certificate of Marriage 

Can only be purchased from CanPrint in packs of 
10. Two types: one for civil ceremonies, and one 
for religious ceremonies that provide for the 
religious rites used. 

Signed after solemnisation by parties, both official 
witnesses, and celebrant. Given to parties 
immediately after signing. Has official number on 
reverse. Cannot be replaced or amended once 
given to parties. 

Record of Use of Form 15 

One form provided by CanPrint with each packet 
of 10 x Form 15 marriage certificates purchased. 

Destination of every Form 15 certificate to be 
recorded in right-hand column, e.g. ‘Destroyed in 
printer’, or names of parties. Must be retained by 
celebrant for minimum of six years from date of 
last marriage recorded on the form. 

Statutory declaration by interpreter / 
Certificate of Faithful Performance by 
Interpreter 

Can only be downloaded from AGD website. 

Both forms are on the same page and completed 
by interpreter. Statutory declaration is completed 
prior to ceremony, and Certificate of Faithful 
Performance by Interpreter is completed 
immediately after solemnisation. Celebrant is 
authorised to witness the interpreter’s signatures 
on both parts of the document. Offence for 
interpreter not to provide certificate to celebrant. 

Completed document sent by celebrant to BDM 
after solemnisation with completed NOIM and 
other documents to register the marriage. 

Multiple forms relating to the marriage of a 
minor are available for download on the AGD 
website if required. 

Consents of an appropriate judge or magistrate 
and parents or similar must be obtained before 
such a marriage can take place. 
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Further marriage legalities 

Offences by marriage celebrants 
Under s99 of the Act, celebrants are not to: 

• solemnise a marriage if they have not received the NOIM and sighted original documents 

• required to support the NOIM including official photographic identification 

• solemnise a marriage when the parties have not signed their DONLIMs 

• solemnise a marriage where the parties are already validly married to each other 

• solemnise the marriage of a minor without the necessary consent / court order 

• solemnise a marriage after having been served a notice not to do so 

• solemnise a marriage where an interpreter was used, but failed to obtain the prescribed 

• statutory declaration by the interpreter prior to solemnisation. 

Under s100, celebrants are not to solemnise a marriage if they have reason to believe there is a legal 
impediment to the marriage, or if they have reason to believe the marriage will be void. 

Penalties for offences under both sections are either imprisonment for six months or five penalty units. 
Penalty units are defined in s44A of the Crimes Act 1914, and increase annually in July. 

There are other penalties set out in the Act that relate to offences by either of the marrying parties or 
others. Examples include: 

• Under s101, a person who is not authorised to solemnise a marriage must not purport to do so. 
Penalty is either imprisonment for six months or five penalty units. 

• Under s103, a person is not to go through a form of marriage ceremony with another person knowing 
that the celebrant is not authorised to solemnise marriages, and knowing that the other party to the 
‘marriage’ believes the celebrant is authorised. Penalty is either imprisonment for six months or five 
penalty units. 

A full summary of offences under the Marriage Act that are relevant to marriage celebrants is set out on 
the following page. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 12, p109 
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Section 99 Offences: offence to solemnise a 
marriage in contravention of following sections: 

 
• s42 - NOIM 

o one month’s notice 
o evidence of date and place of birth 
o DONLIM signed 
o satisfied re identity of parties 
o evidence of termination of previous 

marriage 
• s44 

o two witnesses present 
• s13 

o appropriate consent for marriage of a 
minor 

• s112 
o stat dec and certificate of faithful 

performance from interpreter 
• s33(3) 

o do not marry couples if not on register of 
authorised celebrants (e.g. if deregistered 
for not paying fee) 

• s113(1) 
o do not marry if couple already married to 

each other 
 
Penalty: 6 months jail or 5 penalty units 

Section 100 Offences: offence to solemnise a 
marriage where reason to believe: 
 
• there is a legal impediment 
• marriage would be void re s23B because party/ies 

are: 
o married to someone else 
o related to each other 
o underage 
o not giving consent 

• marriage would be not valid (i.e. void) re s48 
because no s45 vows were exchanged 

 
Penalty: 6 months jail or 5 penalty units 
 
Section 101 Offences: solemnisation of marriage by 
unauthorised person 
 
Penalty: 6 months jail or 5 penalty units 
 
Section 104 Offences: giving defective notice: 
 
• couple gives NOIM / DONLIM with false info (e.g. 

divorce finalised when not) 
• celebrant witnesses or accepts NOIM / DONLIM 

with false info 
 
Penalty: 6 months jail or 5 penalty units 

Regulation 38 Offences: completing the NOIM 
without noting (or fudging) the following details: 
 
• date NOIM lodged 
• type of evidence sighted to confirm date and 

place of birth 
• consents received for marriage of a minor 
• evidence for termination of previous marriage 

sighted 
• shortening of time received 
• date and place marriage took place 
 
Penalty: 1 penalty unit 
 
Section 48 protects the couple, not the 
celebrant: marriage is NOT INVALID (i.e. valid) if: 
 
• NOIM not completed or defective 
• DONLIM not signed or defective 
• proof of date and place of birth not provided or 

defective 
• shortening not received 
• HEBA not provided 
• proof of identity not prvoided 
• evidence of termination of previous marriage not 

provided 
• witnesses not present at marriage 
• Monitum not recited 
• consents for marriage of a minor not produced 
• celebrant not authorised BUT parties believed 

they were and carried out a ceremony showing 
intention to be married 
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Transferring the NOIM to another celebrant before the wedding day 
Although in nearly every case a marriage will be solemnised by the authorised celebrant to whom the 
NOIM was originally given, the marriage may be solemnised by any authorised celebrant who has 
possession of the NOIM where the original proposed celebrant has died, is absent from the place of the 
intended marriage, is ill, or it is impracticable for that person to solemnise the marriage (s42(6)). 

It is the responsibility of the first celebrant to ensure that the notice is transferred safely, by hand, 
registered post, or electronically, to the second celebrant. It is the responsibility of the couple to pay any 
fees charged by the first celebrant for services up to and including the cost of transferring the notice to 
the second celebrant. 

An authorised celebrant who performs a marriage in place of another authorised celebrant to whom the 
NOIM was given originally must comply personally with all the requirements of s42 of the Act, except that 
a new NOIM does not need to be completed. That is, the authorised celebrant who solemnises the 
marriage is required under the Act to check the parties’ evidence of date and place of birth, evidence of 
identity, and evidence of the dissolution of previous marriage (if applicable), as well as witness the 
parties’ signatures on the DONLIM; if a DONLIM had been signed with the original celebrant as witness, a 
new one must be signed as the celebrant solemnising the marriage must be the celebrant who witnesses 
the signatures on the DONLIM. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.2.1, p61 

Celebrant Institute: Signing and transferring a NOIM 

Celebrant Institute: Can the marriage registry transfer a NOIM to a celebrant? 

Celebrant Institute: Taking over a wedding from another celebrant 

Celebrant Institute: Multiple NOIMs for one marriage 

Celebrant Institute: Taking over a ceremony for another celebrant: legal obligations 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Request to BDM to transfer a NOIM 

What if the celebrant has an accident on the way to a venue, or falls ill on the wedding 
day and there is no time to transfer the NOIM? 

Even if a replacement authorised celebrant is found, they need to be in possession of the NOIM and sight 
evidence of place and date of birth, official photographic identification, and evidence of the termination of 
a previous marriage. Remember this can be electronic; if the original celebrant can take a photo of the 
signed NOIM and send it via text message to the replacement celebrant, and if the parties can produce 
electronic versions of their identity documentation, that is absolutely sufficient. If this is impossible, the 
marriage cannot proceed and the couple may be offered a commitment ceremony. In that case, the 
person facilitating the ceremony would need to make it clear at the beginning that ‘this is not a legal 
marriage ceremony’. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.2.1, p61 

Surprise weddings 
The term ‘surprise wedding’ applies when one party approaches a marriage celebrant and wants to 
surprise their partner with a wedding ceremony. They want to complete the NOIM by themselves, and 
ask the celebrant to turn up on a particular day with the intention of solemnising the marriage. 

Celebrants are not to participate in a ‘surprise wedding’ because the party to be ‘surprised’ has not given 
the required minimum one-month notice. Even if the ‘surprised’ party appears excited at the prospect of 
being married and would otherwise have consented, their consent cannot be assumed; they may feel 
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pressure to go through with a wedding in circumstances where they otherwise would not have wanted to. 
There is no guarantee that the marriage will not be void due to a lack of real consent.  

Disciplinary measures could be imposed on a marriage celebrant who participates in a ‘surprise wedding’. 
The celebrant may also be in breach of s100 of the Act as they could have reason to believe the marriage 
might be void. 

Weddings that are a surprise for the guests are absolutely fine, and are lots of fun to be part of! 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 11.1, p103 

Prospective Marriage Visas and the celebrant’s role 
Assisting parties to obtain an immigration visa is outside the responsibility of celebrants, however, a 
situation often arises when a non-Australian party becomes engaged to marry an Australian permanent 
resident or citizen. They may therefore apply for a Prospective Marriage Visa to enable the non-Australian 
party to enter Australia and marry their partner. Part of the evidence required for that visa application is 
a letter from the celebrant who will marry them. 

The Australian party will make an appointment to visit a marriage celebrant, complete the NOIM, and 
request the letter of support. The celebrant will collect a booking fee and an administration fee, and then 
provide the visa letter. The letter should be on the celebrant’s letterhead and confirm: 

• names of the parties to the marriage 

• date the celebrant received the NOIM 

• date the celebrant collected the booking fee 

• date of proposed marriage or explain that the NOIM is valid for 18 months. 

If any of the above details are omitted, it is likely that the letter will not be accepted. The letter can be 
addressed to the couple or ‘To Whom It May Concern’. The celebrant does not need to provide a copy of 
the NOIM – the letter will suffice. 

Celebrant Institute: Prospective marriage visas: the celebrant’s role 

Celebrant Institute: Giving the couple a copy of their NOIM 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Supporting letter re PMV 

Involvement of family or friends in ceremonies: ensuring legal requirements 
are met 
Participation by others is a way that marrying parties may include family and friends in one of the most 
important ceremonies in their lives, their wedding ceremony. Part of giving couples information and 
guidance as required by the Code of Practice is to inform couples that there are many different ways that 
other people may play a role in their marriage ceremony. Couples can be extremely grateful to know that 
they have a range of options and control over their ceremony that will meet their needs and 
expectations. Not all couples want others to be involved, but many love the idea of including people other 
than those who are part of the wedding party. Some of the other roles they may consider include, but are 
not limited to: 

• ‘giving’ either partner away 

• bridesmaid / bridesman 

• groomsman / groomsmaid 

• official witness 

• ring bearer 

• reader 
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• interpreter 

• providing live music 

• lighting a candle or participation in other rituals 

• honouring (e.g. sub-ceremony to honour parents or others) 

• proposing a toast 

• blended family ritual (particularly for children) 

• decorators or other wedding providers such as photographers/videographers 

• conducting most of the marriage service. 

There are occasions when the parties will request that a family member or friend delivers the entire 
ceremony instead of the marriage celebrant. This is acceptable as long as legal requirements are met. 
But first, the celebrant needs to agree to such an arrangement. The authorised celebrant is still 
responsible for ensuring the marriage ceremony creates a valid marriage. Requirements for the celebrant 
in this situation are as follows: 

• Before the ceremony, check the ceremony script to ensure all legalities are included. 

• Consent to be present at the ceremony as the responsible authorised celebrant. 

• Identify themselves to the assembled parties, witnesses and guests as the celebrant authorised to 
solemnise the marriage. 

• Be responsible for ensuring that the marriage ceremony is carried out according to law. 

• Say the words required by subsection 46(1) of the Act in the presence of the parties (monitum), the 
official witnesses and the guests before the legal vows. 

• Be available to intervene (and exercise the responsibility to intervene) if events demonstrate the 
need for it during the ceremony. 

• Receive and sign the papers required by the Act, including receiving the NOIM and sighting the 
supporting documents each party is required to produce, and prepare and supervise signing by 
parties and witnesses, and themselves sign the marriage certificates. 

• Register the marriage with the appropriate BDM as required under the Act. 

As you can see, the authorised celebrant still needs to do everything they would usually do for a 
marriage, except deliver the ceremony. 

Does the celebrant need to: 

• welcome guests 

• ask the marrying parties any questions to which they respond ‘I do’ 

• ask the marrying parties to repeat their vows after them 

• pronounce the parties married? 

No. The person who is delivering the marriage ceremony can do all of those things if that is what the 
marrying parties prefer. Pronouncing the couple ‘husband and wife’ or ‘married’ is an option, not a 
compulsory legal requirement. Therefore, the person delivering the ceremony may make this 
pronouncement. The celebrant only needs to have the minimum role as stated above. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 5.4, p63 

Celebrant Institute: Co-delivering a marriage ceremony 
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How to handle ‘second marriage’ requests where the couple are already 
validly married 
Occasionally an authorised celebrant will be approached by a couple that wants to hold a marriage 
ceremony but discloses that they are already validly married. They may have eloped, in Australia or 
overseas, and not told their family or friends. Time passes and they want to rectify the situation as they 
know that their family and friends would be upset if they found out that the parties had married without 
telling them. The celebrant is asked to be discreet and pretend that the ceremony will be a real marriage 
ceremony. 

It is an offence for an authorised marriage celebrant (or anyone else, for that matter) to purport 
(pretend) to solemnise a marriage for a couple who are already validly married. Therefore the celebrant 
must refuse. If the celebrant knows the names of the parties, they should report them to BDM so that the 
BDM is alerted to possible marriage registration documents being sent through. The parties may contact 
another celebrant and not reveal that they are already validly married so that the celebrant prepares all 
the usual documents. 

Parties who are already married may agree to have a renewal of marriage vows ceremony or a 
recommitment ceremony. The celebrant does not need to be authorised; anyone can facilitate these 
types of ceremonies. At the beginning of the ceremony it is to be made clear that the guests are not 
witnessing a legal marriage ceremony. (See the Renewal of Vows section later in this manual for more 
information.) 

When a couple approaches a celebrant about eloping with none of their family and friends knowing about 
their marriage, it may be prudent for the celebrant to warn them that if in the future they choose to hold 
a ceremony with their family and friends present, the celebrant will not be able to pretend it is a real 
ceremony and will need to inform all present that they are not witnessing a legally binding wedding.  

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 10, p100 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 11.6, p105 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We’re not so desperate anymore, 23:00 

Second marriage request where there is uncertainty about the validity of 
prior ‘marriage’ 
There are occasions when there is uncertainty about the validity of a marriage. The parties may have 
married overseas in a religious or traditional ceremony that has not been registered in a civil registry and 
the parties are unable to obtain an official marriage certificate. Whatever the reason is, attempts should 
be made by the parties to ascertain from a foreign embassy or consulate (or the place where the 
‘marriage’ took place) evidence confirming a valid marriage. If this is unsuccessful or impossible, the 
parties should ask their embassy or consulate for written confirmation that there is uncertainty about the 
validity of their marriage. 

The couple can apply to the Federal Court of Australia for a declaration about the validity of their 
marriage, producing their written report from the embassy or consulate as evidence. 

If there is still doubt about the validity of the marriage, the parties can go through a second marriage 
ceremony to eliminate any doubt. The process is for the parties to complete a joint statutory declaration 
stating they have previously gone through a form or ceremony of marriage with each other, and 
specifying the date, place and circumstances of that ceremony, which is endorsed by a barrister or 
solicitor with a prescribed certificate. The parties can then approach an authorised marriage celebrant, 
complete the NOIM, and proceed in the usual way as if they were not already married. The only 
difference is that the celebrant is required to endorse all three certificates of marriage with the following: 
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‘The form or ceremony of marriage between the abovementioned parties took place or was performed 
in pursuance of subsection 113(2) of the Marriage Act 1961, those parties having previously gone 
through a form or ceremony of marriage with each other on the ….. day of ….. 20… at [place of 
marriage]. 

Dated the ….. day of ….. 20… 

[Signature of celebrant]’ 

If you find yourself in a situation where the above procedure is not straightforward, the AGD ask that you 
contact them for guidance. The joint statutory declaration is sent to BDM after solemnisation along with 
the other paperwork. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 10.1, p101 

Legitimacy of documents presented 
In today’s increasing world of technology, documents can be ‘doctored’ to look like the real thing. If in 
doubt, celebrants can ask for further forms of identification. If you are not satisfied with a foreign 
document, ask the party to obtain a letter from their embassy or consulate stating that it is a legitimate 
document. If, after considering the written advice of a foreign embassy or high commission and, if 
relevant, an English translation of a document, a marriage celebrant is still uncertain about the legitimacy 
or authenticity or sufficiency of a foreign document, the parties concerned should seek legal advice. 

Accurate preparation of documents 
Section 2(c) of the Code of Practice requires documents to be prepared with accuracy. BDMs recommend 
that parties check prepared OCMs prior to their wedding day. We recommend you also ask the parties to 
check a prepared Form 15 marriage certificate that has been printed on plain paper (if you print the 
certificate on your printer). You could email soft copies of both documents to the couple for checking if 
you will not be seeing them prior to the wedding day.  

Signatures on the DONLIM and the OCMs are to be the same as signatures on the NOIM. 

Celebrant Institute: Different signatures by parties 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Statutory declaration – different signatures 

The rites on page 4 of the NOIM and the OCM are recorded as ‘the Marriage Act 1961’ for civil 
ceremonies, or the name of the religious organisation as shown on the register of marriage celebrants. 

Documents should be checked, checked, and checked again before they are sent to BDM after 
solemnisation. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Checklist for solemnising marriages 

Shortening of time 
There are five specific circumstances under which a couple may marry even though they haven’t given a 
full month’s notice. Schedule 3 of the Marriage Regulations sets out full details of the five circumstances 
where a prescribed authority may authorise a marriage to be solemnised despite late notice. This is 
commonly referred to as a ‘shortening of time’. 

The five circumstances under which a shortening of time may be granted are: 

• employment related or other travel commitments 

• wedding or celebration arrangements 

• medical reasons 
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• legal proceedings 

• error in giving notice. 

Prescribed authorities may be a BDM or a local court. A list of prescribed authorities can be found on the 
AGD website (see link below). 

An application for a shortening of time is the responsibility of the marrying couple, not the celebrant 
(except in Queensland, where it is the celebrant’s role), and the couple must make an appointment to 
see a prescribed authority. It is likely that the prescribed authority will ask the reason the parties want a 
shortening of time before agreeing to an appointment. If a fee is charged, the fee is non-refundable. The 
prescribed authority will need to sight evidence in support of such an application; such evidence is set out 
in schedule 3 of the Regulations. 

The parties need to lodge a NOIM with an authorised celebrant and make an appointment to see a 
prescribed authority. To their meeting with the prescribed authority they will need to take their 
completed NOIM (this is the only circumstance in which a celebrant will release the NOIM from their safe 
custody to the parties), a letter from the celebrant stating that they are available to solemnise the 
marriage if the shortening is granted, and any evidence the couple has for why they need a shortening of 
time. Examples of such evidence are outlined in the Regulations.  

It is up to the prescribed authority, not the marriage celebrant, to decide whether or not to grant a 
shortening of time. If a shortening of time is granted, the prescribed authority will endorse page 4 of the 
NOIM with a stamp of approval, and the NOIM is then returned to the celebrant who can solemnise the 
marriage on the approved date.  

Please note the marriage can only go ahead on the date the prescribed authority has approved. If the 
couple would like to change that date, they need to re-apply for the shortening. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 4.3, p23 

Celebrant Institute: Shortening of time: the celebrant’s role 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Victorian application form for a shortening of time 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Supporting letter re shortening of time 

Website: https://marriage.ag.gov.au/stateofficers/authorities 

What if the marrying parties are too nervous to articulate their compulsory 
vows? 
Exchanging vows is usually when the parties are most nervous. They should be encouraged to either look 
at each other during the ceremony, or look at the celebrant, but no one else. Looking around will unnerve 
someone not used to being the centre of attention. If a couple are nervous, then they should be 
encouraged to take deep breaths, slow down, and when you feel they are ready, ask them to say their 
vows. 

There’s no way around it. They must say their s45 vows to each other in the hearing and presence of the 
celebrant and the two official witnesses, otherwise their marriage will not be valid. Situations will differ, 
but the end result must be that the parties say their compulsory vows according to law. 

If one of the parties is physically unable to speak due exceptional and long-lasting medical reasons, they 
may communicate the vows by another method that is understood by the other party, the celebrant, and 
the two witnesses, and all present.  

Statutory declarations 
There is information above about the use of statutory declarations as proof of date and place of birth 
where it is impossible for a party to obtain a birth certificate or passport. However there are also other 
reasons a statutory declaration may be required. 
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Where a party is unable to ascertain all of the particulars required in the NOIM after reasonable enquiry, 
they should write ‘not known’ in the appropriate space/s, and provide a statutory declaration stating why 
the information cannot be ascertained and the steps taken to discover them. A statutory declaration is 
not required in relation to Items 11, 12, 13 or 14, or the date (day and month) of a previous marriage 
ceremony under Item 16 on page 3 of the NOIM. A statutory declaration is required if the year of a prior 
marriage is unknown, stating the steps taken and reason why the information cannot be ascertained. 

Relationship with the Attorney General’s Department 
Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants are managed by the Commonwealth Attorney-General’s 
Department’s Marriage Law and Celebrants Section (MLCS), and there are certain obligations on behalf of 
both the celebrant and MLCS. The Registrar of Marriage Celebrants is the person who is responsible for 
managing the Marriage Celebrants Program. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/About the Marriage Celebrant Program 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Maintaining your registration as a Commonwealth marriage 
celebrant 

The Celebrant Talk Show: You gotta know when to fold ‘em, 20:36  

Register of marriage celebrants 

The Registrar of Marriage Celebrants is required to keep certain information about all celebrants in the 
register of marriage celebrants. Some of those details are to be made public, and the public register can 
be found on the AGD website. 

Website: https://marriage.ag.gov.au/commonwealthcelebrants/other 

The information held in the register of marriage celebrants can be amended by a celebrant by emailing 
the Registrar with the new details, or by amending their details on the online marriage celebrant portal. 
Celebrants are obliged to notify the Registrar of any changes to their name, address, and other contact 
details within 30 days of those changes coming into effect. They must also notify the Registrar of any 
changes in their circumstances that may affect their entitlement to be registered as a marriage celebrant, 
for example if they are convicted of a criminal offence, if they start a new business or hobby that could 
lead to a conflict of interest, or if they have a change in employment. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.1, p117 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.4, p119 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Self-service portal 

Celebrant Institute: How to change what address appears on your AG Register listing 

Celebrant Institute: The easiest and cheapest advertising platform for Australian celebrants 

Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants 

All Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants must comply with the Code of Practice set out in 
schedule 2 of the Regulations. The Guidelines recommends that celebrants provide a copy of the Code to 
all marriage clients, or have a copy prominently displayed where couples can see it.  

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.2, p117 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants 

 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 80 

Ongoing professional development 

Currently, all Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants must complete a minimum of five hours of 
professional development each calendar year. Organisations approved by the AGD to deliver OPD have 
the responsibility to notify the AGD with the name of celebrants to whom they deliver OPD, their 
authorisation number, the date, and details of OPD topics completed. The AGD monitors celebrants and 
takes disciplinary measures if they fail to undertake their annual OPD. OPD provides opportunities for 
celebrants to connect with other celebrants as well as enhance their knowledge. They might also develop 
and adjust work practices as a result of increased knowledge. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.3, p118 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Sarah is pretty riled up, plus funeral photography, 4:35  

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 39:44 

Performance reviews 

From time to time the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants may review the performance of a celebrant. The 
Registrar must take into account the following matters during a performance review.  

• Any complaint about the celebrant, what the result of the complaint was, and whether the celebrant 
has complied with any action required. 

• Any information received by the Registrar concerning the performance of the celebrant. 

• Whether the celebrant has complied with the Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants. 

• Whether the celebrant has completed their required OPD. 

• Whether the celebrant has developed any physical or mental incapacity that could prevent them 
carrying out their duties as a celebrant. 

Celebrants will be given an opportunity to respond before any disciplinary action is taken. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.5, p119 

Disciplinary measures 

Under certain circumstances the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants may take disciplinary action against a 
celebrant. The only circumstances under which disciplinary action can be taken are if:  

• the celebrant is no longer entitled to be registered 

• the celebrant has not complied with an obligation under s39G of the Act 

• the celebrant’s performance was determined to be not satisfactory as a result of a performance 
review under s39H of the Act 

• after considering a complaint made against the marriage celebrant the Registrar considers it 
appropriate to take disciplinary measures 

• the marriage celebrant’s application was known by the marriage celebrant to be false or misleading in 
a material particular, or 

• the marriage celebrant’s notice requesting to be identified as a religious marriage celebrant was 
known by the marriage celebrant to be false or misleading in a material particular. 

The only disciplinary measures available to the Registrar are: 

• a written caution 

• the requirement to undertake particular professional development activities 

• suspension for up to six months, or 
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• deregistration. 

A celebrant who is deregistered or who has their registration suspended has a right of review to the 
Administrative Appeals Tribunal. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.3, p121 

Registration charge 

Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants must pay an annual registration fee to maintain their 
registration as a celebrant. As at 18 June 2020, this fee is set at $240 per year, although it has been 
waived for 2020-2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Invoices are sent out by the government in early 
July each year, with payment due absolutely no later than 60 days after the invoice is issued. If a 
celebrant does not pay their annual registration fee, the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants has no choice 
but to deregister them; that is the outcome required by the Act, and cannot be overturned by an appeal 
to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal. 

Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants 2018, part 13.2.1, p116 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Celebrant registration charge 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Self-service portal – invoices and receipts 

Celebrant Institute: What does our annual registration fee pay for? 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 12:40 

Complaints about a marriage celebrant to the AGD 

The AGD website provides a fact sheet and a link to the online complaints form. There are limited items a 
party to a marriage can make a complaint about: 

• a potential breach of the celebrant’s legal obligations under the Act or Regulations 

• a potential breach of the Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants (schedule 2 of the Regulations) 

• a celebrant’s entitlement to remain registered, including if they have an actual or potential conflict of 
interest or benefit to business (for more information see our guidelines). 

After a complaint is made, the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants follows this procedure (as set out in the 
fact sheet Complaints process): 

Acknowledge: we acknowledge your complaint in writing. 

Assess: your complaint is assessed by an action officer, who may contact you for more information. 
Based on this preliminary assessment, the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants will decide whether or not 
to proceed with the complaint. The Registrar might decide: 

• not to deal with the complaint, as the complaint lacks merit 

• not to deal with the complaint, on the basis that the substance of complaint is more 
appropriately dealt with by another department. For example, the complaint might involve 
immigration matters, in which case we might refer the complaint to the Department of Home 
Affairs to deal with the complaint. 

You will be advised of the outcome of this assessment. 

Investigate: the action officer will contact the celebrant, seeking information and/or asking them to 
respond to the allegations of your complaint. A copy of your complaint and the preliminary 
assessment will be provided to the celebrant. Your contact details will not be provided to the 
celebrant. After considering the celebrant’s response (if any), the Registrar will decide what action 
should be taken. 
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Respond: the Registrar will inform the celebrant (and generally also you, the complainant) of the final 
outcome and the reasons for their decision. The celebrant will also be advised of any potential appeal 
processes. 

Where the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants determines that a complaint is well-founded, they may: 

• make a recommendation about the celebrant’s future conduct or actions 

• take disciplinary action against the celebrant, such as: 

o issuing the celebrant with a written caution 

o requiring the celebrant to undertake professional development activities 

o suspending the celebrant’s registration for a period of up to 6 months 

o deregistering the celebrant. 

The Registrar will generally only consider suspending or deregistering a marriage celebrant where 
there has been a serious or ongoing breach of the Act or the Regulations. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Complaints against a Commonwealth-registered marriage 
Celebrant 

Relationship with Registries of Births, Deaths and Marriages 
The main role of BDMs that impacts on marriage celebrants is: 

• registering births, deaths and marriages that occur in their state or territory 

• providing official certificates in relation to those births, deaths and marriages 

• processing change of name applications (criteria apply). 

The marriage sections of BDMs will help celebrants with enquiries about issues relating to marriages in 
their state or territory. They prefer celebrants to approach them before solemnisation to ensure the 
correct procedure is being followed as it is usually much harder to rectify a matter afterwards. 

Within 14 days after solemnisation, marriage celebrants are required to forward completed documents to 
the BDM in the state or territory in which the marriage was solemnised (s50(4) of the Act). 

Some BDMs provide a separate landline for marriage celebrants. Marriage celebrants in Victoria, New 
South Wales and Queensland can register with their BDMs to register marriages online. These online 
portals also allow marriage celebrants to generate marriage documents. 

If you belong to a celebrant association, the president or secretary has often established a professional 
relationship with the marriage section of the BDMs. This means they can clarify information a lot quicker 
than most celebrants, which they then pass on to members. 

Individual celebrants might also be able to form a professional relationship with some of the team in the 
marriage section of their state or territory’s BDM that allows them to either email an enquiry or telephone 
direct. 

Celebrant Institute: What does our annual registration fee pay for? 

The Celebrant Talk Show: You gotta know when to fold ‘em, 20:36  
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The client journey: marriages 
Now that we’ve looked at the legalities of getting married, we’re going to put those legalities in the 
context of the wider client journey. The client journey is literally the steps the celebrant and the client go 
through from initial enquiry to the wedding day. It is important to set up a streamlined, efficient client 
journey to make life as easy as possible for clients, and of course to ensure everything is put in place to 
provide them with a legal and personal marriage ceremony.  

NB: In the following pages I’m going to teach you how I manage my client journey with marriage clients. 
I’ve provided all the templates I have designed over the years in your supplementary documents, in the 
folder ‘Marriage Client Journey’, so you can edit them to fit the way you work. This client journey could 
take place over five weeks or two years, but the general principles are the same; the timeline is simply 
sped up for a booking with less lead time. 

There are many other ways of managing the client journey, and it’s a great idea for you to speak to lots 
of different celebrants and find out how they do things, so you can put together a client journey that 
works best for you and your clients. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 12:47 

Here’s a summary of the steps in my client journey; we’ll examine these in more detail in the following 
pages: 

• Receive enquiry; confirm my availability and price, answer other questions. 

• Organise and attend a pitch meeting. 

• Follow up after the pitch meeting and ask for the booking. 

• Confirm booking: clients confirm their contact information, sign my Celebrant Service Agreement 
(CSA), and pay a non-refundable booking fee, following which they receive my Ceremony Builder 
Booklet. 

• Organise and attend a planning and legals meeting three months before the ceremony. 

• Complete the NOIM and sight identity documents. 

• Parties complete questionnaires for their story at least six weeks before the ceremony. 

• Final payment is due one month before the ceremony. 

• Draft and send ceremony script four weeks before the ceremony. 

• Vows, music and reading selections finalised two weeks before the ceremony. 

• Prepare all legal paperwork for review by the couple at the rehearsal. 

• Organise and attend rehearsal usually in the week before the ceremony. 

• Print all legal paperwork two days before the ceremony. 

• Attend and perform the wedding ceremony. 

• Follow up after the ceremony; ask for feedback. 

• Send documents to BDM for registration of the marriage. 

Celebrant Institute: Ceremony design process 

Celebrant Institute: Making customer journeys easier, and inclusive, like Sephora 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I think I’ve already mentioned this on the podcast before, 30:45 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 50:25 
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Receive enquiry; confirm my availability and price, answer other questions 
The first contact marriage celebrants are likely to receive from potential clients is by email, social media 
message, or occasionally a phone call. Using effective communication skills, a marriage celebrant will 
answer queries and also ask questions. The enquirer will most likely want to know the celebrant’s fee, 
and whether the celebrant is available on a particular day. The celebrant will ask the whereabouts of the 
venue and the time of the proposed wedding to ensure they are available, and if they are available, they 
will try to set up a face-to-face meeting. 

Of course the enquiry may go nowhere. The prospective parties may be contacting several celebrants 
with a view to deciding who they feel best suits their needs and personality. Remember, first impressions 
are made quickly, often within 5–8 seconds. This includes when people view your website. You want to 
create a good first impression. 

Celebrant Institute: How to get enquiries to reply to your emails 

Celebrant Institute: Pricing on websites; to list or not to list? Sarah’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Pricing on websites; to list or not to list? Josh’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Answering ‘how much do you cost?’ 

Celebrant Institute: Increasing your enquiry conversion rate 

The Celebrant Talk Show: A tribute to the greatest podcast episode, 15:30 

The Celebrant Talk Show: The one where we throw eggs at Sarah, 14:00 

Organise and attend a pitch meeting 
By ‘pitch’ I mean my sales pitch. This is the meeting at which I sell myself and my process to the couple, 
so they have more information about how I work and what kind of person I am before deciding whether 
to book me. Some celebrants call this a ‘meet and greet’, some call it an ‘obligation-free chat’— there are 
no rules for how you label your meetings. 

I open up by chatting to the couple a bit about their day and their wedding plans, then I talk them 
through my Ceremony Builder Booklet, explaining how I will work with them through the process of 
developing their wedding ceremony, the different options they can include in their ceremony, and the 
legalities of getting married in Australia. 

I never ask for the booking at this meeting, mostly because I’m a scaredy cat J Sales people will teach 
you to always ask for the booking, but I don’t like to put people on the spot. I tell them they should go 
home and have a chat about our conversation, and I’ll follow up with them in a few days to see if they 
have any further questions. I close by giving them my business card and telling them they’re free to call 
or email me if they think of anything else. 

Note: My preference is to meet with couples in person for this meeting, but that’s not always possible, 
particularly in the time of COVID-19. So Zoom meetings are becoming a thing, and I recommend you 
trial both meeting in person and via Zoom to see which works best for you. 

Celebrant Institute: How to video chat really well 

Celebrant Institute: Dealing with difficult couples 

Celebrant Institute: Legals Only weddings: clarity for couples 

Follow up after the pitch meeting and ask for the booking 
I’ve tried lots of different methods here, but the one that works for me is sending them an email about 
three days after the meeting saying, ‘Hi, it was lovely to meet you both, just following up to see if you 
had any further questions or me or if you’d like to go ahead with a booking.’ It’s as simple as that. 
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I don’t follow up more than once. I figure if they want to book me, one follow-up will be enough to 
remind them to book, and if they don’t want to book me, any more than that will be annoying. 

Confirm booking 
How you manage confirming bookings is completely up to you, and will depend a bit on what type of 
system you’re using to organise your business. I’m going to outline how I used to confirm bookings when 
I was using a paper-based system and Excel spreadsheet, and how I confirm bookings now that I’m using 
an online customer relationship management tool called Tavé. 

Paper-based 

Once the couple confirmed they wanted to book me, I created a hard copy folder for them with my full 
checklist stapled to the front and my full booking form printed and filed within. The checklist outlined 
every single step that needed to be taken throughout the ceremony planning process, including at the 
rehearsal and on the ceremony day. There were also notations for items that were the couple’s 
responsibility and for items that were the celebrant’s responsibility. The booking form was the way I 
gathered information, including the couple’s contact details, other suppliers, how much I was charging, 
when payments were made, meeting and rehearsal dates, and ceremony planning. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Wedding Checklist 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Wedding Booking Form 

I would then send them my booking confirmation email. This email asked them to pay a booking fee, 
provided my bank account details, attached an invoice with payment terms and conditions, and asked 
them for their contact details (full names, phone numbers, email addresses, postal addresses) so I could 
post out some documents to them. All of their information would be recorded on the booking form in 
their client folder. 

It’s important to obtain an initial payment from clients before sending them any intellectual property 
(which is how I see my Ceremony Builder Booklet). I take 50% of the full fee at the time of booking, and 
I always call it a non-refundable booking fee, not a deposit (some say the word ‘deposit’ implies that it is 
refundable). So sending the booking confirmation email allowed me to have them pay me some money 
upfront, and then get their details so I could post out my CSA and Ceremony Builder Booklet. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Booking Confirmation Email 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Invoice 

Celebrant Institute: Getting the deposit paid 

Celebrant Institute: Non-refundable refund demanded 

Once they’d paid their booking fee into my bank account, I prepared a hard copy pack to post to them, 
including: 

• a welcome letter 

• my Ceremony Builder Booklet 

• two copies of my CSA, one for them to sign and keep, and one for them to sign and send back to me 

• a receipt for their booking fee payment 

• a self-stamped addressed envelope for them to return their signed CSA to me. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Welcome letter 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Ceremony Builder Booklet 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Celebrant Service Agreement 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Receipt 
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I’d post it all out, they’d return their signed CSA, and the booking was confirmed. 

NB: my Ceremony Builder Booklet contains the Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants, information on 
relationship education, and my privacy policy, so me providing them with that booklet ticks off those 
legal requirements regarding the information that needs to be provided to couples. 

Celebrant Institute: My Ceremony Builder Booklet 

Celebrant Institute: When to provide documentation to couples 

Online 

The process I use through Tavé is very similar to that I used with the paper-based system and uses 
mostly the same documents, but it’s in a slightly different order and obviously all online. I no longer 
attach a checklist to the front of their file because my checklist is in Tavé. I use a much simpler booking 
form that only captures the information about their ceremony, because all the rest of their information is 
in Tavé. 

• Once the couple confirms they want to book me, I prepare the online booking process. I send them 
an email with a link to this process, and the system automatically takes them through each of steps:  

• It shows them the type of ceremony they’ve booked and the price, and offers them additional 
inclusions they can select (e.g. additional rehearsals, special outfit, etc). 

• They can select their payment schedule, either 50% now and 50% one month before the ceremony, 
or the entire amount now. 

• They complete their contact information (names, phone numbers, email addresses, home addresses) 
and confirm the details of their booking (date, time and venue). 

• They review and sign my CSA by typing their names into the appropriate boxes.  

• They pay a booking fee by credit card, or transfer direct into my bank account. 

Once they have completed the booking process and I have received their booking fee, the system emails 
them a receipt, a copy of their CSA with my electronic signature attached, and a PDF of the Ceremony 
Builder Booklet, then the booking is confirmed. 

Celebrant Institute: Ten reasons you should take credit card payments 

Celebrant Institute: Communicating timelines with couples 

Organise and attend planning and legals meeting 
Three months before the wedding I contact the couple again to organise a second meeting, at which we’ll 
complete the NOIM and plan their ceremony. In the email to set up this meeting I ask them to bring 
along their identity documents and their Ceremony Builder Booklet. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Ceremony planning meeting email 

I start the meeting checking in on how they’re going with their wedding planning, helping them out with 
any issues they’re having and suggesting suppliers if they’re stuck on any areas. Then we move on to 
completing the NOIM: 

• I ask to see their identity documents. 

• I fill in the NOIM with the details from their documents, and note that I’ve sighted their documents on 
page 4. 

• The parties check all the details and sign on page 4 with me witnessing their signatures. 

• I provide the parties with the Happily Ever... Before and After brochure as required by s42(5A) of the 
Act, and tick the appropriate boxes on page 4. 
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Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Notice of Intended Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Happily Ever... Before and After 

Then we start planning their ceremony. Hopefully they’ve read through the Ceremony Builder Booklet and 
have some ideas of what they’d like to include in their ceremony. I ask them questions about their 
ceremony and record their answers on my booking form. 

It is crucial to have some kind of questionnaire or planning document to collect information on so that 
you don’t overlook asking important or relevant questions. I know that everything I need to know to put 
their ceremony together is covered on my booking form, and more often than not I come up with 
questions the couple hasn’t already thought of. There’s no point relying on the couple to just tell you 
what they want; most couples have never been married before, many of them haven’t been to many 
weddings, and they may not have any idea what they want in their ceremony.  

I collect information on: 

• their preferred names for the ceremony 

• ceremony date and start time (I like to confirm it at this three-month point just in case anything has 
changed since they booked me) 

• venue, whether they’re planning an indoor or outdoor ceremony, and if outdoor, what their backup 
plan is 

• their theme (colour or otherwise), number of guests, whether a PA is needed, whether the venue or 
another supplier is providing the signing table or chairs, and whether they’re having live music at the 
ceremony 

• their wedding party: first names of their attendants, any juniors such as flower girls or page boys, 
and the full legal names of their official witnesses 

• their families: are their parents together, if they’re separated are they bringing new partners and 
what are their names, how many siblings do they have and do they need jobs in the ceremony, 
whether there will be any grandparents in attendance, and whether there are any family sensitivities 
I need to be aware of (e.g. Mum and Dad don’t speak to each other so I shouldn’t encourage them to 
sit together) 

• what they would like to include in each section of the ceremony, in line with the sections contained in 
my Ceremony Builder Booklet. My personal ceremony creation philosophy is that other than the legal 
requirements, nothing goes in the ceremony that the couple have not specifically requested; I may 
think all couples should include their personal story, but if they don’t want their story told, they don’t 
get it. By the same token, I don’t limit what they can include due to my own ceremony preferences; I 
may not love sand ceremonies, but if they want a sand ceremony, they get a sand ceremony! 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Wedding Booking Form 

There may be some parts of the ceremony they need additional assistance with, for example personal 
vows, music selections, reading choices. If so, I collect that information and the next day send them an 
email with various attachments of further resources to help with those ceremony sections. 

Celebrant Institute: My ceremony writing timeline 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Vow pack 

Potential considerations when religious circumstances or sensitivities may apply 

There is nothing to prevent religious content in a civil ceremony, and celebrants who conduct civil 
ceremonies are advised to have a range of optional wording to offer couples who express interest in 
religion. For example, a civil celebrant may have samples of prayers, introductions, definitions of 
marriage, and blessings (for rings and end of ceremony) with a religious flavour. One party may come 
from a religious background, but the other party is agnostic; they compromise and agree to be married in 
a civil ceremony with some religious content. On the booking form there may be a question asking 
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whether the parties would like any religious content in their ceremony. This is one way to meet client 
needs and expectations. 

Couple questionnaire 
If the parties want the story of their relationship told (and not all do) I send them a separate 
questionnaire to complete. I personally have found that I get richer responses from my couples when I 
don’t ask them these questions in person but give them time to consider their answers and write them 
down. Other celebrants find they get a better response asking the questions in person; that’s something 
for you to experiment with. The completed questionnaires are due back to me six weeks before the 
ceremony. 

Celebrant Institute: My ceremony writing timeline 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Couple questionnaire 

Final payment 
I take payment of the remainder of the fee by one month before the ceremony. There are a couple of 
reasons for this. The first is that if they’re late paying, a month gives me plenty of time to chase them up 
without fearing they won’t pay before the big day. The second is that if they cancel before a month out, I 
have the possibility of taking another booking for the day; if they cancel within a month of the ceremony 
that’s not possible due to the required notice period. So I want them to pay the full amount one month 
out, and if they cancel within that time I don’t refund their money because I’ve held their date and not 
been able to take another booking for that time. 

You should always send couples a reminder of their payments coming due; I can guarantee they won’t 
remember without a nudge. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Invoice 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Receipt 

Celebrant Institute: Non-refundable refund demanded 

Celebrant Institute: Ten reasons you should take credit card payments 

Draft and send ceremony script 
I always, always send a draft script. Many celebrants don’t, and that’s their prerogative, but as far as I’m 
concerned, it’s the couple’s day, not mine, and if they’re not happy with even a single word I say, they 
may be unhappy with the entire ceremony. 

Structuring the ceremony 

The format for structuring a marriage ceremony is not prescribed. The only obligation is that the 
celebrant is to say the monitum before the parties exchange their compulsory vows, and the names of 
the parties as they appear on the NOIM must be stated before or during the legal vows.  

A suggested traditional order of service could include: 

1) Gathering the guests, ensuring all the seats are filled and everyone can hear the celebrant. 

2) Housekeeping, including requests for unplugged ceremonies, phones off, etc. 

3) Processional. Traditionally the junior attendants (flower girls, pageboys) walk the aisle, then the 
bridesmaids, followed by the bride and her escort (often her father). In 2020 tradition is getting 
thrown out the window more often than not, and a processional could include all sorts of 
combinations. As well as the traditional processional I’ve seen: 
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a) The wedding party all standing at the top of the aisle to start (if there even is a wedding party), 
with just the couple entering together 

b) Both sets of attendants entering separately, sometimes alternating, with the couple entering 
separately, along with their escorts 

c) Both sets of attendants entering in pairs, followed by the couple entering together 

d) No one making an entrance at all; the couple mingles with their guests and we start when they’re 
ready.  

4) Welcome and introduction, potentially including introducing wedding party, acknowledging guests 
(particularly those who have travelled a long way to be there), mentioning those not able to attend or 
no longer with us, Acknowledgement of Country. 

5) Family acknowledgement / giving away. Traditionally the celebrant would say something along the 
lines of ‘who brings this woman to marry this man?’ and the bride’s father would answer, ‘I do.’ I 
personally am not a huge fan of the traditional giving away; the brides I work with generally do not 
see themselves as pieces of meat to be given from one man to another. Instead I like to do 
something a little more inclusive that involves both sets of parents/families: a family 
acknowledgment. If the important people in the couple’s lives are their parents, I will say something 
like ‘X and Y’s parents are so important to them, they’ve been wonderful models of what it is to love 
and be loved, and they would like to thank them for all their support over the years. Parents, do you 
acknowledge this relationship and give your support to their marriage?’ and the parents say, ‘We do.’ 
Some couples just want a statement made about how important their parents are, without asking 
their parents to say anything; some couples want to mention their ‘families’ rather than their 
‘parents’ (depending on the relationships); some couples want a very traditional giving away; some 
couples want no mention of their parents or families at all. It’s entirely up to them 

6) An explanation of marriage. Every celebrant will have a range of words about love and marriage, and 
should pick one that best suits the couple getting married.  

7) Couple’s personal story. I build this from the questionnaires the couple have completed (if they 
decided they wanted to include their story in the ceremony). My couple stories are all different 
because every couple is different, but I definitely have a formula for writing the story. It starts off 
with the story of how they met, and their first impressions of each other; I especially love it if one 
gives me a really profound first impression like ‘she was just so easy to talk to and I felt like I’d 
known her forever’ and the other gives a slightly less profound first impression like ‘he had a really 
cute arse.’ Milk those laughs! Then I move on to how they became a couple and when each realised 
they were in love with the other. If they’ve met some big milestones like buying a house or travelling 
overseas or having kids I’ll mention those, then I’ll talk about the engagement story. Finally I speak 
to each party directly to tell them how the other feels about them: ‘X, Y smiles the most when you … 
She would never change … about you. It drives her crazy the way you … but she forgives you 
because she loves you so much. She loves … and she can’t wait to … with you in the future.’ And vice 
versa.  

8) Readings. 

9) Symbolic rituals. 

10) The asking (the bit where the couple say ‘I do’). I always tell my couples there is nothing in 
Australian law that requires them to say ‘I do’, but some couples don’t really feel married unless they 
say it. So if they have a burning desire to say I do, I provide them with a bunch of options to say I do 
to, including some very traditional and some more modern.  

11) The monitum. 

12) Legal vows. 

13) Personal vows. I love personal vows and I think every wedding should include them, but some 
couples simply aren’t wired that way; they might feel that the way they feel about their partner is 
private and nobody else needs to hear it, or they might simply be super nervous about public 
speaking. While I always encourage my couples to include legal vows, I absolutely do not insist on it; 
if they just want to say the legal vows that is absolutely fine.  
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14) Ring exchange. Some couples want to slip the rings on straight after the vows, while some want to 
say something about what the ring represents, e.g. ‘I give you this ring as a symbol of my 
everlasting love.’ Either option is fine, as is not exchanging rings at all! 

15) Pronouncement. I love to pronounce my couples married! There are plenty of options here on top of 
the traditional ‘I now pronounce you husband and wife.’ You can pronounce them husband and 
husband, wife and wife, husbands squared, wifes for life, or simply married. The pronouncement is 
not a legal requirement and can be performed by anyone.  

16) Kiss – but only if they want to! Not all couples want to kiss; for some it’s culturally inappropriate, for 
others it’s just not their way to have public displays of affection. I’ve had couples shake hands or 
hug. There are no rules. 

17) Signing. Always tell the guests you’re taking the couple away to sign the documents and you’ll be 
right back to finish the ceremony, and ask them to stay in their seats and listen to the music in the 
meantime. I always recommend the couple has at least two songs selected for the signing; while it 
only takes me a couple of minutes to complete the signing process, some photographers take a long 
time setting up all sorts of photos, so you need to have some music to keep the guests happy.  

18) Housekeeping, including group photo instructions, where to go for canapes and drinks, etc. This is my 
chance to tell the guests what’s going to happen next before they all scatter and go, ‘what do we do 
now?’ This MUST happen before you present the newlyweds to their guests; if you leave it until after 
the presentation you’ll be drowned out by cheers and applause.  

19) Blessing. My words of congratulations and best wishes for the couple and their marriage.  

20) Presentation of newlyweds. ‘I present to you for the first time, Mr and Mrs X’, or Mr and Mr, or Mrs 
and Mrs, or First name and First name, or The Newlyweds, or literally anything else they ask for! 

21) Recessional. Pop on some upbeat celebratory music and invite the couple to dance back down the 
aisle and into the waiting arms of their family and friends.  

Compulsory components are shown in bold. Permitted changes to the compulsory wording are very 
limited as set out in the Guidelines. If the full legal names of the parties (as recorded on the Notice of 
Intended Marriage) are not stated earlier than the compulsory vows, they must be included in the 
compulsory vows. The parties’ names may be stated more than once. 

We learn at school that a story is divided into three parts: a beginning, a middle, and an end. Ceremonies 
are no different, but we will identify the three parts differently: 

• Beginning = Separation: the parties are still two separate individuals, as in items 1–8. 

• Middle = Transition: includes legal components; this is where the parties are joined in marriage 
under Australian law, as in items 9–16. 

• End = Reincorporation (or reintegration): purpose for ceremony achieved, wish the couple a 
wonderful life, time to celebrate, as in items 17–20. 

In my ceremony drafts, I include legally required bits in red text so the couple knows they cannot be 
changed, and I highlight in yellow anywhere bits are missing (e.g. if the personal vows need to be sent, 
or the reading selections or music needs to be confirmed), and I put a date by which I would like those 
items to be finalised by (usually two weeks before the ceremony). 

I also include other information about the ceremony in my script: phone numbers of the parties, names 
of the wedding party and other participants, and staging directions (e.g. ‘bridesmaids walk the aisle in 
the following order’, or ‘after we have signed the documents, we return to the ceremony space to 
conclude the ceremony’). That way the couple can get some idea of how the ceremony will work on the 
day, and they can ensure I haven’t misunderstood any of the important information. 

I tell my couples they are welcome to ask me to change any aspect of the ceremony script at all; it’s their 
day, and I want them to be completely happy with it. 

Celebrant Institute: How I make personal ceremonies 

Celebrant Institute: Five ways to make your ceremonies better 

Celebrant Institute: My ceremony writing timeline 
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Celebrant Institute: Ceremony design process 

Celebrant Institute: How I perform ceremonies without notes or a script (Josh’s view) 

Celebrant Institute: Sending ceremony recordings instead of written drafts – a new idea! 

Celebrant Institute: ‘Ceremony writing is my least favourite part’ 

Celebrant Institute: Music for making ceremonies 

Celebrant Institute: A review of Wedwordy, a ceremony script creator 

Celebrant Institute: How to surprise a couple with a ceremony  

Celebrant Institute: Josh’s ceremony inclusions 

Celebrant Institute: Sarah’s ceremony inclusions 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 27:35 

Tips for writing 

I usually start my ceremony writing with a list of headings of the sections the couple wants to include in 
their ceremony (from the order of service above) and then fill in each section with appropriate wording. 

Introduce each component with a few words of explanation so that guests understand what is happening 
and why, for example, ‘Fiona will now share a reading with us about the loveliness of love’ (Fiona reads 
‘A Lovely Love Story’); or ‘Melissa and Ross will now light a candle in memory of Melissa’s beloved 
grandfather, Poppy, whom she adored, and who passed away five years ago. Melissa is sure that Poppy is 
close by, happy that she is marrying the man she loves.’ If the candle was lit without any explanation, 
the ritual wouldn’t have any meaning for anyone other than Melissa and Ross. 

Write instructions into the script so that you can keep control of the ceremony at all times. If the signing 
is to occur within the ceremony, and the wedding party will regroup after the signing, allowing the 
celebrant to say the final words to conclude the ceremony, then the celebrant needs to ensure that 
people remain where they are. For example: ‘The couple and their witnesses will now sign the marriage 
certificates. Please remain where you are, and we will be back shortly to conclude the ceremony.’ 

Writing for the ear is different to writing for the eye. Ceremony scripts should sound as if you are 
speaking directly and naturally to people. Read your script aloud and see whether it sounds natural or 
whether it sounds wooden, technical, or boring. 

Principles of effective written communication require that writing should: 

• Be clear and meaningful 

• Be concise 

• Have a consistent style 

• Be grammatically correct 

• Have a clear and logical order. 

Celebrant Institute: Ceremony script writing skills. Sarah’s view 

Celebrant Institute: How to protect the copyright of your ceremony scripts 

Vows, music and reading selections finalised 
I like to have the entire ceremony script — including vows, readings and music — finalised and signed off 
by two weeks before the ceremony. This timeline allows everyone to breathe and allows the couple to 
concentrate on their other last-minute activities without worrying about their ceremony. It can take a bit 
of chasing up, but I find if I’m constantly reminding them of the due dates for things (i.e. in the email I 
send them with the readings and music lists, and in the ceremony draft) they’re generally pretty good at 
getting things to me on time. 
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Celebrant Institute: Personal vows and their content 

Prepare marriage documents for review by the couple 
Before the rehearsal I like to prepare the three marriage certificates and the DONLIM, so that the couple 
can review the marriage certificates for errors and sign the DONLIM at the rehearsal. I use a Microsoft 
Word template for the Form 15, so I just print that out on blank paper for review; I don’t print it onto the 
Form 15 until the couple have confirmed all the details are correct. 

If there is not going to be a rehearsal, I email PDFs of the documents to the couple for review so they 
can let me know ahead of time if there are any errors. Although they sign these certificates after 
solemnisation of the marriage, they don’t check for any errors at that point. 

I always ask for the witnesses’ full names to be sent to me before I prepare the paperwork so that I can 
print them on to the certificates; I don’t like other people’s handwriting on my documents J 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Combined Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage and 
Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 template 

Organise and attend rehearsal 
The Code of Practice requires celebrants to give the parties information to assist them decide whether a 
marriage ceremony rehearsal is needed or appropriate. A rehearsal gives confidence to participants by 
ensuring everyone knows their role, and it is an ideal way to practise all the logistics and staging of the 
ceremony. Parties to a marriage may have firm ideas about how they would like their ceremony to 
evolve, but at a rehearsal it may become apparent that all their ideas aren’t practical, and changes need 
to be made. Rehearsals are ideal for ironing out problems. 

If it is impossible to hold a rehearsal, a mini-rehearsal may take place elsewhere, say at the couple’s 
home or in a local park. Alternatively, the parties and participants may choose to visit the ceremony site 
and conduct their own rehearsal without the celebrant being present. 

Why hold a rehearsal? 

Some celebrants believe a rehearsal can take away from the spontaneity of the day, but many couples 
prefer to know what they can expect. They want a rehearsal so that they can be confident and composed 
on their wedding day and not have to worry about what is expected of them. Having a rehearsal means 
everyone gets to practise their role. Most people have never been married, or been part of a wedding 
party, so it is important for them to feel confident that they know what to do.  

For example, the bride can practice ‘walking down the aisle’ on the arm of her father to the music chosen 
for the bridal entrance. If she has not practised at the venue, she might find that she walks too quickly, 
or that the music has ended halfway through her entrance. All these details can cause the bridal party to 
become stressed and anxious before the ceremony has even begun. Being upset and stressed will take 
away from the pleasure of the day if participants don’t know what to do because the details were not 
carefully thought through beforehand. 

The couple may have spent thousands of dollars on their wedding, spent months planning, and suffered 
emotional stress in the build up to their wedding day. The last thing they want to happen is for 
preventable mishaps to occur, and/or be disappointed at how their ceremony was conducted. 
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Couples will look to the celebrant for guidance about how their ceremony may be staged. They will also 
be critical of the celebrant if no one knows what to do. Celebrants want to be remembered for the right 
reasons. A rehearsal is therefore crucial to identify what works and what doesn’t work. It allows the 
couple to make decisions, and for the ceremony to be as flawless as possible.  

Outline of a rehearsal 

At the start of a rehearsal, it’s a great opportunity for the celebrant to meet the wedding party and 
sometimes the parties’ parents, if they’re in attendance. Then we move into the actual rehearsal. 

We don’t practise all the words, we practise the logistics of the ceremony: where the wedding party and 
celebrant will stand, placement of PA system, choreography of the processional, where readers will stand, 
placement of the signing table and how signing will be organised, regrouping, conclusion and recessional. 

After the ceremony has been rehearsed, often including a second pass at the processional, the parties 
and the celebrant gather to confirm final details. This is the time for the parties to review the OCMs and 
Form 15 draft prepared by the celebrant and check there have not been any errors, or to let the 
celebrant know if their address or occupation has changed since the NOIM was completed. It is also time 
for the parties to sign the DONLIM, and for the celebrant to confirm details for the day such as what time 
they should arrive and what the plan B is for extreme weather situations. 

Rehearsal fee, terms and conditions 

You may or may not include a rehearsal in your fee structure. Alternatively, you may charge an extra fee 
for an on-site rehearsal. You need to be upfront with your clients as soon as you begin discussions with 
them about whether there are any extra fees payable. This may include a rehearsal fee. 

In the Guidelines on advertising for Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants issued by the MLCS 
(available later in this manual), the MLCS suggests that how and when rehearsals will occur might be 
included in your CSA. If you are entering into a signed CSA with a couple several months before their 
wedding day, it can be difficult to know exactly when a rehearsal will occur. However, you can include a 
term and condition in your CSA using wording of a general nature, such as: 

A rehearsal will be held at the agreed ceremony venue within two weeks prior to the wedding day, on 
a day and time mutually agreed to in writing by the Celebrant and the Parties. There is no further fee 
payable to hold an on-site rehearsal. 

If you do charge an extra fee to hold a rehearsal, then this needs to be included in your CSA, as well as 
any time limit you set for a rehearsal; for example, your CSA may include terms and conditions along the 
following lines: 

Ceremony rehearsal 

(a) A rehearsal will be held at the agreed ceremony venue within two weeks prior to the wedding 
day, on a day and time mutually agreed to in writing by the Celebrant and the Parties. 

(b) The Celebrant will allocate forty-five (45) minutes for a rehearsal which must begin at the agreed 
time. If all participants have not arrived by the scheduled start time, the rehearsal will still proceed 
on time. 

(c) A rehearsal fee of $XX.00 is payable, in advance, for an on-site rehearsal. 

(d) If an additional rehearsal is required at an alternative site in case the weather is inclement for 
your outdoor ceremony, an additional fee of $XX.00 is payable in advance. The time and date for the 
second rehearsal must be agreed to in writing and forty-five (45) minutes will be allocated on the 
same conditions as set out above in subparagraph (b). 

The above terms and conditions for your CSA are suggestions only. If you do want to include terms and 
conditions in your CSA that relate to a rehearsal, ensure that your wording is clear and cannot be 
misunderstood or misinterpreted. The purpose of including terms and conditions in a CSA is to avoid 
misunderstandings and disputes. 
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The reason a timeframe of 45 minutes is suggested for a rehearsal is because wedding participants often 
treat a rehearsal as a very casual affair and arrive late. If the marrying party are required to pay for 
more than a limited time, it is more likely they will ensure that the wedding party and any other 
participants will arrive early or on time to take part in the rehearsal. 

The time you allow for a rehearsal and a rehearsal fee is for you to negotiate with your clients. I am in no 
way implying that you should adhere to the time referred to in the suggested terms and conditions. 

Details to examine before or during a rehearsal 

• The best time to hold a rehearsal is at the same time of day as the ceremony is scheduled, and as 
close to the wedding day as possible. It doesn’t matter as much for an indoor ceremony, but if the 
ceremony will be outdoors there are many things which may have a bearing on the ceremony such as 
sun, shade, tide, safety, noise and cleanliness of the location. 

• Encourage everyone to arrive early or on time to the rehearsal, and ensure that you arrive early with 
everything you will need to conduct the ceremony. Caution the couple that if they arrive late for the 
wedding ceremony, the sun, shade and tide might be quite different to that on the day of the 
rehearsal. 

• Set a time for the rehearsal and confirm that you will start on time, even if everyone hasn’t arrived, 
and that you will depart on time. You will not wait around for late-comers. 

• If a participant cannot attend, tell the others that they may need to explain to that person what their 
role is. 

• Check parking. Is there plenty of room for you to park on the wedding day? Do you need to arrange 
assistance to carry your equipment to the site? Did you find the venue easily? 

• Be organised, positive, calm, and in control. Sometimes the wedding party are in party mode and 
don’t take the rehearsal too seriously. It can be frustrating, but you need to be in charge and ensure 
everyone understands their role. 

• Do not make decisions for the marrying couple. Provide options and guidance, but let them make any 
final decisions. You don’t want the couple to say after their wedding that they wished their ceremony 
had been staged differently. 

• Survey the venue site. Can you identify any danger or risk? You have a duty of care to let the 
marrying couple know if you do. If the weather is hot, will cold water be provided for guests? Will 
there be shade? Will there be seating, especially for the elderly? 

• Set up at least two chairs if possible, to demonstrate where the first row of seating will be. This will 
help to decide the width of the aisle, the space for the wedding party, where you will stand, and 
where the signing table and chairs will be placed. 

• Where is the best placement for the signing table and chairs? Will there be other decorations such as 
an archway, carpet, or topiaries on the wedding day? Where is the best placement for the celebrant’s 
PA system? 

• Suggest where other participants such as readers will sit or stand while they are waiting to be called 
forward, for example, seated in an aisle seat near the front so that they have easy access to the 
ceremony space when they need to come forward. 

• Suggest to parents where they should sit. For example, if the bride is on the left from the audience’s 
perspective, her parents are best to sit on the right so that they see her face during the ceremony as 
she looks at the groom, and vice versa for the groom’s parents. This is the opposite of a traditional 
seating plan, and parents will appreciate your suggestion. 

• You can plan the line-up of the wedding party with the marrying couple before the day of the 
rehearsal. This includes the order the attendants will stand to each side of the couple, and the order 
in which attendants will enter during the processional. For example, will the maid of honour enter 
before the bridesmaids and stand next to where the bride will stand, or will the last bridesmaid enter 
first and stand in her allocated space and the maid of honour enter immediately before the bride? A 
rehearsal will determine whether this plan will work, or whether changes are required. 
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• If the groomsmen are to break away from the groom to meet the bridesmaids and escort them up 
the aisle, this can be rehearsed. 

• Are there any flower girls who will lead the bridal procession? Is the flower girl to scatter flowers or 
petals? Will she remain with the wedding party during the ceremony, or will she join someone in the 
audience? 

• How will the person playing the recorded music or musician(s) know when to start playing music? For 
the processional, sometimes the wedding party assembles near the ceremony site, and sometimes 
they are quite a distance away. Decide whether a signal can be given by someone with the wedding 
party to indicate when to start the music, or whether the signal may be blocked by people. Vision 
may be clear at a rehearsal, but on the wedding day vision may be blocked by guests. Decide 
whether a go-between needs to be arranged to liaise with the wedding party and the person playing 
the recorded music or musician(s). 

• Are any live musicians engaged for the ceremony? If so, where will they be positioned for best effect? 

• Ask the groom how he is comfortable standing: does he like to stand with his feet slightly apart with 
his right hand over his left hand? If so, then ask his attendants to stand the same way. It is 
particularly important before the bridal entrance that the groom and groomsmen are standing 
uniformly. 

• Ensure the wedding party don’t stand too far apart. Photographers like them grouped close together. 

• Practice the bridal entrance while the chosen music plays. This can determine: 

o how much time it takes for the bridal entrance 

o the space between each member of the wedding party 

o how bride and escort will make their entrance 

o measure the pace to walk in time to the music 

o where bridesmaids will stand 

o where bride and escort will pause 

o when music is to fade and stop. 

• Factor in time for photographs to be taken during the bridal entrance. Professional photographers 
won’t hold up the procession, but amateur photographers can cause considerable delays, all while the 
music is playing. If an amateur photographer takes too long, the music may well end before the 
wedding party has reached the groom. 

• Does the bride’s dress have a train? Do one or two of the bridesmaids need to carry the train up the 
aisle or as far as the carpet before they take up their own positions? 

• The giving away of the bride should be rehearsed. Will father shake hands with the groom, give his 
daughter a kiss on her cheek, place her hand in the groom’s hand and then take his seat? How will 
the bride move around to stand beside the groom? Will she need a bridesmaid to help arrange her 
gown? Will the groom greet the bride with a kiss? 

• Does the groom need to lift the bride’s veil? If so, the maid of honour needs to keep an eye on the 
veil to ensure it falls properly. 

• Is the bride going to hold her bouquet for the first part of the ceremony, or is she going to 
immediately hand it to a bridesmaid? If the bride is to keep her bouquet for the first part of the 
ceremony, rehearse how the bridesmaid will take it from her when the time comes for her to hold 
both hands with the groom. 

• Are children involved? How well do they concentrate and listen to what they are required to do? Are 
they cooperating? Can they be managed? Children need to know their roles. 

• When it is the reader’s turn, practise them coming forward and taking your microphone, then 
standing in a pre-arranged place to deliver the reading. Practise delivering the reading for best effect. 

• Rituals need to be rehearsed to ensure they are delivered seamlessly during the wedding ceremony 
and any problems are identified. These can be simple or more complex if there is a ritual for the 
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blending of two families involving children. If a participant is a bridesmaid, the rehearsal might 
disclose that she needs to place her bouquet somewhere during the ritual if she needs two hands 
free. What to do with the bouquet can be decided. 

• Vows are is when the couple are usually the most nervous. Practise how they will be holding hands 
and looking at each other. Will they be repeating their vows, or will they be reading vows to each 
other? Rehearse how this will be staged. 

• Who will have the rings? There may be one ring bearer holding both rings, or two ring bearers, one 
with the bride’s ring and one with the groom’s ring. The ring bearer/s can rehearse bringing the rings 
forward. 

• Is the signing to be a sub-ceremony? If so, what will the rest of the wedding party do during the 
signing? Will they gather around the signing table, or will they stand to the side? Are there any tips 
for the signing, for example, who will sign first? (Usually one party sign the three certificates of 
marriage, then the other party, then the first witness, the second witness, and finally the celebrant 
signs all three certificates.) 

• If it is your practice to ask the audience to applaud the wedding party at this stage, then the wedding 
party can be told this will happen. Only the marrying couple have usually seen the ceremony script. 

• Practise how the ceremony will end. Do the marrying couple plan to walk down the aisle to music? Or 
will they remain where they are, and their parents and grandparents be invited to come forward to 
congratulate them? Will any guest, such as a grandparent, be in a wheelchair? Their needs should be 
considered. 

• During the rehearsal, are there parts of the ceremony that you identify should be brought to the 
particular attention of the photographer? For example, is there a sub-ceremony involving children for 
a blending of two families which involves a circle and/or a family hug?  

• Where will you stand during the ceremony? Will you stand behind the marrying couple, or will you 
stand to the side with your microphone? Do you use a lectern? Do you need to change position during 
the ceremony, that is, move behind the couple during the vows and/or exchange of wedding rings? 

• Will the ceremony conclude with a toast? If so, ensure the person in charge knows where to set a 
table up and what to do: when to pour champagne, and when to serve. The toast proposer will need 
to be asked to wait until everyone has a glass before beginning the toast.  

• Did you test the volume of music and your speaking volume for when you deliver the ceremony? Did 
someone stand at the outermost area where guests are likely to gather to ensure they could hear 
you? 

• Is Uncle Bob or a professional videographer going to video the ceremony? If so, where will a tripod be 
placed? Will it interfere with where the professional videographer or photographer position 
themselves? 

• Will the photographer attend the rehearsal? This is a great opportunity to work together if there are 
decisions to be made or advice given about special rituals. However, during the ceremony the 
photographer should not intrude into your space; you are in control of the ceremony, not any other 
wedding provider. 

• During the rehearsal (even though it’s not your job), did you advise the wedding party to always look 
at the professional photographer when they are aiming the camera at them, and not look over at 
Aunty Jean who is calling out for them to look at her? Many group photographs have been ruined 
because this happens, when one or two of the wedding party are looking elsewhere instead of at the 
official photographer’s camera. 

• If an outdoor venue, have the couple checked that there is no other event scheduled nearby which 
could be disruptive and noisy? 

• If the weather is doubtful for an outdoor ceremony, confirm a time that you will liaise with either the 
marrying couple to confirm the venue so that you can prepare the Form 15 Certificate of Marriage 
with the correct details. You cannot make an error on this certificate. (Many celebrants take a blank 
Form 15 to ceremonies as a back-up). 
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• It the venue is a national park, check if there any restrictions on items you can take such as audio 
equipment. Were the couple required to obtain a permit (or licence) to hold their ceremony? If so, did 
they obtain the permit? Did the permit place a time limit on access? Rangers are not known to be 
sympathetic if conditions of the permit are breached, and fines may be imposed. 

• As a result of decisions made at the rehearsal, do you need to contact anyone such as another 
wedding provider? 

At every rehearsal there are unforeseen problems and often decisions have to be made. The bride may 
have planned to make her entrance from a certain direction, but at the rehearsal she realises that it 
would be completely impractical, and a change is decided. You need to use your excellent organisational 
and leadership skills to conduct a wedding rehearsal, while at the same time respecting the excitement 
and nervousness of all participants. 

Celebrant Institute: Rehearsals; to have them or not to have them 

Celebrant Institute: How to make a great ceremony without a rehearsal 

Celebrant Institute: Ceremony design process 

Print legal paperwork 
Now that the marriage certificates have been checked by the couple, and the celebrant has made any 
amendments, they can go right ahead and print them out. Remember to record the Form 15 number on 
the Record of Use Form. 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Combined Declaration of No Legal Impediment to Marriage and 
Official Certificate of Marriage 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Form 15 template 

Document: Marriages/Legal documents/Record of Use Form 

Attend and perform the wedding ceremony 

Before leaving home 

The day of the ceremony can be a stressful time for new celebrants; there’s a lot to remember to take, 
let alone any nervousness about performing the ceremony. Celebrants should use a checklist to ensure 
they’ve packed everything they need and haven’t forgotten anything. That will alleviate some of the 
concern. 

A professional celebrant will ensure their personal presentation is of an appropriate standard for the 
marriage ceremony and respect the expectations of the parties in relation to the ceremony. Celebrants 
may ask the couple if they want them to wear a certain colour or abide by a certain theme. All celebrants 
need to have a range of clothing suitable for different types of ceremonies to meet the expectations of 
clients. It is better to err on the side of formality rather than ‘dressing down’. I always aim to look like a 
conservatively-dressed guest. 

Arriving at the ceremony venue 

Upon arrival at the ceremony venue (I like to arrive an hour before the planned ceremony start time) 
there are a number of things for the celebrant to do: 
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• Survey the scene. Does any rubbish need to be removed? Is the venue safe? Is there any risk of 
someone being harmed? Is there a potential emergency to be resolved? 

• Place the PA system so that equipment isn’t in photos. I usually put mine on the opposite side of the 
ceremony space to the signing table. Set up the microphone, certificates for signing, signing pen, 
whatever you want to read your ceremony from, and the music if you’re controlling it. 

• Check whether any adjustments need to be made to the equipment in the ceremony space, e.g. 
moving chairs to widen aisle, or closer or further away from where wedding party will stand. 

• Ensure the signing table is well placed for best effect. 

• If there is to be candle lighting or other types of rituals, ensure these are set up as arranged, 
including matches or lighting wand. 

• Meet significant people – other suppliers (particularly the venue staff, photographer and 
videographer) wedding party, and parents of the parties. 

• It’s always useful to check in with the venue staff and find out if there are any idiosyncrasies in the 
way they run ceremonies on the day, and to find out who will give you the cue that the wedding 
party is ready to begin the processional. 

• It’s also useful to talk to the photographer and videographer and let them know the general structure 
of the ceremony and whether there’s anything out of the ordinary, e.g. the bridesmaids are going to 
enter on camels, or there’s going to be an interesting cultural ritual they may not have experienced 
before. 

• Check that any wedding party members who are to stand at the altar during the processional have 
arrived, and that they look neat and tidy. Ask them to remove their sunglasses at least 20 minutes 
before the ceremony so their eyes have time to adjust to the light, otherwise all the photos will be 
full of squinting faces. 

• Check the ring bearer actually has the rings. Always do this before the ceremony so there’s time to 
go and get them if they’ve been forgotten. 

• Speak to readers. Show them the card you’ve printed the reading on, make sure they know where to 
stand and how to hold the microphone. 

• If you are not controlling the music, meet the person who will be. Give them a quick lesson in how to 
play the music and fade it out, and explain to them the cue you will give them for the start and end 
of the songs. 

• If the music is to be played live, meet the musicians. It is important to liaise with them about when 
music is to start and stop. Musicians like to finish playing a particular segment of music before 
stopping, and they appreciate it when celebrants don’t talk over them. It may only take a few more 
seconds to end a segment. 

• If an interpreter is to be used for the ceremony, ensure that they sign the prescribed statutory 
declaration confirming they will act as the interpreter and can converse in both languages. If not 
already done, ensure the interpreter can competently interpret the monitum and legal vows from 
English into the foreign language and from the foreign language back into English. Ensure the 
interpreter knows where to stand during the ceremony. 

• If approached by anyone, answer questions. 

• When the party or parties participating in the processional arrive, go and meet them. Make sure 
they’re happy and comfortable, encourage them if they’re nervous, and provide any last instructions. 

• My preference is not to gather the guests together until I know the parties participating in the 
processional are ready to go; I don’t want the other party (if applicable) standing around feeling 
awkward with everyone watching them wondering where their partner is. 
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The ceremony 

• Start by ensuring all the seats are filled; people are always reluctant to sit down at a wedding, but 
empty seats look terrible in photos, so make sure someone is sitting in every chair. 

• Deliver your housekeeping script and await your cue for the processional to start.  

• When the wedding party are ready to proceed, a pre-arranged signal is given to you or the person 
looking after the music or the musicians to begin playing the music, and the processional begins. 

• Once the marrying parties are standing next to each other and the music has faded to a stop, the 
ceremony begins. 

• Deliver the ceremony script professionally with a smile, using effective body language and sincerity. 

• Celebrants should step aside when the ‘kiss’ photos are taken.  

• It is helpful to be consistent when organising signing. The same pen should be used by all parties, 
preferably black. The only other colour acceptable on official documents is blue but I recommend 
black. One party should sign first and sign all three certificates of marriage using the same signature 
with which they signed the NOIM. The other party then does the same. The first witness signs next, 
signing all three certificates with their usual signature. The other witness then does the same. The 
celebrant then signs and completes all three certificates of marriage. 

• The wedding party regroups and the final words to complete the ceremony are spoken. 

• Ensure you make your housekeeping statements and blessing before presenting the newly-married 
couple; once you’ve presented the newlyweds, there will be cheers and applause and no one will 
listen to anything else you say. 

• Once a ceremony has ended, everyone is relaxed and begins celebrating. 

• Ensure the parties are given their Form 15 Certificate of marriage, or that you give it to a pre-
arranged responsible person. The certificate cannot be replaced, even if it becomes damaged or lost 
after the ceremony. 

• If an interpreter was used, ensure they immediately complete and give you the Certificate of Faithful 
Performance by Interpreter. 

• A professional photographer may give the couple a few minutes to unwind and be congratulated 
before resuming the business of taking photos. 

• Pack up your paperwork and equipment, say your goodbyes, and depart. 

Celebrant Institute: What do I read my ceremonies from? 

Celebrant Institute: iPad celebrants, you need this tip 

Celebrant Institute: Vow and ring exchange logistics 

Celebrant Institute: Where I stand during the ceremony. Sarah’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Developing your own ceremony performance style – Sarah’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Which iPad and which apps do you recommend for celebrants? 

Celebrant Institute: Comparing a Josh wedding ceremony and a Sarah ceremony 

Celebrant Institute: Getting the guests to obey you 

Celebrant Institute: How to say the monitum with warmth  

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 44:35 

Extreme weather situations and concerns (WHS issues) 

It is not uncommon for a planned outdoor ceremony (plan A) to be forced to relocate indoors (plan B) 
because of bad weather. No one has control over the weather. There should always be a plan B when a 
ceremony is planned to take place outside. If there is doubt about the weather, the celebrant will need to 
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liaise with one of the parties on the morning of the wedding to ascertain where the wedding will be held 
and a time by which the celebrant needs to know. The celebrant may still need to print the Form 15 
marriage certificate with the correct address for the venue. The place of solemnisation can be added later 
on both OCMs; the address doesn’t need to be inserted on those certificates before the ceremony. A 
celebrant doesn’t have any obligation to use their PA system if there is a likelihood it will be harmed due 
to bad weather, e.g. rain or strong winds which could blow dust or sand into the PA’s mechanisms. 

What if there are problems within the ceremony? 

If a rehearsal has been held and participants are confident with their roles, then there shouldn’t be any 
difficulties within a ceremony. But of course things don’t always go according to plan: 

• The music may mistakenly start too soon because a wave or other movement has been 
misinterpreted as the cue to begin. 

• Children can misbehave. 

• A guest who has begun ‘celebrating’ far too soon might become noisy and disruptive. 

• A groomsman who has been standing in a dark suit in the heat waiting for the wedding party to 
arrive may become dehydrated and faint. 

• Wind might blow papers away. 

• If the ceremony is held in a public park, members of the public or children riding bikes may wander 
among the guests. 

• There may be unexpected interruptions. 

However, Robert Fulghum, author and philosopher, says that nothing than ruin a wedding day if the spirit 
is right. Celebrants often need to ‘think on their feet’ to defuse unexpected situations while at the same 
time appearing relaxed and smiling. If you appear stressed, then your anxiety will be passed on to 
others. It may be beneficial to think of some situations where things may go wrong, and what you would 
do in those circumstances. You will work through some difficult scenarios with your celebrant mentor. 

Unexpected failure of power or equipment 

In the event of a power failure, the most likely equipment to stop working will be your PA system. You 
have no control over a power failure, but you should ensure all batteries are fully charged. You can buy 
devices to check how well batteries are charged, and you can also visit battery specialists to have the 
main battery checked from time to time as they have a limited life expectancy, despite them appearing to 
be fully charged. Without a working PA, the celebrant can only do their best to make themselves heard. 
It would be disappointing for the parties if their chosen music cannot be played. 

Follow up after the wedding 
The day after the wedding I email the couple congratulating them, telling them to wait until I let them 
know it’s time to apply for their official marriage certificate (or that I’ve applied for it on their behalf), 
asking for photos of the ceremony, asking for them to review me on Facebook or send me any feedback, 
and asking if I can publish their personal vows on my blog. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Next day follow up email 

Celebrant Institute: Get testimonies that matter 

Although I now order the official marriage certificate from BDM when I register their marriage, before we 
were able to do that I would send them a second follow-up email when the Victorian BDM online system 
told me their marriage was registered; this email would give them instructions on how to order their 
official marriage certificate and instructions on how to change their name (through links to posts on my 
blog). 
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Document: Marriages/Client journey/Marriage registered email 

Celebrant Institute: Advice for couples re name changes after marriage 

Send documents to BDM for registration of the marriage 
After the marriage ceremony has been completed, I go home and complete page 4 of the NOIM (date, 
venue, rites, sign, add authorisation number). Within 14 days the completed marriage documents are to 
be sent to the BDM in the state or territory in which the marriage was solemnised for the marriage to be 
registered (s50), that is the NOIM, DONLIM and OCM printed back-to-back, and any other documents 
required (e.g. statutory declaration, interpreter document, consent for marriage of a minor, court order 
etc.) I retain the second copy of the OCM and Record of Use Form. 

I do not send a cover letter with the documents to BDM as they don’t like cover letters unless there’s 
something you specifically need to tell them about the documentation or marriage; it’s just another piece 
of paper for them to deal with. 

When I was posting documents to BDM, I always scanned a copy of the NOIM, DONLIM and OCM before 
putting them in the post them to BDM, just in case they get lost in the mail. 

That’s it! You may like to undertake some marketing activities around the wedding, for example a post on 
social media or an article on your blog. Make sure you evaluate your performance and the way you 
managed the client relationship (more on that later in the manual). On to the next one. 

Celebrant Institute: Posting pro photos on social media etiquette 

Celebrant Institute: VIC BDM RIO – everything I know 

Celebrant Institute: What does Queensland BDM email people after their marriage is registered? 

Celebrant Institute: what happens if we don’t submit the official marriage certificate to BDM within two 
weeks? 

Celebrant Institute: A modern day version of the busy café getting busier 

Documents: Marriages/Client Journey/BDM RIO video transcript 
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Funerals in Australia 

Purpose of a funeral ceremony 
We recognise major events in our lives with ceremony and ritual. A funeral marks a death and is a 
testament to a life lived. Such a significant event needs to be marked for the people who are coping with 
the recent loss of their loved one. The funeral is a way this transitional phase is demarcated in the lives 
of those who are grieving. 

The funeral ceremony is part of a healing process. It marks the grief and loss of a person or family and 
then honours the next transition — beginning the next stage in life without that person. These services 
meet the physical, psychological, social and spiritual needs of both family and friends. It can allow people 
to transform their grief into good memories for the days ahead and can be the most important activity at 
the time of death. It is also an opportunity to say farewell in a way that has special meaning. 

Arranging the practical details of a funeral may be the bereaved family’s first step toward facing the 
reality of the death. This is a necessary part of the grieving process. Without a funeral, the bereaved may 
find it difficult to accept the death and to heal emotionally. Socially a funeral provides an opportunity for 
shared loss and the support of family and friends. It brings together family, friends, colleagues and 
neighbours to express sympathy and concern. It is a time to understand the relationship of the living with 
the person who has passed away. It may also begin to strengthen relationships among the living. 
Spiritually, a funeral service helps family and friends to meaningfully relate to religious/spiritual resources 
for understanding and accepting suffering and death. It gives a perspective on death and the meaning of 
life. 

As a funeral celebrant it is your privilege to guide people through the ceremonial part of the rite of 
passage. Understanding the significance of ritual will help you give significance to the celebration of a life 
when you are asked to be the celebrant. The grieving people whom you serve may not appreciate the 
significance of ritual at that point in their lives, but if you imbibe the ceremony script with the right 
balance of words, songs and quotes, the people will be able to feel the healing power of the funeral 
ceremony. 

The following list represents some of the purposes that the ceremonial process of a funeral can represent. 
A funeral ceremony can: 

• mark a transition in life 

• honour and celebrate a life 

• recognise that a person is moving from one 
situation to another 

• celebrate humanity 

• enable people to cross a threshold in life. 

• assist with change 

• enable social groups to come together for a 
common purpose. 

• affirm shared values and interpretations of 
the world 

• assist with the healing process 

• honour the next stage in the life journey. 

• celebrate survival with hope and the 
overcoming of adversity. 

• acknowledge a change of status. 

• honour the things and people we love and 
give meaning to. 

• take us (momentarily) to a higher plane of 
being. 

• validate the life of the deceased.
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A brief history of funeral customs 
In our modern world most of us associate funerals with either a conventional burial or cremation. 
Throughout history though, various peoples had different ways of sending their dead on their final 
journey. What has not changed is the fact that the grandeur of the funeral service will be affected by 
your status or your wealth. 

The death of Princess Diana is an example of the pomp and ceremony usually associated with the death 
of royalty. The funeral of President Kennedy reflected how a great democracy dealt with the death of a 
modern-day ‘Head of State’. It is common for such funerals to have a church service and a funeral 
procession where a strong military presence is expected. This is in stark contrast to the mass graves of 
the plague victims of earlier times who were simply thrown on a barrow to be brought to their final 
destination. 

Early funeral rites 
The history of a funeral service is a history of humankind. Funeral customs are as old as civilization itself. 

Every culture and civilization attended to the proper care of their dead. Every culture and civilization ever 
studied has three things in common relating to death and the disposition of the dead: 

• Some type of funeral rites, rituals, and ceremonies. 

• A sacred place for the dead. 

• Memorialisation of the dead. 

Researchers have found burial grounds of Neanderthals dating to 60,000 BC with animal antlers on the 
body and flower fragments next to the corpse indicating some type of ritual and gifts of remembrance. 
Anthropologists assume that with no great psychological knowledge or custom to draw from, 
Neanderthals instinctively buried their dead with ritual and ceremony. 

The role of fear 
It is believed that primitive humans lived in a world of fear. They reacted to most natural phenomena 
such as weather events based on that fear. They eventually attributed many life events to their 
instinctive knowledge of a higher being or power. In their primitive mind, life and death events were the 
acts of spirits. Since they were not able to see or sense these spirits, they lived in awe of these spirits. In 
an effort to enact some type of truce with these ‘gods’ or ‘spirits,’ it is believed that humans devised 
charms, ceremonies and rituals to placate these ‘spirits’. Although we may find ancient burial customs to 
be strange, or in some cases repugnant, they obviously arose for a reason. The first burial customs were 
crude efforts to protect the living from the spirits that caused the death of the person. Fear of the dead 
caused the burning of bodies to destroy evil spirits. Many primitive tribes even today simply run away 
from their dead, leaving them to rot. 

Similarly, one of the world’s oldest religious peoples, the Zoroastrians allow their dead to simply rot or be 
devoured by vultures. They consider fire to be too sacred to use in disposing of the dead and burial is 
thought to be a defilement and injury to Mother Earth. Others place the body deep in the jungle to be 
devoured by wild beasts. In Tibet and among the Kamchatkan Indians, dogs are used for this purpose 
because they believe that those eaten by dogs will be better off in the other world. 

Herodotus tells us that the Calatians ate their own dead. It was considered a sacred honour and duty of 
the family. Queen Artemisia supposedly mixed the ashes of her beloved with wine and drank it. To this 
day, certain African tribes are known to grind the bones of their dead and combine them with their food. 

The Zulus burn all of the belongings of the deceased to prevent evil spirits from even hovering in the 
vicinity. Some tribes would set up a ring of fire around the bodies of their dead to singe the wings of the 
spirits to prevent them from attacking other members of the community. Other tribes would throw spears 
and arrows into the air to kill hovering spirits, or would eat bitter herbs to drive away or kill spirits that 
may have already invaded their bodies. 
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The role of religion 
This fear of the dead carried over into what was developing into religious thought. The Polynesian word 
tabu expressed the view that a person or thing coming into contact with the dead was set apart and 
shunned for a religious or quasi-religious reason. In English this thought is rendered ‘defilement’ or 
‘pollution.’ To most people a dead body is indeed taboo. 

In Hebrew belief, the dead were considered unclean and anyone who came in contact with the dead was 
declared the same. In Old Persian scriptures, a similar taboo is expressed. Anyone who touched a dead 
body was ‘powerless in mind, tongue, and hand.’ This paralysis was inflicted by the evil spirits that were 
associated with the dead body. 

Sacrifices of one kind or another were offered in honour of the dead. In some cases their purpose was to 
appease the spirits. In some cultures, these sacrifices were meant to be used by the deceased in the 
future world. Self-mutilation, such as cutting off of toes or fingers, was another type of sacrificial sign of 
respect for the deceased. 

Suicide was considered the ultimate show of respect and sacrifice in some cultures. The sacrifice of dogs, 
horses and slaves was common in Africa after the death of a king. In Japan, it was the custom to insist 
that 20 or 30 slaves commit Seppuku (also known as Hara-Kiri) at the death of a nobleman. In Fiji it was 
considered correct for the friends of the deceased as well as his wives and slaves to be strangled. 

Probably the strangest rite was practised among the Hindu in India prior to being outlawed by the British. 
The practice was known as suttee, or ‘wife burning’. The wife of the deceased was expected to dress 
herself in her finest clothing and lie down by the side of her deceased husband on the funeral pyre to be 
cremated alive. The eldest son then lit the pyre.  

In many cultures, men and women were treated differently at death. Among them:  

• the Cochieans buried their women, but suspended their men from trees 

• the Ghonds buried their women but cremated their men 

• the Bongas buried their men with their faces to the north and their women with their faces to the 
south. 

Modern funeral customs 
We would like to think that in these modern times, our state of enlightenment would have totally 
dispensed with such thinking, but this is not the case. Even today, death is often approached from a 
standpoint of fear. Many of our funeral customs have their historical basis in pagan rituals. 

Modern mourning clothing came from the custom of wearing special clothing to disguise identity from 
returning spirits. Pagans believed that returning spirits would fail to recognise them in their new attire 
and would be confused and overlook them. 

Covering the face of the deceased with a sheet stems from pagan tribes who believed that the spirit of 
the deceased escaped through the mouth. They would often hold the mouth and nose of a sick person 
shut, hoping to retain the spirits and delay death. 

Feasting and gatherings associated with the funeral began as an essential part of the primitive funeral 
where food offerings were made. Wakes held today come from ancient customs of keeping watch over 
the deceased hoping that life would return. 

The lighting of candles evolved from the use of fire mentioned earlier in attempts to protect the living 
from the spirits. The practice of ringing bells comes from the common medieval belief that the spirits 
would be kept at bay by the ringing of a consecrated bell. The firing of a rifle volley over the deceased 
mirrors the tribal practice of throwing spears into the air to ward off spirits hovering over the deceased. 

Originally, holy water was sprinkled on the body to protect it from demons. Floral offerings were 
originally intended to gain favour with the spirit of the deceased. Funeral music had its origins in the 
ancient chants designed to placate the spirits. 
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Every country and every race has its own way of burying their dead. There are sepulchres and shrouds, 
graves and mausoleums. The American Indians sent their deceased to the great hunting ground in the 
sky; sailors go to ‘Davy Jones’ Locker’. The Norsemen sent their dead to Valhalla, while in Greek legend 
their spirits found their heaven in the Elysian Fields. 

Yet whether we believe in the Buddhist nirvana or the Christian paradise, we all share the same feelings 
of loss and grief when we lose someone we love. A funeral ceremony is a fitting way to express that grief 
and to say our goodbyes. Such a tribute should not be restricted to statesmen and public figures. All 
those we have loved and lost have contributed to our lives. It is fitting that we should publicly proclaim 
that fact as well as remember them in our hearts. Loving words bring comfort. So whether the funeral is 
a traditional burial or the scattering of ashes over the sea, to immortalise a loved one for evermore with 
a eulogy expressing love, those left behind can be eased through the grief process when paying tribute to 
their loved ones. 
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Overview of a traditional funeral service 
The traditional funeral service is held in a church or funeral home chapel. 

Each funeral is unique – the celebrant works with the family to develop such a service. This might include 
a eulogy and tributes by family members or friends; special music, songs, poems, or passages from 
scripture; or special requests previously made by the deceased. When planning the funeral, the family 
decides whether the service will be public or private. A public service is open to all who wish to attend, 
allowing friends and acquaintances the opportunity to mourn and express their sympathy.  

The traditional funeral can include viewing the deceased. Although viewing should not be forced on 
families, it can be a healthy step toward the resolution of grief. When death is sudden and unexpected, 
viewing helps to reinforce the finality. If the person has had a lingering illness, it is often helpful to see 
that the suffering has ended. The funeral home can provide a quiet, private setting for the viewing. In 
some cultures it is important for the body to be left at the home for viewings and a family member will 
stay ‘on guard’ over the body of the deceased. In some cultures the body is never left alone and it is 
important to touch the body. 

The committal service is the conclusion of the traditional funeral. It may be conducted at the graveside, 
crematorium, or in the church/chapel. 

A traditional funeral service involves the staff, facilities, and equipment of a funeral home for an average 
of three to four days. The staff will transport the deceased from the place of death, file and secure 
necessary government documents and permits, arrange for desired services, embalm and prepare the 
deceased if required, provide the coffin and necessary funeral vehicles, and arrange for the flowers, 
notices in newspapers, and a mourner’s book to be signed as people arrive for the service. They can 
provide an order of ceremony which can be printed and prepared for the people who attend the funeral, 
and they will also provide advice on music and can offer refreshments after the funeral service. 

NB: a funeral service is one where the deceased’s body is present, housed in a coffin or a casket. A 
memorial service is one where the deceased’s body is not present; they may have died overseas or 
interstate and it has not been possible to get the remains home yet; the family may have decided to wait 
until an important person could be available for the ceremony, and the deceased may have been 
cremated or buried already; or the family may simply find it too confronting to have the coffin present. A 
similar order of service would be used for both funerals and memorials, except that the committal is not 
included in a memorial service, because this is the moment of farewell to the deceased, and if the 
deceased is not present, it’s not relevant. For the purposes of this manual, I’m going to use the word 
‘funeral’ to refer to any kind of ceremony of farewell. 

NB: a coffin is a container for a body that has six sides; it widens from the head to where the body’s 
shoulders go, then tapers back in towards the feet. It has a lid that lifts off altogether. A casket is a 
rectangular container with a hinged lid that is connected on one side. Often the lid is in two parts so just 
the head and shoulders can be displayed for a viewing. For the purposes of this manual, ‘coffin’ will be 
used across the board to refer to the container the deceased is put in after death. 

     

Coffin        Casket  
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Funeral celebrancy 

Historical context of funeral celebrancy in Australia 
After the commencement of the civil marriage celebrancy program in 1973, Dally Messenger, the second 
civil marriage celebrant to be appointed, began to be asked to perform civil funeral ceremonies. He 
reluctantly agreed in 1976 after a request to perform the funeral for a woman he had married. That was 
the beginning of civil funeral celebrancy in Australia (and likely the world). 

Over the last 45 years, civil funeral celebrancy has grown to be more popular in Australia, with about 
70% of funerals now being delivered by civil funeral celebrants (as opposed to religious ministers), up 
from approximately 30% in 2000 (according to statistics compiled by the Australian Funeral Directors 
Association). 

Many of the funerals delivered by civil celebrants are still booked through funeral directors, but there is a 
growing understanding in the community that there is more choice available and families are beginning to 
search out their own celebrants through online research. 

The role of the funeral celebrant 
Funeral celebrants perform a vital role in society. As a funeral celebrant you will need to be aware of the 
status this role has in your community. Assisting people with the remembrance service for a loved life 
that has been lost is an especially important honour. The service you deliver to people should not only 
create the appropriate final moment for the lost one, but will aid the family and friends with their process 
of grieving. The knowledge you have about funerals, speeches, rituals, ceremony and the grieving 
process will be of invaluable use to you. 

It can be a serious business creating a tribute to a departed loved one and the ceremonies people have 
to ‘say goodbye’ to their loved ones are significant. There is no registration or authorisation process in 
place for funeral celebrants, but this in no way should make people assume that the service being 
provided is not a professional one. 

Funeral celebrants are required to present themselves in an exceptionally professional manner. From the 
moment they have their first contact session with the grieving family, the celebrant needs to be ‘in role’. 
If being a celebrant is an unnatural role for a person to perform, the work of funeral celebrancy can 
become very onerous. 

A funeral service is the most common way our society has of celebrating the life and mourning the death 
of a loved one. The service is performed in a setting that suits the memory of the deceased and the 
needs of those left behind and are grieving. This can at times be sombre and formal, and other times it 
can be a joyful celebration of a person well loved. The key for the celebrant to remember is to observe 
the wishes of the family and/or friends organising the funeral. Like all ceremonies, a funeral service is a 
very personal affair. 

The funeral celebrant needs to create a well-structured tribute to the deceased. This will be constructed 
with the help of family and/or friends. The tribute will be just that – a heralding of the life, the 
experiences, special qualities and achievements of a person who is no longer amongst us. It will provide 
a lasting memory for people to honour their loved one and can be exceptionally important in the grieving 
process. It is an enormous responsibility to officiate at a funeral service and the celebrant should take the 
utmost care in composing the tribute at such a landmark event in the lives of those left behind. 

Very often the funeral service will have a non-religious context. People can be very specific about the 
inclusion and/or exclusion of religious references and the celebrant must be respectful of their needs. The 
deceased may have given clear instructions about what was wanted at their funeral service. In this way 
each service will be individual and provide a unique expression of the life energy that once was. The 
funeral celebrant will create and deliver the service, coordinating the process of people giving tributes 
and eulogies or participating in other ways, and ensuring the service meets the needs of the family and 
the coordinating funeral service company. 
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As a funeral celebrant you will need to develop the skills that will assist in the composition of appropriate 
services. Another key component of the role is the ability to communicate with the grieving family/friends 
and others involved. Developing an empathetic style that supports people and still gets the job done will 
be the cornerstone to your success as a funeral celebrant. Your knowledge of the funeral industry, the 
grieving process, the services available to help people cope with grief, and the ability to assist people 
through the transitional period of mourning, all form part of the work of a funeral celebrant. 

The significance of the funeral celebrant in society should never be underestimated. The role requires a 
person with a range of skills and qualities who can appreciate the significance of assisting a family and 
friends through an important rite of passage for their loved one. Consider the following list of functions 
that a celebrant could perform: 

• listen to the needs of the clients 

• console grieving family members 

• liaise with the funeral director 

• gather information about the deceased from family and friends 

• advise family and friends on their role, if any, during the funeral ceremony. 

• plan a suitable funeral ceremony 

• show sympathy and empathy towards grieving family and friends 

• provide advice on the typical process a funeral follows 

• offer recommendations of poems, music and reading to be used in the funeral 

• follow the instructions and wishes of the family/friends or the deceased 

• suggest rituals to enhance the ceremonial nature of the funeral 

• maintain a professional standard of dress 

• compose the script for the funeral ceremony 

• be dignified and solemn 

• manage their own sadness and feelings of grief that may emerge 

• respect the cultural, religious, social and ethnic values of people 

• deliver an eloquent and professional funeral ceremony 

• be punctual with all arrangements. 

Due to the vulnerability of the funeral celebrant’s clients, it is crucial that the celebrant operates from a 
moral standpoint and supports the grieving family and friends through the creation of an appropriate 
tribute. The funeral celebrant works alongside the funeral company and needs to have a clear 
understanding of the funeral company so that they are clear about their own role and the various roles 
performed by others. 

In summary, each funeral service should be unique to the deceased’s life and character. It is the task of 
the celebrant to compose a service that captures the spirit of the deceased and meets the needs of the 
family of the deceased. 

Celebrant Institute: Getting your start in funerals 

Celebrant Institute: Tips for the first-time funeral celebrant 

The special touch 
During the funeral service, a funeral director ensures the staging flows well. It is the funeral celebrant’s 
task to ensure the ceremony gives the right tribute to the person who has recently died. The ceremony 
must be carefully worded and needs to have all the correct details about the deceased. It is the spirit of 
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the deceased that should be encapsulated in the words said by the celebrant. This may be enhanced by 
quotes, songs, photos, poems and music included during the ceremony. 

The choice of either a secular (civil) or religious ceremony is the choice of the family and in some 
instances, may have been specified by the deceased. As a celebrant there is no need for a secular 
ceremony to be devoid of spirituality. It is your task as the celebrant to ‘hear and read’ what the family 
wants and ensure that the words you use to compose the tribute tunes into the level of spirituality that 
suits the situation. 

Each ceremony is completely different and should aim to recount the life experiences, the personal 
attributes and special qualities and character of the deceased so that those left behind will treasure those 
special memories for the times that lie ahead. A civil ceremony is appropriate for people who do not need 
the funeral ceremony held in a specific religious building. If a church or religious temple is selected for 
the funeral, then the spiritual advisor of that church/temple will conduct the ceremony. If a funeral 
director approaches you for a civil ceremony, it is the celebrant’s duty to provide a personal, unique 
celebration of the life that has passed. The celebrant will provide advice on the order of service and can 
make suggestions about music, poems, quotes, etc. 

The personal touch 
Not everyone wants the same type of funeral. A secular funeral ceremony can provide an opportunity to 
create, with the help and support of a professional funeral celebrant, the most appropriate and 
meaningful service for this final act of love and respect. The essential information needed is mainly 
gained in an unhurried interview with the family. 

The most important principle about the funeral ceremony is that the words express and celebrate the life 
of the person who has died. If the deceased had beliefs and ideals, this will be reflected in the ceremony. 
It is quite common for secular funerals to contain times of silence, candle lighting, or bible verses such as 
the Lord's Prayer, the 23rd Psalm or similar, if, and only if, these inclusions are specifically requested by 
the family and/or the person who has died. 

Working with funeral directors 
As a funeral celebrant you will be referred to the majority of your clients through a funeral director who 
works for a specific funeral service company. Funeral service companies have very clearly-defined codes 
of conduct and professional ethics, and the celebrants they use will need to appreciate and respect these. 
The funeral director will establish a working relationship with a number of celebrants and get to know the 
style and manner of each. It is the task of the funeral director to match the right celebrant to the grieving 
family. 

Because the funeral celebrant works as a contracted professional of the funeral company, the primary 
client of the funeral company (the grieving family) becomes the primary client of the funeral celebrant as 
well. The celebrant needs to establish a good working relationship with funeral director if they want to 
keep providing funeral ceremonies and this means respecting the role of the funeral director and 
acknowledging the way in which they want their clients to be treated.  

The family who contacts the funeral service company may have very specific requirements for the 
celebrant. For example, some people might want a male celebrant rather than a female celebrant. Others 
may want a more mature person or a religious celebrant. These requests will direct the funeral director to 
contact a specific celebrant who they feel best suits the family’s needs.  

Because you may be working with a number of funeral homes and different funeral directors, it is a good 
idea to build up a catalogue of the different funeral director and to also take note of the specific 
requirements the funeral service companies may have. For example, some funeral homes prefer the 
funeral director to call up the pall bearers, whereas others are quite comfortable for the celebrant to do 
this. 
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The client journey: funerals 
Now that we’ve looked at purpose of a funeral and the role of funeral celebrants, we’re going to put it all 
into the context of the client journey for working with funeral clients. 

NB: In the following pages I’m going to teach you how I manage my client journey with funeral clients 
that come to me through funeral directors. I’ve provided all the templates I have designed over the years 
in your supplementary documents, in the folder Funeral Client Journey, so you can edit them to fit the 
way you work. The journey is very similar for clients who come to me directly. 

The timeline for a funeral client journey is much, much shorter than any other ceremony; it can be as 
little as 48 hours or as long as a few weeks, depending on the type of ceremony (memorials can be 
further away because there will not be a body present) and the requirements of the family. Funeral 
celebrants really need to be available to drop everything at a moment’s notice to meet with a family if 
required. 

The funeral client journey is fairly standard and won’t change much between celebrants. The major 
difference I’ve found between the way celebrants work is those who send a script to their client to read, 
and those who read it to them over the phone, and their timeline for doing so.  

Here’s a summary of the steps in my client journey: 

1. Receive enquiry from funeral director; confirm availability. Receive basic information from funeral 
director. Confirm booking in my booking system and prepare client folder. 

2. Call client to organise funeral planning meeting. 

3. Attend funeral planning meeting with family and/or friends. 

4. Draft and send ceremony script. Collaborate with client to confirm all details and finalise ceremony 
script. 

5. Create a funeral run sheet for the audio/visual operator. 

6. Attend and present the ceremony. 

7. Invoice the funeral director and check if they have any feedback. 

Now let’s look at these steps in more detail. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 3:00 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We’re not so desperate anymore, 2:17 

Receive enquiry from funeral director and confirm availability 
As mentioned above, funeral directors have a selection of funeral celebrants they can call on. Funeral 
directors first meet with the family to plan arrangements for the funeral service and gather information 
for the death certificate. The funeral director will try to match the experience, personality, and ability of a 
funeral celebrant to suit the requirements of the grieving family. The funeral director will call the 
celebrant to confirm availability to conduct a funeral ceremony. If available, the funeral director will 
provide them with the following basic details: 

• name of the deceased 

• date of birth, date of death, and age of deceased 

• cause of death (if known) 

• next of kin / contact person and their contact details 

• venue, date, time for funeral 

• whether the deceased is being buried (in which case the celebrant will likely be expected at the 
graveside as well) or cremated 

• arrangements the family have made for music, slideshow, orders of service and refreshments 
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• special considerations (if relevant). 

Once I have all these details, I enter them onto my booking form (when I was completely paper-based) 
or into Tavé, and create a folder for the ceremony with the checklist stapled on front (when paper-based) 
and the booking form inside. 

You may find it useful to have a stack of booking forms printed so that when the funeral director calls, 
you can enter the details directly onto the form. This will also ensure you don’t miss asking for any 
information you will need. 

Document: Funerals/Funeral booking form 

Document: Funerals/Funeral checklist 

Call client to organise planning meeting 
The first call to the client is the first opportunity to make a good impression. Remember you’re 
representing the funeral director, so it’s important the client feels good about the celebrant who has been 
booked for their loved one’s service. You may find it useful to develop a short script for this first phone 
call. Mine goes a bit like this: 

‘Hi, is this X? My name is Sarah Aird, and I’m a celebrant. Funeral Director Name has asked me to give 
you a call about Deceased’s funeral service. I’m hoping to make a time for me to come and meet with 
you, and whoever else you would like to be involved, to plan the funeral.’ 

I always go to the client’s preferred venue for the meeting; it’s usually their home, sometimes the 
deceased’s home, or occasionally the funeral home, depending on everyone’s location. I always set aside 
two hours for this meeting; it can take as little as 20 minutes or as long as 2.5 hours, but two hours is a 
good average. 

Before ending the call I tell them I’d like them to think about what music they’d like played during the 
service, and who would like to speak, and we can think about everything else during the meeting. 

Some celebrants send a list of questions they’re going to ask the family beforehand, but I like to build 
some rapport with the family before jumping into the nitty gritty. 

Attend funeral planning meeting 
I’m happy for as many or as few people to be in attendance as the family wishes. My biggest meeting to 
date was with about 12 people, a combination of family and friends of the deceased, which sounds like a 
lot but simply requires good meeting facilitation. 

I prefer to hold meetings sitting at a table if possible; it’s easier for me to take notes, and I find it easier 
to see everyone if we’re sitting around a table. My preference is to sit at the head of the table so I can 
see everyone easily. The first thing I do when we sit down is write down everyone’s names in my client 
folder in the order in which we’re sitting; if we’re sitting around a table, I literally draw a circle or a 
rectangle and write the names around it. I can picture in my head someone’s face and where they were 
sitting, and if I can’t remember their name, I can look at my diagram. 

Understanding different stages of grief can assist you in anticipating the needs of clients. Celebrants must 
be comfortable with grief and seeing people grieve and break down emotionally. The celebrant needs to 
be aware of their own issues around death and ensure that they are able to be supportive to the grieving 
family and their friends. Communicating with people who are in an emotional state requires highly 
developed communication skills and the ability to empathise. It is not the role of the celebrant to be a 
grief counsellor; there are specialist agencies for this function, but nonetheless the celebrant will need to 
understand and cope with the issues of grief. 
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Gathering information 

Just as with weddings, it’s crucial to have a checklist or questionnaire of some kind to help you in 
collecting the information you will need to write the funeral ceremony. 

My funeral booking form has been through many, many iterations, but it now collects all the information I 
need to write the ceremony, including details on whether or not they’re having a slideshow, what music 
they’ve chosen, whether they’re having a memorial book for mourners to sign, and where they’re having 
refreshments after the ceremony. All of those details, although arranged and managed by the funeral 
director, find their way into my script, so it’s important I get them at this meeting, so I don’t have to go 
back and ask the family later. 

As I stated earlier, I like to build some rapport with my families by asking them relatively simple 
questions before I dive into the nitty gritty of the deceased’s life. I’ve filled in some of this information 
already from the info I got from the funeral director, but I always like to confirm those details to ensure 
everything is correct; sometimes a funeral director has told me a name over the phone and I’ve spelt it 
incorrectly when writing it down, or they’ve given me a date of birth that’s off by one or two days. It’s 
crucial to confirm all those details with the family and not just rely on what the funeral director tells you. 
I start by asking about: 

• details of the deceased (full name, date of birth, date of death, age). I don’t tend to ask about cause 
of death at this stage; it often comes up later in the conversation, but it can be too raw to ask about 
it so early on 

• contact details of the main contact within the family, including any email address/es they would like 
me to send the draft ceremony script to  

• date, time and venue details of all events: ceremony, burial if included, refreshments 

• information about ancillary items the family will be including, such as order of service booklets, 
slideshows and music, so I can include them in the ceremony 

• who would like to speak and what kind of speaking they’d like to do, such as a eulogy (the life story), 
tributes (memories, anecdotes, impact), readings and poems 

• special requests about the ceremony design, such as including candle lighting, The Lord’s Prayer, 
Psalm 23 (sometimes even non-religious families want one or both of those), RSL, Masonic, or other 
special sub-ceremonies, discussion of items owned by the deceased that will be placed on the coffin 
or anything else 

• family details (a limited family tree, from the deceased’s parents down to any grandchildren or great-
grandchildren). 

Document: Funerals/Funeral booking form 

Eulogy 

There is much value in the celebratory, life-appreciation part of a funeral. It is comforting to those who 
grieve to know that the person they loved was generally valued. Sometimes it is also helpful for them to 
impart to the wider circle something of the special nature of a rather private person they knew much 
better than most and appreciated at a level perhaps not generally recognised. If celebrants are to help 
people through their grief by setting their clock ticking properly again, an important early step is one 
which enables them to look back at the life that has ended, and feel good about it. 

It is not recommended that eulogies include negative aspects of the deceased’s life unless it is at the 
express wish of the family. Great care needs to be taken to remain sensitive to the feelings of family and 
friends. 

If the family wants to write and deliver the eulogy themselves, sometimes they ask me for a list of what 
information they should cover. I have a simplified dot point list of prompts they may like to consider 
when putting together the eulogy (it’s the same as the items listed below that I would ask them if they 
wanted me to write the eulogy), and I’m always happy to email that to them.  
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Document: Funerals/Eulogy prompts 

If they have told me they want me to write and deliver the eulogy, after I’ve covered the above details, I 
start to ask questions about the life of the deceased: 

• early family life 

• place of birth, parents and their occupations, siblings, where they grew up, interests 

• school life (primary, secondary, tertiary) 

• friends, incidents, achievements, qualifications, trade or academic 

• career 

• workmates, career moves 

• military service / historical significance 

• family life: marriage, children, events, grandchildren, great-grandchildren 

• community service, achievements, beliefs, causes they fought for, political ideals 

• memorable events in their life 

• holidays, anniversaries, achievements 

• pets 

• hobbies, interests, sports, community involvement 

• club memberships, positions held 

• sporting achievements 

• favourite songs, tunes, prose, poems, prayers 

• personality 

• preferences, likes, dislikes, sense of humour. 

When I’ve heard about the person’s life, if I think I’ve built enough rapport with the family I will say 
‘would you like to tell me about the end?’ Some families want to tell you every single detail of the 
deceased’s illness and their final days/months/weeks. Some families just want to say it was peaceful in 
the end. I do encourage families to tell me a small amount so that I can put something in the script, 
because it’s often easier for me to explain how someone died during the funeral rather than the family 
have to deal with every second person asking ‘what happened?’ 

The final questions I ask are the more difficult ones for the family to answer: 

• Give me some words you would use to describe Deceased. 

• What did Deceased teach you? 

• If you could say one more thing to Deceased, what would it be? 

These are really the questions that give me the most information about what KIND of a person the 
deceased was. Even if I’m not going to write the eulogy, I ask these questions, because they give me 
some ideas about the types of wording I might use for the introduction and committal. 

It is important to speak with more than one person if possible, to try and understand more about the 
deceased from different people’s perspectives. This will help your tribute to be more rounded and a more 
realistic depiction of the deceased. 

A tip is to try not to leave the meeting until you feel you ‘know’ the deceased. Observe if there is anyone 
present who is not contributing to what you are being told and the information you are writing down. Try 
and draw them out. They are most likely grieving deeply but are too emotional to speak without 
encouragement. 

It is important to have plenty of spare paper; the spaces in my booking form are never big enough, so I 
have plenty of pieces of blank paper in my file. 
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Tributes 

It’s so important that there is plenty of time available for family members and/or friends to talk about 
their loved one during the service; if need be, I will cut down my remarks to allow more time for personal 
tributes. 

Sometimes a family member or friend may feel they want to say something, but don’t think they will be 
able to speak on the day. I always offer for them to write something for me to read on their behalf; on 
the day they can even give it a go if they’re feeling strong, and I (or someone else) can be there to jump 
in if they need rescuing. 

Alternatively, someone may feel they have something they want to say to the deceased, but they don’t 
want to include it in the public ceremony; I always offer that they can write a letter to their loved one if 
they like, which we will put in the coffin before it is taken away for cremation or burial. I’ve even had 
grandchildren draw a picture to go with their beloved grandparent. 

Readings and poems 

Often people will want to speak but not feel they are able to write something themselves. Poems and 
readings are perfect for such people, and it’s an essential part of a celebrant’s toolkit to have a collection 
of readings they can suggest. I always check the relationship of the person to the deceased (because a 
lot of funeral readings are written for a parent, child, grandparent, etc.) and what they are trying to 
convey (that they will be missed, that they are glad they’re no longer in pain, etc.). Feel free to adapt a 
reading, for example if it’s written for a mother and the deceased is the grandmother, or for a father and 
the deceased is the mother, etc. 

Knowing a bit about the deceased is also useful in recommending readings; for example, for the son or 
daughter of a deceased who was a keen gardener, I often recommend My Mother’s [Father’s] Garden, 
which provides a lovely description of the way a person parents their child through the analogy of 
nurturing a garden. 

Music 

It’s also a good idea to have a collection of songs you can recommend to families who are not sure what 
music to choose. There are obviously thousands of songs that could be chosen for a funeral, but my go-to 
suggestions for families who are struggling to choose are: 

• My Way, Frank Sinatra 

• Time to Say Goodbye, Andrea Bocelli and Sarah Brightman 

• Air on the G String, Bach 

• Flower on the Water, John Williamson (for those who like country music) 

NB: Music played during a photo slide show will enhance a funeral service, but music should not be 
played while someone is speaking during the service. Music is distracting. Not all individuals have the 
same capacity to hear more than one conversation at once, and not everyone can listen to a speaker 
while music is playing, even when it is only playing quietly in the background. 

Draft ceremony script and send to family 
I try to write my funeral scripts as soon as possible after the planning meeting, when everything is as 
fresh in my mind as possible. As with weddings, but even more importantly for funerals, I ALWAYS send 
a script to my families for their review. Inappropriate or incorrect words or phrases can cause 
tremendous stress to the loved ones, so it is crucial they have the opportunity to review the wording 
before the ceremony. 
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Length of the ceremony script 

The duration of a funeral service varies, usually depending on the number of speakers. The length of 
service is important, but I’m not prepared to tell you this long is too long, or this short is too short. I’ve 
had a ceremony that went for 10 minutes including opening and closing music and a reading, but that 
was perfect for that family; the deceased lived a very solitary life, nobody knew much about him, and 
what we put together was all they wanted and all they needed. I’ve had a ceremony that went for two 
hours and involved 20 speakers and four separate slideshows (with about 10 songs in all), but again it 
was perfect for that family; the deceased was involved in multiple different communities and 
representatives from each needed the opportunity to say goodbye. 

Sometimes there are time constraints due to the venue (at a crematorium chapel in Melbourne the 
service may be restricted to just 45 minutes; in Brisbane or Sydney it may be just 30 minutes) and these 
do need to be adhered to, but if the celebrant feels the family needs more time to honour their loved one, 
they can talk to the funeral director about suggesting booking a double slot, or moving to a venue 
without such time restrictions. If the length of a funeral service exceeds the allocated time, the family 
may be charged additional fees. Celebrants do need to advise families of how long a service is likely to 
take, and if there are time constraints, they need to let all speakers know that keeping to time is 
paramount. 

The average person speaks at about 140 words per minute. You can use this number and the length of 
the songs to be included to gauge approximately how long your ceremony script will take to read.  

I never, ever, open the floor to speakers who have not been pre-arranged. This is how I was taught and 
it is an excellent practice. There are two reasons: you might get an awkward silence if nobody wants to 
say anything, or you might get every man and his dog feeling they need to speak, and you’ll almost 
definitely run over time. Funeral directors hate it when celebrants open the floor, and it’s widely 
discouraged within the industry. I always tell families there will be plenty of opportunity over 
refreshments for people to say what they want. 

Sometimes the length of a funeral is out of the celebrant’s control. The celebrant may have no 
opportunity to meet participants or find out how long their delivery will be, nor the content. Sometimes 
the celebrant is told a person will ‘just say a line or two’ and they turn up with three pages of written 
material. Sometimes conflicts amongst family members or extended family and friends of the deceased 
present a range of difficulties for the celebrant. It is good practice to ask to speak to everyone who will 
be speaking on the day, and ask them to send their tributes to you so you can time them, but often 
people haven’t finished preparing until the day, or they decide to speak off the cuff (they’re usually the 
ones who talk the longest and end up waffling). Again, this is beyond your control; all you can do is 
ensure you have let the family know that if a service goes for longer than the allocated time, they may be 
charged extra. 

Structuring the ceremony 

There is no prescribed format for funeral services, but they do need to be structured in a logical way that 
will flow well, from the initial welcoming of mourners to the final committal. The wishes of family are 
paramount. A standard funeral service for a cremation may be as follows. 

1. Mourners gather in the ceremony space; the coffin may already be in place, or it may be carried or 
wheeled in while the opening music is playing. 

2. Opening music plays. Mourners may be asked to stand as the coffin and/or significant family 
members enter the ceremony space. Traditionally the deceased is brought in feet first and coffin is 
turned sideways so that the floral sheaf on top of the coffin can be on display. 

3. Celebrant asks everyone to be seated, and the service begins. I always open with an appropriate 
quote. 

4. Housekeeping (thank mourners for coming, turn off your phones). 

5. Permission to cry, smile, laugh, and clap during the service. This is a service of celebration and also a 
chance to start the grieving process. 
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6. Candle lighting; sometimes families like to light a single candle in remembrance of the deceased, or 
several for different features of remembering. 

7. Words of comfort about death and dying. Every celebrant will have a range of explanations of ways 
death may be viewed. Based on the celebrant’s knowledge of the family and friends they have 
interviewed, the type of information shared here should suit the audience. 

8. Reading/prayer. 

9. Eulogy (the life story of the deceased) interspersed with tributes (stories of the deceased by those 
who loved them). If I am delivering the eulogy, I like to scatter the tributes throughout, at the time 
in the life chronology where the speaker best fits. If it is a work colleague, I have them speak just 
after I’ve talked about that particular job. If it is a child, I have them speak just after I’ve talked 
about their birth and childhood. I find this works better than having all the tributes in a clump after 
the eulogy, as the person’s recollections are then set in the context of how they knew the deceased. 

10. Reflection. I generally encourage some music to be played for people to have some quiet reflection 
time. Sometimes candles are lit. Sometimes flowers are available to be placed on the coffin. 
Sometimes a slideshow of photos is played. Sometimes it’s just the music. Whatever happens, it’s 
important to give the mourners time and space to reflect on their memories of the deceased. 

11. Final thank you to mourners and a reminder of the invitation to join the family for refreshments. 

12. Committal. These are the words we use to say goodbye to the deceased, and they commemorate the 
act of giving a body (whole or cremated) back to the earth. I am generally speaking directly to the 
deceased at this point. Mourners are asked to stand for the committal. 

13. Some celebrants end with the committal, but I like to invite the mourners to sit down again, and say 
some concluding words, which are generally well wishes for those who knew and loved the deceased. 
The words help the gathering to focus on what they need to look towards. It takes their minds away 
from what has happened and moves them to an awareness that life must continue. 

14. Closing music is played, and the coffin is committed. This may include the coffin staying where it is 
while everyone leaves the ceremony space, drawing a curtain around the coffin, lowering the coffin 
on the catafalque (at a crematorium chapel) or carrying or wheeling the coffin out to the hearse. 

For a burial the service is much the same until we reach point 11. It would then be as follows. 

11. Final thank you to mourners and a reminder of the invitation to join the family for the burial, and for 
refreshments after that. 

12. I would include the concluding words here, the well wishes for those who knew and loved the 
deceased, as not all mourners will attend the burial. 

13. Closing music is played, and the coffin is carried or wheeled out to the hearse.  

14. The funeral cortege (hearse, followed by family and others in cars) makes its way to the cemetery or 
graveside. 

15. Once everyone is gathered the coffin will be carried from the hearse and placed on the lowering 
device over the grave. 

16. I welcome everyone to the new site. Sometimes families like to include a reading at this point. 

17. Committal. These are the words we use to say goodbye to the deceased, and they commemorate the 
act of giving a body (whole or cremated) back to the earth. I am generally speaking directly to the 
deceased at this point. 

18. Closing music is played as the coffin is lowered into the grave. 

The above structure is by no means fixed. There are no rules. Not all sections will be included, and some 
may be arranged in a different order, or something else may be included. The family will be given options 
for the flow of the service and decide what they prefer.  

All of the information discussed with the family needs to be carefully scripted, and the script needs to be 
sent to the family for review. Sometimes the family comes back with a LOT of edits, and that can sting, 
but in the end, it is their ceremony, and it is important they are satisfied with it. 
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Create a funeral run sheet for the audio/visual operator 
While I always manage my own music at wedding ceremonies, this is not usually possible at funerals, as 
the AV may be controlled from a computer or sound system at the back of the room or in an attendant’s 
booth. I am still the person who is most familiar with the ceremony structure though, so it is important to 
provide a run sheet to the AV operator, so they know when to play the music and the slideshow. 

Some people suggest you provide the entire script to the AV operator, with their cues highlighted, but 
I’ve spoken to many attendants at crematoriums, all of whom have told me they don’t need that much 
detail, they just need a simple one-page document that provides them with a structure, and the final few 
words that will be said before they need to press play on anything. 

Document: Funerals/Funeral run sheet 

Attend and present the ceremony 

Before leaving home 

Just as with weddings, funeral celebrants should use a checklist to ensure they’ve packed everything they 
need and haven’t forgotten anything. 

Arriving at the ceremony venue 

Upon arrival at the ceremony venue (I like to arrive half an hour before the planned ceremony start time) 
there are a number of things for the celebrant to do: 

• Place ceremony script on lectern. 

• Check in with the funeral director, especially if you haven’t met the person conducting the service 
that day (sometimes the person who arranges the funeral and books the celebrant is different from 
the person who conducts the service on the day). If they are operating the AV equipment, discuss 
your run sheet with them so they know what’s happening during the ceremony. I have always 
produced a keepsake copy of the ceremony on nice paper, and I give that to the funeral director to 
be put with the other items for the family. 

• If the ceremony is being held at a crematorium chapel, check in with the crematorium attendant who 
is looking after the service; depending on the venue they may also be acting as the AV operator, so 
you can discuss your run sheet with them. 

• When the family arrives, greet them warmly and professionally. It may be appropriate to give them a 
hug depending on the relationship you’ve built with them; you need to play that a bit by ear. Ensure 
they have everything they need and that they have met the funeral director. 

• If you have time, assist the funeral director with things like handing out orders of service or asking 
mourners to sign the memorial book. There is often a lot for the funeral director staff to do, and they 
will appreciate an extra set of hands. 

• Liaise with the funeral director about when to start the ceremony. 

The ceremony 

Once all guests are seated, the AV operator can be cued to start the opening music. If the coffin needs to 
be carried or wheeled in, the procession can start whenever the funeral director is ready. If the coffin is 
already in place, generally the funeral director and the celebrant will process down the aisle, acknowledge 
the coffin by bowing to it, then the funeral director moves to the back of the room and the celebrant to 
the lectern to start the ceremony. 

Deliver the ceremony script professionally with warmth, using effective body language and sincerity. 
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Ensure that participants are introduced in the order arranged, and that they are named and thanked for 
their contribution.  

I like to sit near the front row when others are speaking or during the slideshow. Some ceremony spaces 
have the seat for the celebrant behind the lectern, but I don’t find that very suitable; I like to be a 
supportive face for the person speaking, and I like to watch the slideshow so I can comment if anything 
jumps out at me. Just move the chair J 

At the end of the ceremony, I stand to the side while the funeral director approaches the family with 
instructions. If the coffin is being wheeled or carried out, it will be turned so that the deceased leaves the 
space feet first. If the coffin is being lowered or a curtain drawn, this happens while the music is playing. 
After it has been completed, the funeral director will approach the family to invite them to leave the 
space when they are ready. The rest of the mourners will take their cue from the family and leave after 
them. 

Once the ceremony has finished and the mourners have moved on to refreshments, I pack up my 
belongings, say goodbye to the family and the funeral director, and leave. I don’t stay around for a cup of 
tea or food; I don’t see that it’s my place to eat the food that has been purchased for the mourners, and 
the family has so many people to speak to that I would just get in the way. So I just make sure they’re 
okay and leave. 

Things to remember when presenting the ceremony 

Celebrants need to remember that when they are conducting the service it is important to rein in their 
own feelings. There will be a lot of people around in pain and grief. It’s not the celebrant’s job to match 
them. It is their job to distance themselves somewhat and be compassionate, yet strong, so that the 
bereaved can lean on the celebrant and feel free to express their own grief.  

The celebrant needs to keep control of the funeral ceremony. In many ways it is like a production, and 
although it does not need the drama of theatrics, it does need a level of professional performance. 
Careful planning and management on the part of the celebrant will ensure that the family and friends 
know what will happen and when it will happen. If this sense of planning is achieved, the celebrant will 
feel confident about their performance and will be able to handle any unforeseen problems, because they 
will know what should have happened and can always try to direct things back on track. 

Invoice the funeral director and check if they have any feedback 
It’s much easier for funeral families if they only have to pay one bill, so when you are booked by a 
funeral director it is usual for the celebrant to invoice them, and they will pay you. I always send my 
invoice the day after the service, and if I didn’t have a chance to speak to them after the service, I like to 
ask if they had any feedback for me. 

I don’t tend to follow up with the families after the service unless they contact me. I definitely don’t think 
it’s appropriate to ask them for feedback; they’ll tell you or the funeral director if they’re not happy, so if 
you don’t hear from them or the funeral director you can be pretty sure things went okay. 

That’s it! All done and on to the next one. 
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Cultural and religious considerations in the funeral industry 
Appreciation of different cultures, traditions, religions, ways of worship and ethnic groups cannot be 
stressed enough for the role of the celebrant. Not only can this knowledge be shared with clients, but 
your openness to diversity will mean that the funeral director will feel comfortable recommending your 
services to a wider range of clients because you are able to guarantee a greater depth of understanding 
of the human condition. 

Now more so than ever we need to demonstrate inclusive practices in all our dealings with people. 
Openness to difference is an essential quality for a celebrant to meet the needs of clients. The following 
definitions are taken from the Oxford Complete Wordfinder: 

Culture: Customs, civilizations and achievements and arts of time and people. 

Ethnicity: Having a common national or cultural tradition. Denoting origin by birth or descent 
rather than nationality. 

Tradition: Established practice, custom, doctrine, opinion, principle or belief handed down for 
posterity. 

Religion: Faith and worship, expression of devotion to and belief in a supernatural power. 

Worship: Homage, reverences, traditions, formality, convention, acts and rites. 

Ritual: Customary observance, prescribed order, precedence, solemn procedure. 

Overview of world beliefs about death and dying 
Much of what we know and perceive about death and dying comes from our religious background. In fact, 
our attitudes about death are deeply connected with our views on religion. Whether or not we believe in a 
god or gods shapes how we view the afterlife or lack thereof.  

Our fear of death can either be compounded or eased by our religious outlook. If you believe in an angry 
god that punishes us for all trespasses, then death can be frightening. A belief that we all go to a better 
place after death, regardless of behaviour, can cause apathy towards death. 

There seems to be a sharp rift between Eastern and Western cultural views on death. These differences 
are mainly beliefs in and about salvation, reincarnation, and the afterlife. Beyond this, big differences in 
attitudes can exist within sects or branches of the same religious ‘tree’, causing even more confusion. 

Eastern religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism believe in a progression of the soul after death. The 
accumulation of bad or good karma affects your rebirth into either a favourable or unfavourable situation, 
with the ultimate goal being nirvana, or enlightenment. No state is eternal except that of nirvana; if you 
do end up in a bad place you will eventually burn off the bad karma and progress.  

According to Buddhist tradition, reincarnation is a process in which the spirit is continually reborn after 
death until ultimate enlightenment is reached. In the Buddhist religion one can be born into other realms 
outside of humanity. This differs greatly from the Christian tradition where the soul is sent to judgment 
and, according to whether or not the soul was saved, will either be granted access into heaven or 
damnation. 

Ultimately, Buddhist beliefs about death reflect how one leads life in the now. The goal is to seek the 
good, reject evil, and above all to shed ignorance. If one follows this path and continuously keeps truth in 
mind, then one can be reborn into a higher existence. 

Western religions tend to look at this life as a one-chance shot at proving yourself, with the end result 
being an eternity in either heaven or hell. Catholics believe in an intermediate state called purgatory, 
where those who are not saved (but are not bad enough for hell) land, and they are purified until they 
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move into heaven. Jewish beliefs vary but most often do not include the typical Christian idea of hell. 
Jews see hell more as a separation from God than an actual place full of fire and brimstone. 

Because such uncertainty shrouds the facts about what happens to us when we die, people are often 
dependent on structured ritual to guide them through the coping process whilst accepting their loss. 
Ritual prayers, significant songs, favoured poems or quotes can assist in creating a suitable sense of 
tribute and ritual. 

Exploring details of different belief systems 
As part of your development as a funeral celebrant, you should increase your understanding of different 
traditions and cultures. This knowledge will assist you in making suggestions to the bereaved family and 
to appreciate the needs of grieving families who come from diverse backgrounds. Just because someone 
opts for a secular funeral service does not automatically mean that the ceremony will be devoid of certain 
spiritual beliefs and religious nuances. 

As an example of a different death tradition, the Jewish death ritual is as follows. 

• The body of the deceased is washed thoroughly. 

• The deceased is buried as soon after death as possible. 

• The deceased is buried in a simple pine coffin. 

• The deceased is buried wearing a simple white shroud (tachrichim). 

• The body is guarded or watched from the moment of death until after burial.  

• Traditional Jewish funerals are very simple and usually relatively brief. Just before the funeral begins, 
the immediate relatives of the deceased tear their garments (or the rabbi does this to them) and are 
handed torn black ribbons to pin on their clothes to symbolise their loss. Much later, the tear is 
mended in such a way to make the fabric stronger than it was originally. This is to symbolise that we 
can be healed and become stronger after grieving. 

• Upon hearing about a death, a Jew recites the words, Baruch dayan emet, blessed be the one true 
judge. 

• A Jew who is a Cohen, a descendant of the priestly class, will only attend the funeral and burial of his 
immediate family as he is otherwise forbidden to come near a corpse.  

• Mourners moan out loud as an expression of their grief and internal agony. 

• In traditional funerals, before leaving the cemetery, mourners wash their hands as a symbolic 
cleansing. 

• After the burial, it is customary for the family to sit Shiva (in mourning). This was traditionally done 
for seven days, although many reform and other Jews now sit Shiva for three days, and some for 
only one day. Traditional Jews cover all mirrors during this time and sit on Shiva benches, however 
less-observant Jews do not. 

• Jews do not send flowers, but when paying a Shiva call it is appropriate to bring food, because the 
person mourning is not supposed to worry about such mundane matters. 

• On the anniversary of the death of the loved one the unveiling of the tombstone is conducted, and 
small stones are left at the grave site to mark off the years the loved one has been missed. 

Dying and death care in Australia 
• Prior to World War II, it was common practice in Australia (as in much of the Western world) for 

dying people to be cared for in the home by family members. Death was much less of a taboo 
because so many people had experience of caring for a family member through illness and death, or 
to keep them home after death for people to pay their respects. 
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• Following World War II, there began a movement for people to put their elderly relatives in aged care 
facilities/nursing homes, and they would often die in such a facility without the care and presence of 
their family or friends. Death became a topic that is not really discussed because so few people have 
firsthand experience of dealing with it, and there has been the attitude of ‘If I talk about it, it will 
happen’. 

• In the last 10-15 years, there has been a move back to dying at home or bringing family members 
home to die; people have started to express their wish to die in their familiar surroundings, with their 
family and friends at their side. 

• While discussions of death are still on the more taboo side, there has been a strong movement in the 
last five years to remove the stigma around planning for death and dying, with organisations and 
individuals encouraging people to discuss their wishes for their end-of-life care and post-death ritual 
with their families, so that families are not needing to make tough decisions in the emotional period 
following a death. 
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Funeral directors 
When a death occurs, someone in a family will begin the process of informing loved ones of the loss and 
start making plans for the funeral. In most instances a funeral service company is appointed to take care 
of the funeral process. 

The funeral director will respond to the needs and requirements of the family. They will give suggestions, 
listen to their ideas, and make recommendations with a quiet strength that will provide comfort as they 
make decisions. The funeral director will handle all necessary details and provide complete personal 
supervision before, during and after the funeral. They will care for the deceased, oversee paperwork and 
documents, as well as handle discussions with the family regarding the funeral service details. 

Funeral directors will care for the deceased as follows: 

• Transfer the deceased from the place of death to the funeral home. 

• Embalm, dress and present of the deceased (for a viewing). 

• Attendance and supervision at the funeral service. 

• Transportation to the service and cemetery/crematorium. 

Consultation 
The funeral director will: 

• meet with family and those involved 

• coordinate celebrant/clergy, musician, soloist for funeral service, order of service, notices in 
newspapers, refreshments after service 

• arrange the cemetery or crematorium (disposal requirements) 

• discuss possible financial benefits available 

• discuss coffin, flowers and memorialisation. 

Documentation 
Funeral directors will organise the following documentation: 

• obtain medical certificate from the relevant doctor 

• complete government forms as required 

• obtain any necessary permits 

• prepare and place death notices in the news media (after consultation with the authorised 
representative of the deceased) 

• supply the Funeral Director’s Statement of Death to the Registrar of Births Marriages and Deaths 

• register the death with BDM 

• pay the celebrant and other suppliers their fees 

• render an account for services provided to the person who provided information for the death 
certificate. 

How much choice does the family have in funeral arrangements? 
The family has absolute choice in funeral arrangements, with certain exceptions such as a coronial 
investigation in some murder or accidental death cases where permission may be given for a funeral by 
burial only. 
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A funeral director can suggest options to a family, but it is the family members’ right to choose whatever 
they wish, provided that the necessary legal requirements are met. There may be some variation 
between states and territories within Australia, however in most instances relevant health departments 
require the deceased to be placed in a coffin for burial or cremation. In the case of cremation, the coffin 
must be combustible. 

In some states, funeral costs may be government-assisted in the event of insufficient funds. Such 
funerals have limitations on choices. When necessary, advice could be given in the first instance by a 
funeral director, social worker or relevant government office. 

How much will a funeral cost? 
It’s an obvious and understandable question, but just like building a house, the answer could be almost 
limitless. There are certain necessary inclusions and certifications required, some of which have fixed 
costs, some of which are negotiable. A specific answer cannot be given to this question because of the 
scope of options available. The costs of a funeral include professional service fees, disbursements, (i.e. 
funeral expenses such as flowers, newspaper notices, burial or cremation, BDM death certificate, 
transportation, celebrant, refreshments, etc.), and choice of coffin. Coffins cost anywhere from around 
$800 to many thousands. 

Options for final disposition or disposal of the body 
Final disposition is the term for the way in which the deceased will be cared for after death, as decided by 
the family. Burials, entombments or cremations are methods of final disposition. Regardless of which final 
disposition method is chosen it is important to have a service of remembrance, either a funeral (with the 
body present) or a memorial (with no body present). This is an important gathering of family and friends 
that provides an opportunity to pay tribute to a unique life. A service of remembrance helps survivors 
face the reality of death which is a first step toward dealing with grief. It also brings people together to 
give support and consolation when most needed.  

Burial 

Burial or interment is a widely used form of final disposition. Bodies must be buried in approved 
cemeteries. Most communities have at least one cemetery. These include municipal, church, or privately-
owned cemeteries. 

There are two methods of burial. The first is a burial where the body is placed into a coffin, lowered into 
the ground and covered with earth. The second way is to place the coffin in an outer container made of 
concrete, metal, fibreglass or wood. An outer container protects the coffin and its contents and may also 
prevent the grave from excessive settling. Some cemeteries require the use of an outer container for 
perpetual care. The funeral director will advise clients of the cemetery requirements in their area and can 
show them a selection of outer containers. 

It is possible to arrange for double or even triple graves, where one person is buried deeply, and when a 
spouse or another loved one dies, their coffin is lowered on top. 

Entombment 

Another type of burial involves permanently placing the body and the coffin in a mausoleum, or tomb 
(thus entombment), above or just below the ground. 

Most mausoleums are built within a cemetery. When a coffin is entombed it is placed in a space in the 
mausoleum wall. The front is then sealed and faced with either marble or granite. A permanent memorial 
can be attached to this. 
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Cremation 

Cremation is the process of reducing the deceased’s body to bone fragments and ashes through intense 
heat in a high technology cremation chamber. It takes approximately two hours to complete the process 
at temperatures of approximately 900oC. Cooling takes considerably more time, after which the 
remaining bone fragments are further crushed to a finer substance. For an average-sized adult there will 
be two to three kilograms of cremated remains. 

Myths abound with regard to costs of funerals. One of them is that cremation is an inexpensive substitute 
for the traditional funeral and burial. This is not always so. The services provided and the merchandise 
selected determines the costs. Funeral services may be simple or lavish, private or public, religious or 
secular. They may be held in a church, a funeral chapel, a family home or another meaningful location. 
The choice of final disposition does not necessarily have a bearing on the costs (although when 
comparing disposal methods only, cremation is cheaper than burial). 

Inurnment 

Inurnment is when created remains are placed in an urn. Normally the cremated remains may be 
returned to the family within one or two days following cremation. Usually they are placed in an urn that 
the family has selected previously. The urn may be made of hardwood, metal, marble or a synthetic 
material. 

Following cremation, it is suggested that the family place the urn and its contents in a permanent, 
respectful place. 

Burial of cremated remains 

A family may choose to inter the urn in a new grave selected by them. Many cemeteries offer small 
graves for cremated remains or a family may buy a full-size grave. Another option would be to bury the 
urn in an existing grave. This will vary from culture to culture and with family preferences. A graveside 
service with family and friends present when the urn is interred brings finality to the death and helps the 
grieving process. 

Columbarium 

Families that choose cremation because they do not like burial may not wish to inter the urn. The above-
ground permanent placement of the urn in a columbarium offers an alternative. A columbarium is a 
structure that houses many urns. Within a columbarium a family may select either a single niche or 
perhaps a double niche to hold a pair of urns. Many cemeteries, funeral homes and crematoriums have a 
columbarium. A columbarium may be a simple, freestanding wall located outside that is enhanced with 
trees, shrubs, flowers and benches. Or it can be located within a building such as a funeral home or 
crematorium. A columbarium also allows for a permanent memorial plaque to be placed with the name of 
the deceased on it. 

Scattering 

Some people may consider scattering the cremated remains, but there are several important issues to 
consider before this is done. Families have scattered cremated remains and regretted it afterwards. 
Scattering is permanent and once done cannot be reversed. 

Families may decide to scatter ashes on their own private property but in time that decision may make it 
much more difficult for the family to part with that property. Some families have chosen a favourite place 
of the deceased’s such as a park, lake, or mountainous area in which to scatter ashes. Some restrictions 
may apply. There are also no guarantees that the setting chosen will be as beautiful in years to come. 
Some ashes are scattered in a place in accordance with the wishes of the deceased. 
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The physical act of scattering may be difficult in that the cremated remains are a coarse material – they 
are not entirely ashes that can be taken by the wind. Many cemeteries have scattering gardens where 
permanent records are kept, and a memorial may be erected. 

Taking an urn home 

Some families decide to keep the urn at home because they feel that as long as they have the urn, the 
deceased is still with them. Taking an urn home may be a temporary measure until a decision can be 
made as to its final resting place. It may be more appropriate for the next of kin to make the decision at 
the time of death instead of leaving that choice for the next generation. There may also be a security 
concern about the urn if the home was ever broken into or vandalised. 

Immediate disposition 

Any funeral home will arrange an immediate disposition if requested. Membership in an organisation or 
society is not required. 

Immediate disposition includes transferring the deceased from the place of death, preparing and placing 
the deceased in a coffin or appropriate container, obtaining the registration of death and burial permit, 
securing all necessary documentation, providing the Funeral Director’s Statement of Death, and 
arranging for a coffin and the use of facilities and vehicles. Charges for the transportation to the 
cemetery and/or crematorium are the responsibility of the family or executor of the estate and will be 
included in the funeral director’s invoice. 

Workplace policies and procedures 
Although celebrants meet with the family to obtain information for composing a relevant funeral service 
that meets a family’s needs and expectations, they are usually paid an agreed fee by the funeral director. 
Therefore, they also have an obligation to the funeral director to follow their workplace policies and 
procedures. These may include: 

• funeral director’s standard operating policies and procedures (e.g. provision of celebrant’s invoice 
when required) 

• communication protocols 

• duty of care 

• personal presentation 

• workplace health and safety 

• standards and certification requirements 

• quality assurance procedures 

• ensuring procedure for the funeral director to know when to begin music during a ceremony 

• high standard of work ethics 

• environmental issues. 

Conclusion 
A funeral director will have the final word. In November 2000 a prominent funeral director addressed a 
group of funeral celebrants. The following was his practical advice. 

• Act in a professional and respectful manner. 

• Fashion the service to truly reflect the deceased person. 
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• Nothing is unusual. 

• Give the family whatever they want. 

• Always honour family’s wishes, especially in regard to religious content. Check carefully with the 
family. 

• Do not put five verses in a row and not much else. Spread verses during the service. 

• Have quiet periods. 

• Be practical with the venue (e.g. if venue is outdoors in a park or at the top of a hill, then content 
should not include something only appropriate for a service held in a chapel). 

• Think; be practical. 

• Don’t upsell things like memorial books, coffins, or flowers. Don’t cross boundaries. 

• Don’t automatically use candles; not always appropriate with families. Talk to families first. 

• Listen; hear what is coming through. 

• Provide a transcript of service to the family for the future. 

• Fees are a disbursement on the funeral director’s account. It is a competitive market place. 
Communicate costs with all concerned. 

• Always remember that the families are the most important people. 

• Pre-arrangements are a very good idea. More and more people are doing this. Encourage people to 
think about their funerals in advance. 

• Film segments can be shown in a chapel. 

• If the deceased was an unpleasant person or committed suicide, honesty about the deceased is 
absolutely the best policy. However, check with the family first. 

• Display craft work, or whatever the deceased was good at or known for. Do something that reflects 
their life. It’s not unusual to have animals present during the service, for example an officer of the 
RSPCA died, and animals formed a guard of honour at his funeral. 

• It is a very good idea to have a photographic display of the deceased, especially while food is being 
served. 

• Remember, the memory time around a cuppa can be just as important as the service. 
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Other ceremonies 

Naming ceremonies 
At all times in history, and for all religions, birth has been seen as a wonderful, miraculous event to be 
celebrated – a symbol of new life and hope, and the mystery of creation. 

For the parents, there has always been the need to celebrate the joy and wonder of the miraculous 
nature of birth.  

For the new born child, there is also the all-important business of the name. According to a Humanist 
declaration: 

Personal names are part of our uniqueness, part of the personal mystery of the known and unknown 
in each of us. The personal name is poetic. It rings with the substance, the undertones and overtones 
of personal relationship. It belongs to the core of private being. Friends have access to it; strangers 
do not. It remains to us in our solitude and reassures us about what we are. 

It is important to acknowledge special events. It helps to validate our lives, and our place in the world. 
Around the world and through the ages, different cultures have devised rituals and celebrated special 
events in many different ways. A variety of symbols are incorporated into these rituals which add power 
and meaning, for example, the purifying symbol of salted water or a candle to light the path for the 
child’s journey through life. 

In our Western culture we do not have very many rites of passage to acknowledge life-changing events. 
For example, we do not honour our 13-year-olds like the Jews do through a Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah, 
after which they become responsible for their own actions under Jewish law. The ceremony is fairly 
lengthy, and the celebratory party afterwards would equal any wedding. There are many ways in which 
we can acknowledge growth and achievements, and the naming ceremony can be the first along this 
ceremonial journey. 

What is a naming ceremony? 
Naming ceremonies have become a popular way to celebrate and welcome a new member into the 
family, the community, and world. They can also be celebrated for an older child.  

Naming ceremonies are happy events and give recognition to the child’s birth. They are an opportunity 
for family and the community to welcome a child into the world and remind all concerned of the immense 
responsibility involved in bringing up a child. It is also an opportunity to recognise and emphasise the 
commitment of the parent and the extended family to the child, pledging love, protection and support 
into adulthood. The ceremony can also recognise and formally appoint others who will have an important 
role in the child’s life: grandparents, and godparents/guardians. 

As our name identifies us and sets us apart from others, a naming ceremony honours the child’s name 
and acknowledges the reason why the name(s) was chosen.  

A naming ceremony should be tailored to express the wishes of the parents. 

What is the difference between a naming ceremony and a christening or 
baptism? 
A naming ceremony is not a religious event, but rather a service of welcome shared by family and 
friends. It is usually held in the parents’ home, or a venue of their choice. The service should be designed 
to suit the wishes of the parents, expressing what they would like to say to each other, to their child, and 
to those family and friends who will share in the ceremony.  
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Christenings and baptisms are usually performed in a church by a Minister of Religion. Perhaps as a result 
of our multicultural, increasingly secular society, there is a definite decline in the number of children 
being formally baptised into the Christian faith. However, some parents still have their children baptised 
in church as well as holding a naming ceremony. 

There is also nothing to prevent a naming ceremony including some religious content. As stated above, a 
naming ceremony should be tailored to express the wishes of the parents.  

Some religious baptisms included symbols and traditions which may be included in a naming ceremony. 
For examples, a Celtic ritual reflects a deep reverence for nature and the sacred properties of the 
landscape, the baby is blessed with three drops of water on the forehead: one drop for wisdom, one for 
peace, and one for purity. 

A suggested structure for a naming ceremony 
The structure for naming ceremonies generally involves the following: 

• words of introduction and welcome 

• symbolism (water, candles) 

• parents’ promises to the child 

• parents’ promises to each other 

• grandparents, extended family, and friends: roles identified and promises given 

• appointment of guardians/godparents/sponsors and their promises 

• formal naming of the child 

• gift to the child 

• signing book of dedication 

• music, readings, prayers 

• closing words 

• photographs 

• celebratory meal, such as cake. 

Being creative 
Don’t be afraid to be creative. You do not need to follow any traditions. Although the structures for 
naming ceremonies are basically the same, each ceremony will reflect the wishes of the parents. 
Everyone has different ideas.  

• Perhaps the main focus will be on the welcoming and naming aspects of the child, or it may be on 
parental commitment. 

• Will parents make pledges to the child? 

• Will parents write and read a letter to the child? 

• Is there a special background to the child that they would like to acknowledge? 

• Will grandparents take an active part, for example write and read a letter to the child? 

• They may like traditional or spiritual ceremonies, or they may have a liking for New Age ceremonies. 

• Do they have any cultural traditions they would like to include? 

• Will guardians or godparents be appointed? Will they make pledges to the child? 

• They may like the use of symbols and/or music and readings. Will they have any special reader(s) for 
verse(s)? 
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• Will they use candles in the ceremony? 

• Will they use water in the ceremony, or perhaps a drop of milk on the baby to symbolise nurturing? 

• Will the ceremony be indoors or outside? 

• Will older siblings be included in the ceremony? Will other children be included? 

• Will a gift be made to the child? 

• Would they like bubbles or balloons included in the ceremony? 

• Would they like a bell to be rung during ceremony? 

• If the ceremony is at their home, would they like to plant a tree on the naming day? 

• Will they have a memory book for guests to write in? 

• Perhaps they may like to commission a ceramic plate, or an engraved silver mug; they could cut a 
lock of the child’s hair and put it in a locket; they could make a concrete paver with the child’s 
handprints and footprints impressed, or make a wall plaque with the imprints on it. 

• Other commemorative ideas include a patchwork quilt, an embroidered handkerchief, fireworks, kite 
flying, flags, or children’s entertainment (bouncy castle, magician, puppet show). 

These ideas show there are many ways to design a naming ceremony. There are no rules. Music adds 
power to ceremonies, and there is a wide variety of songs and music to enhance a naming ceremony. 
Celebrants can provide options for music, readings and rituals to the parents of a child, and work 
together with them to design a script that suits their needs. Certificates can be produced for the child, 
the parents, and other important participants. 

 

  



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 130 

Vow renewals 
A married couple may take the opportunity to renew their marriage vows at any point in their marriage, 
but such a ceremony is often held on a significant anniversary (10th, 20th, etc) or after a time of 
difficulty or change in the relationship. Couples who marry overseas may choose to hold an Australian 
ceremony after their overseas nuptials, and I generally refer to these as a ‘reaffirmation’ or ‘renewal’ 
ceremony as well. Certificates of renewal or reaffirmation can be signed, and some couples choose to 
reshare their original marriage vows or write new ones for a new phase in their lives. 

Reaffirmation or renewal ceremonies do not require the preparation of any marriage documentation and 
are not registered with a BDM. The celebrant does not need to be an authorised marriage celebrant or a 
minister of a recognised religion. The celebrant can be any person appointed by the couple, in the same 
way that a funeral celebrant or person who conducts naming ceremonies does not need to be an 
authorised marriage celebrant. 

A ceremony to renew marriage vows is not the same thing as a second marriage ceremony. It is simply 
an opportunity for a married couple to reaffirm their love and commitment. 

Scott and Mandy 

Mandy and Scott had been married for nine years and had three young children. Mandy approached 
Michelle, an authorised marriage celebrant, saying she wanted to arrange a surprise renewal of marriage 
vows ceremony to be held at their home when many of their family and friends would be present 
celebrating Scott’s birthday. 

Michelle said she would love to be part of the surprise, but pointed out to Mandy that although she would 
have an opportunity to write deeply personal vows, Scott might be so overwhelmed that he may not be 
able to respond in a like manner. Mandy said she had sometimes broached the idea of a renewal of vows 
ceremony with Scott and she was confident that he would be able to say something romantic.  

Michelle and Mandy compiled a ceremony, and Michelle arrived at the home when the birthday party was 
in full swing. There was no doubt Scott was surprised and delighted that Mandy had chosen his birthday 
to arrange a renewal of marriage vows ceremony. After Mandy had finished saying her vows, she waited 
expectantly for Scott to say something similar. But Scott wasn’t an actor on some soap opera who would 
have no problem saying beautiful and meaningful romantic vows. Instead, all Scott could do was mumble 
‘Mandy, I love you’. Mandy was clearly disappointed that Scott didn’t respond the way she expected him 
to. This is a pitfall of organising a surprise renewal of vows ceremony, and Michelle was grateful that she 
had cautioned Mandy of the possible outcome. 

Olga and Rob 

Rob and Olga were nearing their 40th wedding anniversary, and had five adult children. Their marriage 
was solid, and Olga in particular was keen to celebrate their marriage by renewing their marriage vows in 
the church they attended each week. Their priest was happy to conduct their ceremony, which gave Rob 
and Olga a great deal of satisfaction. 

John and Frances 

John and Frances were a private couple with no children who were married overseas more than 20 years 
ago. They had immigrated to Australia where they were granted residency status. John approached a 
celebrant, Judy, saying he would like to arrange for a renewal of vows ceremony. A meeting date was set 
for John and Frances to attend Judy in her home to talk about their ceremony. 

Judy had asked John to bring photos or any other mementos of their wedding day so that she could gain 
a sense of the couple as at the time of their marriage. 

The renewal ceremony was to be on a beach, simple, and focus on the marriage going forward. Judy had 
a strong feeling that there may have been difficulties in the marriage which were now resolved, and the 
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ceremony was to help cement John and Frances’s commitment to each other. There was to be no 
mention of their marriage ‘journey’. John and Frances invited two friends to witness their ceremony. The 
day was perfect, the beach quiet, and John and Frances said their ceremony was perfect. Judy had made 
up a souvenir certificate with a photo of John and Frances on their wedding day inserted in the top left of 
the certificate. Judy ensured she took a similar photo after the renewal ceremony, and added the photo 
to the top right of the certificate after it had been signed by John, Frances, herself, and the two friends. 
John and Frances were delighted with their certificate and their private ceremony. 

Jack and Doris 

Jack and Doris’s 50th (golden) wedding anniversary was approaching and they wanted to celebrate their 
long and happy marriage with a ceremony to be held in a favourite park, surrounded by their family and 
friends. They asked some friends if they knew of a marriage celebrant who could help them, and were 
referred to John. John duly received a phone call from Doris and a meeting was arranged.  

Jack and Doris were married in Melbourne, but Jack’s jobs and later business interests meant they had 
moved around Australia during their marriage. They brought along their original marriage photos and 
marriage certificate to show John. John asked Jack and Doris about their life together which was varied 
and interesting, with some amusing anecdotes. John made extensive notes. The low point was when their 
only son died of a rare illness when he was an adult, although their two daughters and grandchildren 
were fit and well and would be attend the ceremony. Doris wanted her CD of Australian bird songs to be 
played while guests arrived, which suited the ceremony in the park amongst native trees.  

The ceremony was a happy day for Jack, Doris, and their family and friends. It included information 
about their marriage journey, and Jack and Doris exchanged simple but sincere marriage vows. John 
made up a commemorative certificate and inserted a large photo of Jack and Doris on their wedding day 
as a watermark. Doris provided a gold table cloth for the signing table, a gold pen, and a bunch of gold 
flowers. After the ceremony, Jack and Doris invited all their guests to lunch in a nearby restaurant. 

Couples who are validly married ‘in secret’ but later want to ‘pretend’ to 
marry for the first time 
It is not uncommon for couples to marry in secret. They do not tell their families and friends that they are 
validly married. They may have gone interstate or overseas on holiday and decided to have a quiet 
wedding and not let anyone know. 

However, as time passes, the couple realise that their families and friends would be very hurt if they 
knew that they had married in secret and they had not been told or invited. So the couple decide that 
they will have a wedding ceremony and invite their families and friends to witness their ‘big day’. The 
couple ask an authorised celebrant to go along with the deception. 

If a couple contacts you and says they are already married but want you to take part in such a deception, 
it is essential that you refuse. You can offer to conduct a commitment, reaffirmation or renewal of vows 
ceremony, and you must deliver an appropriate introduction at the beginning of the ceremony making it 
clear to the guests that the ceremony is not a marriage ceremony because the couple are already 
married.  

The couple won’t be pleased. They want their guests to believe that this is their actual wedding day. 

A reminder: under s113(1) of the Act, except in accordance with that section, persons who are already 
legally married to each other shall not, in Australia, go through a form of marriage with each other. 

Further, a person who is authorised to solemnise marriages shall not purport to solemnise a marriage in 
Australia between persons who inform them that they are already legally married to each other. Under 
s100 you will have committed an offence because you knew or suspected that there was a legal 
impediment to the marriage. Under s99(6) of the Act, the penalty for the authorised celebrant is five 
penalty units or six months’ imprisonment. 
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If you are approached to conduct a marriage ceremony for a couple who have married in secret, you 
should obtain their names and report them to the BDM in your state or territory. The BDM can then be on 
alert, should they receive marriage documentation from another authorised celebrant. 

Second religious marriage ceremonies (Part 10.2 of the Guidelines) 
This information is only relevant to celebrants who are ministers of religion, however it may be of interest 
to civil celebrants. 

Two people already validly married to each other may wish to go through a religious marriage ceremony. 

Before the ceremony, a couple wishing to have a second religious marriage ceremony must provide the 
person performing the ceremony with the following documents set out in s113(5) of the Act:  

• a certificate of their existing marriage, and 

• a statement, in writing, signed by them, to be witnessed by the person performing the ceremony, 
that they have previously gone through a form or ceremony of marriage with each other; they are 
the parties mentioned in the certificate of marriage produced with the statement; and they have no 
reason to believe that they are not legally married to each other or, if their marriage took place 
outside Australia, they have no reason to believe that it would not be recognised as valid in Australia. 

NB: The written statement must be witnessed by the person conducting the ceremony, who does not 
have to be an authorised celebrant (s113(7)). Therefore it would be inappropriate for the statement to be 
completed as a statutory declaration as the person conducting the ceremony may not be able to witness 
a statutory declaration. 

If their marriage took place outside Australia, the marriage is recognised as valid in Australia under 
s88D(1) if it is valid in the country where it was solemnised, unless an exception under s88D or s88EA of 
the Act applies. Generally, a foreign marriage would not be recognised in Australia as valid if: 

• either party was married to some other person at the time of the marriage 

• one or more of the parties was not of marriageable age 

• the parties were in a prohibited relationship 

• there was no real consent to the marriage. 

A second religious marriage ceremony may follow a civil ceremony (which created a valid marriage) or 
follow a religious marriage ceremony in a church of a different denomination where the first religious 
marriage ceremony solemnised the marriage (i.e. created a valid marriage). 

In the case of a second religious marriage ceremony, the person conducting the ceremony must not 
prepare or issue in respect of the second ceremony, any certificate of marriage under or referring to the 
Act. In addition, the person must not issue any other document to the parties in respect of the ceremony 
unless the parties are described in the document as being already legally married to each other. 

Also in relation to a second religious ceremony involving parties who are already married, the procedures 
for the solemnisation of marriages under the Act do not apply. The NOIM, DONLIM, and OCMs are not to 
be prepared. 

s113(6) of the Act 

The provisions of sections 42, 44, 50 and 51 do not apply to or in relation to a religious ceremony of 
marriage in accordance with subsection (5) and the person by whom, or in whose presence, the 
ceremony is performed shall not: 

• prepare or issue in respect of it any certificate of marriage under or referring to this Act, or 

• issue any other document to the parties in respect of the ceremony unless the parties are 
described in the document as being already legally married to each other. 

This means that there is no official marriage document for the second ceremony, but an unofficial 
commemorative certificate may be created. However, the souvenir certificate is not to purport to be an 
official marriage certificate and the couple must be noted as already married. 
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Celebrant not an authorised marriage celebrant 

s113(7) 

A person who is not an authorised celebrant does not commit an offence against section 101 by 
reason only of his or her having performed a religious ceremony of marriage between parties who 
have complied with the requirements of subsection (5) of this section. 

For clarity, s101 of the Act is as follows: 

s101 Solemnisation of marriage by unauthorised person 

A person shall not solemnise a marriage, or purport to solemnise a marriage, at a place in Australia 
or under Part V unless the person is authorised by or under this Act to solemnise marriages at that 
place or under that Part, as the case may be. 

Penalty: five penalty units or imprisonment for six months. 

Narendra and Sarita 

Narendra and Sarita were an Indian couple who fell in love and wanted to marry. Sarita was divorced but 
Narendra had not been previously married. This differed from the marriages of their parents which had 
been arranged. Narendra approached an authorised celebrant, Michael, who conducted civil ceremonies, 
to begin the process for their wedding. The NOIM was completed, evidence of Sarita’s divorce sighted, as 
was official evidence of places and dates of birth, and official photographic identification. In due course 
on a Saturday, Michael solemnised the marriage in the lounge room of Sarita’s parent’s large home and 
was invited to stay for refreshments. The food cooked that day did not contain any meat in accordance 
with the families’ cultural traditions. On the following day, Narendra and Sarita were to take part in a 
religious marriage ceremony to be conducted by a religious minister. However, no paperwork would be 
completed. The religious ceremony was to satisfy the religious traditions of the couple and their families. 

 

  



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 134 

Commitments 
Yes, commitment ceremonies are still a thing, even though all couples can now marry. There are some 
couples who simply don’t believe in government-sanctioned marriage, but still want to celebrate their 
commitment with their friends and family; other couples may be planning to marry overseas but want to 
have a ceremony with their Australian friends and family. Commitment ceremonies are exactly the same 
as marriage ceremonies, except that there is no legal wording and no official documentation. Certificates 
can still be signed as long as they don’t refer to marriage.  

Commitment ceremonies (Part 11.6 of the Guidelines) 

Celebrants may conduct commitment ceremonies for couples. These are not marriages and 
commitment ceremonies must not purport to be a marriage. 

As a commitment ceremony is not considered a legal marriage, the authorised celebrant must not 
prepare or lodge any official marriage paperwork (such as the NOIM and declaration of no legal 
impediment). Witnesses are not required for a commitment ceremony. A certificate of marriage, or 
any other certificate referring to the Marriage Act, must not be prepared for a commitment ceremony. 
In order to avoid doubt, celebrants must avoid using the words ‘wedding’ or ‘marriage’ to describe 
the ceremony. 

A commitment ceremony could incorporate important rituals and provide photographic records; 
however, it has to be publicly made clear to everyone present that the ceremony is not a marriage. 

Celebrants should deliver an appropriate introduction at the beginning of the ceremony making it 
clear to the guests that the ceremony is not a marriage ceremony and that if applicable the marriage 
has already occurred or is due to occur at a later date. 

Tim and Jeremy 

Tim and Jeremy had been in a relationship for two years. They had a wide circle of friends and bought a 
house together in a bush-clad setting. Tim worked professionally in the health industry and Jeremy was a 
salesman. Tim and Jeremy wanted a commitment ceremony to publicly proclaim their love and 
commitment in the presence of their families but particularly their friends. Their ceremony was held late 
in the afternoon at their home, and commenced with Tim and Jeremy entering the ceremony site 
together to the call of drums. After introducing himself, the celebrant began: 

‘We gather in this special place, Tim and Jeremy’s home, surrounded by the spiritual energy of love: their 
love for each other, and the love of everyone present, to bless and witness the commitment of Tim and 
Jeremy to each other …’ 

During the ceremony, Tim and Jeremy exchanged personal vows and rings. Their commitment ceremony 
was joyful, sincere, and relaxed, and gave Tim and Jeremy a sense that their relationship was recognised 
by their community in a similar way that a marriage would be recognised. They ended their ceremony by 
hugging each other while a favourite song played as dusk replaced the setting sun. Then it was time to 
celebrate with party food and daiquiris. 

Julie and James 

Julie and James hadn’t been together very long before they decided to have a commitment ceremony to 
celebrate their love. They booked a popular public garden for their ceremony and invited approximately 
200 guests. Because of Helen’s Greek heritage, James was keen to include Greek rituals such as 
exchanging ‘wedding’ crowns, which were linked by a single strand of ribbon and exchanged three times. 
Their ceremony also included carefully chosen classical music, guests were asked to give their continued 
support, Julie’s sister read a poem, and they exchanged red roses: full bloom to symbolise their love to 
where they were ‘now’, and a rose bud to symbolise their new beginning. 

Julie and James held hands while they exchanged heartfelt vows, followed by an exchange of rings. Their 
ceremony also included some religious content. A great deal of thought went into the planning of their 
ceremony, including a certificate similar in appearance to a Form 15 marriage certificate (the 
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Commonwealth coat of arms cannot be used on a commitment certificate, nor any reference be made to 
the Act). The certificate was signed by Julie and James, two official witnesses and the celebrant. Guests 
were given a small plastic glass and champagne for a simple toast, and finger food, fruit juice and water 
were made available immediately after the ceremony.  

The above two ceremonies were very different. The words ‘marriage’ or ‘wedding’ were never mentioned, 
but content regarding love, commitment, loyalty, trust, respect, fulfilling dreams etc. was similar to what 
might be included in a marriage ceremony. The couples had complete control of the planning of their 
ceremonies. 
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Setting up a sustainable celebrancy 
practice 

Like with any new venture, planning is key to setting up a new celebrancy business. This section of the 
manual will take you through many of the things you’ll need to consider when setting up your business, 
and you’ll find a lot of them useful when you come to write your business and marketing plan. Some of 
the information will be general for any type of business; some will be specific to celebrancy. Let’s get 
stuck in. 

NB: While as a celebrant you may offer other ceremonies, such as namings and funerals, examples and 
terminology in this section relate mainly to marriage ceremonies. 

Celebrant Institute: Starting a business 

Celebrant Institute: Marketing – if I was starting today 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 16:45 

Registering your business name 
If you are working purely under your own name, you do not need to register a business name. However, 
if you choose a business name to trade under, for example, ‘Cheap & Cheerful Celebrations’, or want to 
add any words to your name, for example ‘Betty Petal Marriage Celebrant’, you need to register the 
business name with the Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC). 

You will need to check that the business name you choose is free (i.e. the name is not being used by 
anyone else; you can check this on the ASIC website), and you will also need to have an ABN before you 
register your business name (see below for more information on ABNs). 

At the time of compiling this information, the cost of registering a business name is $36.00 for one year, 
and $84.00 for three years. The same costs apply to renewing your business name.  

Website: www.asic.gov.au 

Celebrant Institute: Marketing – if I was starting today 
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Financial – invoicing, receipts, refundable items 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Celebrant Institute: Getting your financials in order 

Australian Business Number 
A marriage celebrant does not need to have an Australian Business Number (ABN) unless they are GST 
registered or provide a service to another organisation (e.g. a funeral director), however having an ABN 
may suggest to clients that you are serious about your business and therefore more credible. You can 
apply for an ABN online at www.abr.gov.au. It’s free and easy to do. 

Website: www.abr.gov.au 

Goods and Services Tax (GST) 
Celebrants must be GST registered if gross earnings are $75,000 or more; if gross earnings are under 
$75,000 business owners can choose whether to be GST registered or not. 

If a celebrant is GST registered, then invoices must be titled ‘Tax Invoice’, and 10% must be added to 
fees. GST collected is to be paid to the Australian Tax Office (ATO) at regular intervals by completing 
Business Activity Statements (BAS) 

If a celebrant is not GST registered, then invoices are to be titled ‘Invoice’. 

Invoicing 
Celebrants are required to disclose to the marrying couple the full total of fees and charges from the 
beginning of contact with them, including: 

• what services are included 

• if or when a refund may be available, and if so, what your refund policy is. 

An invoice should be given to the couple as soon as they confirm they wish to book you. An invoice 
should be provided before you ask for a booking fee. 

What details do I need to show on my invoice? 

As mentioned above, there are two types of invoices: Invoice (you are not registered for GST) and Tax 
Invoice (you are registered for GST). 

Invoices under $1,000 must include: 

• the word ‘Invoice’ or ‘Tax Invoice’ at the top, plus invoice number 

• Business details: 

o business name and if relevant, your trading name 

o postal address 

o email address 

o website address 

o contact telephone and facsimile numbers 

• Australian Business Number (ABN), or Australian Company Name (ACN). 
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• Invoice date  

• Invoice number  

• Amount due and description of goods (under Australian consumer law, any service provider who 
charges more than $75 in total must provide full details of their services on their invoices) 

• Payment terms; payment due date; payment options. 

• Customer’s details  

o name 

o postal address 

o email address 

o contact telephone and facsimile numbers 

• If a tax invoice (i.e. if the business is registered for GST), it must include: 

o the seller's identity 

o the seller's Australian business number (ABN) 

o the date the invoice was issued 

o a brief description of the items sold, including the quantity (if applicable) and the price 

o the GST amount (if any) payable – this can be shown separately or, if the GST amount is 
exactly one-eleventh of the total price, as a statement such as 'Total price includes GST' 

o the extent to which each sale on the invoice is a taxable sale (that is, the extent to which 
each sale includes GST) 

• If the purchase price is in excess of $1000, the buyer’s identity or ABN also must be included. 

NB: Information about your fees could also be included in your CSA, or any terms and conditions that you 
give to the couple. 

Website: www.ato.gov.au/Business/GST/Issuing-tax-invoices/ 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Invoice 

Receipts 
‘Proof of transaction’ must be provided to customers when requested or when goods or services provided 
total $75 or more (ex GST. Proof of transaction can be a tax invoice, a cash register or handwritten 
receipt, or a receipt number for a telephone or internet transaction. 

A proof of transaction or receipt must include the supplier’s name and ABN/ACN, date of supply, good or 
service supplied, and the price (including GST) per item, as well as the overall total. 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Receipt 

Refund policy 
Celebrants need to be clear regarding their refund policy in their booking terms and conditions and to 
ensure these are provided to clients before any agreement/contract is signed. 

In general failures of the celebrant to provide the service as agreed would result in a full refund, in line 
with legislation, but changes and cancellations arising from the client(s) may not attract full or even a 
partial refund. 

Examples of refund provisions that a celebrant might include in their terms and conditions are: 

• Deposits specified as non-refundable 

• A partial refund if a ceremony is cancelled for reasons of illness of clients 

• No refund for a client changing their mind about the celebrant or no longer wishing to get married. 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 139 

• If a celebrant is not available and has to cancel, a full refund is given. 

• Some celebrants stipulate a refund up to a point in time such as 14 days before wedding 

• Some celebrants specify a non-refundable fee for postponement of the ceremony. 
A sample invoice and sample receipt are included in your supplementary documents.  

Celebrant Institute: Non-refundable refund demanded 
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Tax 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Celebrant Institute: Getting your financials in order 

Celebrant Institute: 2017–2018 tax deductions for celebrants 

Paying income tax – self-assessment 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Many years ago, when an income tax return was lodged, the Tax Office would either allow or disallow 
deductions claimed. Currently, there is a self-assessment system in place.  

The following is a quote from the ATO website: 

You’re responsible for providing correct information to us. Australia has a self-assessment system, 
which means we accept the information you give on your tax return and other forms to work out your 
tax refund or tax liability. We use automatic checks to verify some information and may later 
examine your return more thoroughly.  

If a tax agent prepares your Income Tax Return on your behalf, by signing the form, you are 
acknowledging that the information contained is correct. We’ve all heard stories about fabulous 
accountants who claim the entire household expenses on the tax return, BUT, if and when your tax 
returns are audited, the responsibility to prove the claims lies with you. 

Losses 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

If you make a loss from your celebrant business, you could write this off against your other income 
(subject to certain tests and conditions), or you may choose to carry the losses forward until you are 
making a profit. For example, you may work as an employed nurse but your celebrancy business makes 
an overall loss once celebrant expenses are offset against celebrant income. You then furnish a tax return 
to the ATO that shows details of your employed income, plus details of income and expenditure of your 
celebrant business. The loss from your celebrant business will be offset against your wages income, 
resulting in a lower tax you pay. 

The following information is summarised from the Tax Basics for Small Business brochure: 

You will be able to offset your business loss against other income if your business meets ONE of the 
following tests: 

• it has assessable income of at least $20,000 

• it has made a profit three out of the past five years 

• it has real estate worth $500,000 

• other specific circumstances. 

Business or hobby? 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 
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If you are in business, the money you earn is assessable as income, and the expenses you incur are 
deductible. 

Income and expenses from a hobby are not shown on an Income Tax Return.  

The following information has been accessed from the ATO website. 

The following are some factors that the courts and tribunals take into account when working out if a 
business exists for tax purposes: 

• Does your activity have a significant commercial character? 

• Do you have more than just an intention to engage in business? 

• Do you have the purpose of profit as well as the prospect of profit? 

• Is there repetition and regularity to your business? 

• Is your business similar to other businesses in your industry? 

• What is the size, scale or permanency of your activity? 

• Is the activity planned, organised, and carried on in a business-like manner? 

The following example has been adapted from the Tax Basics for Small Business brochure: 

• Example: Carrying on a business. Bill sells wooden toys from a retail outlet and advertises in the 
Yellow Pages. He prices the toys to enable him to make a profit. 

• Example: Conducting a hobby. Bill makes wooden toys at home and sells them to family and friends. 
He prices the toys to cover the costs of the timber. 

We strongly advise you to seek professional advice on whether your celebrancy activities should be 
classed as a business or a hobby. 

Website: www.ato.gov.au/business/starting-your-own-business/before-you-get-started/are-you-in-
business-/ 

Website: www.business.gov.au/planning/new-businesses/a-business-or-a-hobby 

Website: www.ato.gov.au/Business/Starting-your-own-business/In-detail/Tax-basics-for-small-business-
video-series/?page=2#Are_you_in_business_ 

Tax record keeping 

NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Celebrants must keep marriage records for six years, as per the Marriage Regulations. Everyone must 
keep tax records for five years. This includes: 

• copies of receipts 

• copies of invoices 

• banks statements 

• the workings to show how you arrived at your business profit/loss figure. 

It is a good idea to keep business records and private records separately. 

While there are many commercial bookkeeping types of software available, they are more suited to a 
larger business than a small celebrancy business, and celebrants may find it easier to rely on a simple 
Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. 

The following are samples of how income and expense records can be retained. 

Summarising annual income and expenses is easily done by using a hand written or computerised 
spreadsheet, such as Microsoft Excel. For income, columns could be: 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 142 

Receipt # Date Name Booking fee Final 

501 27/07/2020 Brown & Black  $300.00 
502 29/07/2020 French & Fried $100.00  
503 10/08/2020 Warren & Clark  $300.00 
504 15/08/2020 Sand & Castles  $300.00 
505 27/08/2020 French & Fried  $300.00 
506 31/08/2020 Patrick & O’Leary $100.00  

Each time you receive a payment, write out a receipt for the client. At the end of the financial year list all 
these receipts down on a spreadsheet and total the columns. 

For expenses, the columns could be: 

Date Payee Details Stationery BDM Travel Postag
e 

Other 

2/07/2020 Officeworks Stationery $32.70     
3/07/2020 BDM Marriage 

certificate 
 $39.0

0 
   

4/07/2020 Australia 
Post 

Stamps    $3.90  

9/07/2020 BDM Marriage 
certificate 

 $39.0
0 
 

   

10/07/202
0 

Australia 
Post 

Stamps    $5.25 
 

 

14/07/202
0 

Websites 
Australia 

Web hosting     $180.0
0 

4/08/2020 Australia 
Post 

Stamps    $2.70  

9/08/2020 Association Membership     $100.0
0 

2/09/2020 Conners Insurance     $280.0
0 
 

10/09/202
0 

Newsagent 2019 diary     $16.95 

11/09/202
0 

Island 
Ferries 

Water taxi   $15.0
0 

  

Home office expenses 

A claim may be made for expenses to keep a home office if you have an area of your home set aside 
exclusively for your business activities, such as an office or workshop. 

Please note that if you are claiming a portion of your mortgage interest and then sell your home at a later 
date, you may need to pay Capital Gains Tax on that portion of the profit. This does not apply if you are 
renting. 

Additional costs such as electricity may be claimed. This may be calculated on floor area, for example, if 
your office is 10% of the total floor area of your house, you could claim 10% of the electricity bill. 
Alternatively, you could claim 34c/hour for every hour that the office is used. 

Motor vehicle expenses 

If you use a car to travel for business, you can claim some expenses on your tax return. There are 
different methods to use to make this calculation, depending on if you travel more or less than 5,000km 
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for business per year. It is important to keep a record of your odometer readings, and to keep either 
diary notes or a log book to document your business travel. 

You may need to summarise your diary notes or log book in order to claim motor vehicle expenses. A 
spreadsheet for this purpose may look like this: 

Date Destination Purpose Kilometres 
2/07/2020 Officeworks Purchase stationery 10 
5/07/2020 Carina OPD 36 
9/07/2020 Cleveland Wedding 30 
10/07/2020 Post office Postage 3 
29/07/2020 Wellington Point Rehearsal 20 
29/07/2020 Wellington Point Wedding 20 
4/08/2020 Carbrook Naming 80 
5/08/2020 Wavell Heights Association meeting 60 

Depreciation 

If you purchase an expensive item for your business, the cost of the item is claimed over several years. 
For example, a computer that costs $3,000 could be written off over the lifetime of the computer. If you 
expected the computer to last for three years, the initial cost (of $3,000) would be claimed over three 
years, and not all in the first year. 

There are different depreciation rates for different circumstances, so ask a tax professional for advice 
with regard to depreciation that can be claimed. 

Other expenses 

Other expenses that may be claimed depending on your circumstances: 

• accountancy fees 

• fees paid to BDM for marriage certificates on behalf of clients 

• portion of internet connection 

• fares: taxi, ferry, train, bus 

• OPD 

• professional indemnity and public liability insurance 

• postage 

• website creation and hosting 

• annual registration fee (paid to AGD) 

• stationery 

• celebrant association membership fees 

• telephone 

• advertising 

• PA system purchase and maintenance 

• resources. 

Celebrant Institute: Can I claim the costs of meetings at cafes as a business expense? 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 46:07 
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The tax office made a ruling in 1987 which specifically applies to marriage celebrants and is provided in 
full on the following pages (although how much use it is in 2020 is debatable; does anyone still use 
typewriter ribbons?) 

ATO RULING 

TAXATION RULING NO. IT 2409 

INCOME TAX: DEDUCTIONS ALLOWABLE TO CIVIL MARRIAGE CELEBRANTS 

PREAMBLE This Office recently had occasion to consider the extent to which civil marriage celebrants are 
entitled to income tax deductions for expenses they incur in the course of carrying out their duties. 

Civil marriage celebrants are appointed by the Attorney-General of Australia to act in an official capacity 
to perform marriage ceremonies. They are not employed by the Government or any other body but 
conduct their activities in a manner similar to that of a person carrying on a business.  

Their base of activity is usually their home. 

In the normal course of events a couple who intend to marry will arrange an appointment with a 
celebrant to complete legal and administrative matters. The necessary documents are prepared by the 
celebrant who lodges them with the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages. 

The ceremony may be conducted at the celebrant’s home or at other locations. They could include such 
diverse locations as a private home, a park or more formally at a restaurant, hall, reception lounge, 
hotel, floating restaurant or ferry. 

A celebrant may attend a number of weddings on the same day. An effort is made by the celebrants to 
ensure that their clothing blends with that of the wedding party and is suitable to the formality of the 
occasion. It is said that celebrants change their outfits several times a day depending upon the number of 
weddings. 

It is recognised that civil marriage celebrants incur a wide variety of expenses in carrying out their duties 
and performing marriage ceremonies. 

Whether or not expenses incurred are allowable as income tax deductions depends largely on whether, in 
terms of subsection 51(1) of the Income Tax Assessment Act, they can be said to be losses or outgoings 
incurred in gaining or producing assessable income and are not losses or outgoings of a capital, private or 
domestic nature. Where expenses are incurred in the acquisition of items of plant income tax deductions 
are allowable by way of depreciation. 

While it is not practicable to provide an exhaustive list of all expenses which may be allowable as income 
tax deductions the following list illustrates the sorts of deduction which may be allowed.  

• Advertising in newspapers and magazines, business listing in a telephone directory, business cards, 
etc. 

• Telephone costs, including answering service, for business purposes. Where the equipment is owned 
by a celebrant an appropriate portion of depreciation may be allowed as a deduction. 

• Sickness and accident insurance premiums where the policy provides for the payment of periodic 
benefits which are of an income nature. 

• The costs of a brief or attaché case up to $100. Where the cost exceeds $100 deduction will be by 
way of depreciation. 

• Bank charges on any account operated for business purposes. 

• Where a camera is used for business purposes a deduction for depreciation of the camera and for 
repairs, film and processing and albums may be allowed to the extent of business use. 

• Where part of a celebrant’s home is used solely as an office for civil marriage purposes, a deduction 
may be allowed for the portion of mortgage interest, rent, electricity, gas, cleaning and insurance 
which relates to the home office. Depreciation of any furniture or carpet which is in the home office 
may also be allowed as a deduction. 
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• Where a celebrant uses a computer for business purposes a deduction will be allowed, limited to the 
extent of business use of the computer, for depreciation (or where applicable lease payments), 
software, repairs and insurance. 

• Expenses incurred in attending conferences or seminars directly related to the celebrant’s business. 

• Small gifts to the marrying couple. 

• Hire of microphone, amplifier and furniture necessary to perform the marriage ceremony and also the 
cost of instructions in the use of a microphone. 

• Public liability insurance premiums. 

• Where a professional library is maintained a deduction will be allowed for depreciation of the library. 

• Magazines and journals purchased for use in a waiting room. 

• Membership fees of the Association of Civil Marriage Celebrants of Australia (Inc.). 

• Parking fees incurred while travelling for business purposes. 

• Printing, stationery, photocopying, secretarial services. 

• Motor vehicle expenses incurred while travelling for business purposes including travel to and from 
the celebrant’s home. Where the travel involved is less than 5,000 kilometres in an income year a 
deduction may be claimed using a set rate per kilometre. Otherwise full details of the claim are 
required. Details of the set rate per kilometre for various types of motor vehicles are available from 
local branches of the Australian Taxation Office.  

• Where a celebrant uses a typewriter for business purposes a deduction will be allowed for 
depreciation limited to the extent of business use (or where applicable lease payments) and for 
ribbons and repairs. 

Rates of depreciation are available from local branches of the Australian Taxation Office. Civil marriage 
celebrants are not considered to be entitled to income tax deductions for the following items: 

• Expenditure incurred on clothing, footwear, dry cleaning, hairdressing, grooming and makeup. 
Expenditure on these items is considered to be of a private or domestic nature. It is a long-
established principle of income tax law that income tax deductions are not allowable for expenditure 
on conventional clothing or footwear or for cleaning and maintenance of such clothing unless there 
are peculiar or unavoidable conditions directly attributable to the activities which produce the 
assessable income that require an abnormal number or variety of garments. It is considered that the 
performance of the duties of office of a civil marriage celebrant does not require an abnormal number 
or variety of garments – essentially it is a matter of personal choice. For the same reasons 
expenditure on hairdressing is considered to be a personal matter. 

‘The AAT decision in Case V143 88 ATC 899; 19 ATR 3872 is considered to be confined to the facts of 
that case. This view is supported by the comments of Mr P M Roach (Senior Member) at page 906, 
paragraph 28, 88 ATC 899.’ 

• Expenditure on gardening maintenance at a celebrant’s home is not regarded as an allowable 
deduction because there is insufficient connection between the incurring of the expense and the 
derivation of assessable income. 

COMMISSIONER OF TAXATION, 18 June 1987 

Example: Beata is a marriage celebrant who claims expenditure on dress suits, accessories, shoes and 
stockings. She contends that the wardrobe of hats and garments, including shoes and stockings, ranging 
from the highly formal to the informal, is far more extensive than she would ordinarily acquire. Even if 
the additional clothing is worn solely for the purpose of performing her duties as a marriage celebrant, 
the facts would be analogous to Case 48/94, where the expenditure was held to be private in nature. In 
particular, her activities productive of income do not turn upon her wearing the additional clothes, nor are 
the clothes specific and suited only to her income earning activities. Despite having an extensive 
wardrobe, Beata’s duties do not involve multiple daily changes of clothing and the expenditure remains 
purely private in nature: see Case V68 88 ATC 508, but compare Case V143 88 ATC 899; AAT Case 4608 
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(1988) 19 ATR 3872. Similarly, the expenditure incurred on shoes and stockings is private in nature and 
is not deductible. 

Clothing for corporate wardrobes 

Corporate wardrobes may be seen as a ‘grey’ area for celebrants and we do not purport to provide advice 
on what items of clothing may be tax deductible. We suggest celebrants speak to the ATO or their tax 
agent for clarification. The following is the ATO’s determination from 1999. 

ATO Taxation Determination TD 1999/82 Income tax: what are the criteria to be considered in 
deciding whether clothing items constitute a compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe for the 
purposes of paragraph 30 of Taxation Ruling TR 97/12? 

FOI status: may be released 

Preamble: This Taxation Determination is a ‘public ruling’ for the purposes of Part IVAAA of the Taxation 
Administration Act 1953 and is legally binding on the Commissioner. Taxation Rulings TR 92/1 and TR 
97/16 together explain when a Determination is a public ruling and how it is legally binding on the 
Commissioner. 

Date of Effect: This Determination applies to years commencing both before and after its date of issue. 
However, this Determination does not apply to taxpayers to the extent that it conflicts with the terms of 
settlement of a dispute agreed to before the date of the Determination (see paragraphs 21 and 22 of 
Taxation Ruling TR 92/20). 

This Determination sets out the criteria to be considered in deciding whether clothing items constitute 
(wholly or in part) a compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe. The cost of acquiring and maintaining a 
compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe is an allowable deduction under section 8-1 of the Income Tax 
Assessment Act 1997 (see Taxation Ruling TR 97/12 – ‘Income tax and fringe benefits tax: work related 
expenses on clothing, uniform and footwear’). 

A compulsory uniform/wardrobe must be prescribed by the employer in an expressed policy that makes it 
a requirement for a particular class of employees to wear that uniform while at work, and which identifies 
the relevant employer. The employer’s compulsory uniform/wardrobe policy guidelines should stipulate 
the characteristics of the colour, style and type of the clothing and accessories that qualify them as being 
a distinctive part of the compulsory uniform/wardrobe. Also, the wearing generally of the 
uniform/wardrobe should be strictly and consistently enforced. To be a compulsory corporate 
uniform/wardrobe, the clothing must be unique, distinctive and peculiar to the particular organisation, 
with a timeless quality unaffected by short term changes in fashion. 

Whether clothing constitutes a compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe is a question of fact and 
impression that can only be determined on a case by case basis in the light of all the circumstances. The 
following criteria (failure to satisfy one or more of which does not necessarily mean the clothing is not a 
compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe) should be considered: 

• Objective: A compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe should be designed to enhance the public 
image of an employing organisation and to act as a form of indirect advertising. The 
uniform/wardrobe should also be intended to secure a commitment from employees to the corporate 
culture of the organisation, be a means of easily identifying employees and of avoiding their fashion 
excesses. 

• Understanding on how the wardrobe is to be worn: At the time of purchasing a compulsory corporate 
uniform/wardrobe there should exist a general understanding among employees that such items are 
only to be worn while on official duty, including travel to and from work. They must also understand 
that the wardrobe should generally be worn as an entirety rather than as individual pieces. The 
constant wearing of corporate uniform/wardrobe items in conjunction with ordinary clothing may lead 
to the conclusion that the items are simply a collection of ordinary clothing items. However, the 
collection of clothing items does not lose its essential character as a corporate uniform/wardrobe 
simply because individual items within the wardrobe or uniform are occasionally worn with non-
uniform garments while not on official duty. 

• Fabric 
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o The word ‘fabric’ is used in the sense of material type, i.e., what the material is made of, 
e.g., cotton, silk, a mixture of cotton and polyester, etc. There should only be a limited range 
of fabrics used in the uniform/wardrobe because the greater the range of fabrics used the 
more likely it is the wardrobe loses its distinctive and unique look. A range of 5 or 6 fabrics is 
generally not considered excessive. These fabrics should be readily identifiable as belonging 
to the compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe of the particular organisation. This may be 
satisfied by ensuring that the fabric is unique or, at the very least, only in limited use by the 
general public. Simply having a distinctive and unique lining to a jacket, etc., is not sufficient 
because the lining is not generally visible and does not serve to identify the item as part of a 
corporate uniform/wardrobe. 

o Plain fabrics are generally not in themselves considered to be sufficiently unique and 
distinctive so as to render them easily identifiable. It is, therefore, necessary for plain fabrics 
to have some distinguishing feature either woven, printed or embroidered into them. 
However, individual items should be considered in the context of the overall look of the 
uniform/wardrobe. 

• Colours: The total number of colours or shades used in the uniform/wardrobe should be limited. The 
use of a large number of colours may make it difficult to say that the wardrobe is distinctive or 
unique, particularly when taken into account with the number of fabrics and styles used. Colours 
should be in distinctive shades or combinations. For example, if an organisation has corporate 
colours, then it may be appropriate to limit the number of colours to those corporate colours plus one 
or two additional colours. 

• Style: There should be a limited number of styles available both in respect of individual items of 
apparel (e.g., women’s blouses) and in respect of the uniform/wardrobe as a whole. The greater the 
number of styles possible, the more likely it is that the uniform/wardrobe is viewed simply as a 
collection of conventional clothing. 

• Corporate identifiers: These are features that readily identify a particular organisation and include 
such things as logos, initials or insignias on buttons, pockets, etc. Identifiers are not compulsory but 
they add to the distinctive and unique nature of the uniform/wardrobe, particularly when 
incorporated into items that, in and of themselves, are not distinctive or unique, e.g., a plain white 
shirt. The identifier should be in a contrasting colour or shade and be of sufficient size to be plainly 
visible to the casual observer. 

• Durability 

o In order to be distinctive and unique, a compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe should be 
durable, in the sense that the overall concept or look of the wardrobe should be intended to 
last for a number of years. Rapid changes in style, colour or fabric can detract from the 
uniform/wardrobe’s ability to be easily recognised as a corporate uniform/wardrobe and, 
therefore, also detract from its distinctive and unique character. Where these rapid changes 
do occur, the uniform/wardrobe might in reality be nothing more than a collection of items of 
ordinary clothing. For example, substantial changes to the uniform/wardrobe on a yearly 
basis to take into account changing fashions may result in employees wearing a vast array of 
different clothing composed of items from both the current and previous years’ collections. In 
this situation, it would be difficult to say that there is a distinctive and unique compulsory 
corporate uniform/wardrobe. Consequently, fabrics, styles and colours should not be 
adversely affected by altering fashion trends. As a general rule, the overall look or concept of 
a corporate uniform/wardrobe should be designed to last between three to five years, 
although it is accepted that individual items of clothing within that uniform/wardrobe may 
wear out in a shorter period. However, regard should always be had to the type of industry 
involved. For example, a period of less than three years may be acceptable in some parts of 
the retail fashion industry. 

o It is also accepted that, in the initial stages of establishing a compulsory corporate. 
uniform/wardrobe, changes may be necessary as items prove unsuitable. For example, 
experience may show that particular fabrics are not long lasting or popular with staff. If these 
changes do not result in substantial changes in the uniform/wardrobe as originally designed, 
they do not alter the tax-deductible status of the wardrobe. Summer and winter variations in 
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a corporate uniform/wardrobe need not be introduced at the same time if they clearly form 
part of the overall uniform/wardrobe package. 

• Range 

o It is necessary to take into account the total number of possible variations in fabrics, colours 
and styles in order to determine whether the uniform/wardrobe, as a whole, has a cohesive 
identity or whether the uniform/wardrobe should simply be considered a collection of 
conventional clothing items. For example, suit combinations (e.g., men’s and women’s suits) 
that are designed and intended to be worn as a whole must be considered in their entirety, 
rather than as individual items. If the suit combination is distinctive and unique, it is 
irrelevant that one or more of the individual items can be characterised as ordinary clothing 
or that the items may be worn with non-uniform items. However, if the suit combination is 
essentially conventional, it is not sufficient simply for one or two items within the combination 
to have a corporate identifier or colour.  

o It is accepted that, where an organisation operates over a wide geographic and climatic area, 
it may be necessary to vary the uniform/wardrobe so as to take into account variations in 
climate. For example, fabrics suitable for the climate in northern Queensland may not be 
suitable for Tasmania. 

• Accessories: Expenditure on accessory items, such as handbags, shoes and trench coats, that do not 
bear any distinguishable features, such as a corporate identifier, is considered to be of a private 
nature. Accessories such as ties, handkerchiefs and hair ribbons that are made of the same unique 
fabrics as the other items in the compulsory corporate uniform/wardrobe, or have clearly visible 
distinguishing features such as a corporate logo, form a deductible part of the uniform/wardrobe. The 
cost of belts that have a clearly visible logo embossed or engraved on to them is also deductible. 

The explanation of the criteria in the paragraph above is based, in part, on Case R55 84 ATC 411 at 416-
419; 27 CTBR (NS) 867 at 874-877. 

A substantial change to a compulsory corporate wardrobe (e.g., a complete change in the style, colours 
or fabrics) would require the above criteria to be fully addressed for the whole wardrobe. A minor change 
(e.g., replacement of one or two items of clothing of an older or no longer desired style within a 
corporate wardrobe, or the addition of one or two new accessories) would not ordinarily be regarded as a 
substantial change and would not require the whole wardrobe to be reassessed. 

Previous Rulings: Taxation Ruling IT 2641 is now withdrawn (it is replaced by this TD and Taxation Ruling 
TR 97/12). 

Commissioner of Taxation, 10 November 1999 
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Are there risks to working as a celebrant? 
Most celebrants work as a sole trader, and like in any business, there are always risks. 

The Code of Practice for Marriage Celebrants is extremely important, and marriage celebrants should 
always be mindful of each ‘rule’ (responsibility). You will need to refer to this document often during your 
training, but now is a good time for you to read it again. Note that the Code of Practice requires marriage 
celebrants to maintain a high standard of service, recognise the social, cultural and legal significance of 
marriage, comply with the Act and other laws, meet requirements for marriage ceremonies (of which 
there are many), and meet the obligation to give couples information about family relationship services 
and how to make a complaint about a marriage celebrant. If a marriage celebrant breaches their 
responsibilities, it is possible that a complaint may be made to the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants. 

Insurance 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Professional indemnity 

Professional indemnity insurance is recommended for all celebrants. It covers a claim for a breach in your 
professional duty. For example, you neglect to sight the divorce certificate of the groom (who has stated 
he was previously married and subsequently divorced). Later, the marriage is ruled invalid after the 
groom is determined to be still married to his previous wife. The bride files a claim against you for 
professional negligence.  

Celebrants may find themselves embroiled in civil litigation for, say, simply not turning up at a ceremony 
to solemnise a marriage, even through no fault of their own. They may have been involved in a motor 
vehicle accident on their way to the ceremony, but because they failed to arrive at the ceremony to 
solemnise the marriage, they may be sued for the entire cost of the wedding. Today’s weddings are 
estimated to cost on average $65,000 depending on which statistic you read, but the cost is certainly 
high. Therefore celebrants should ensure they have sufficient professional indemnity insurance. The cost 
of insurance is low compared to the alternative (settling a civil claim).  

Public liability 

Public liability insurance covers a claim where a person is injured, or their property is damaged, as a 
result of your business activity. For example, a wedding guest trips over your microphone cable and 
breaks their nose, and additionally, their spectacles are broken. It is necessary if you operate your 
business from home or if you work in public venues such as parks and beaches. In other words, if a 
person or persons visit you in connection with your celebrancy business (e.g. the marrying couple come 
to your home), then your standard public liability insurance for your residence does not cover you if 
either of the couple hurt themselves on your property. They may lodge a personal injury claim against 
you. Some wedding venues will insist on sighting evidence of a celebrant’s insurance before a celebrant 
conducts a wedding on their premises. Likewise, some wedding expos also insist on sighting an insurance 
certificate. 

Other types of insurance 

Personal accident: covers you for a personal injury incurred during the performance of your business 
activity (this includes on the way to, and on the way home from the business activity). 

Income protection: covers you if you are unable to work due to sickness or accident. This insurance 
allows you to claim a weekly amount of compensation for lost earnings. 

Property insurance: when an item is stolen or damaged, for example your PA system. 
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House and contents insurance: you may need to add to your home insurance the fact that clients may 
visit your home office. 

Celebrant Institute: Insuring your PA system 

Timing 

The insurance provider covers claims that are made during the period of insurance, not incidents which 
occur during the period of insurance. For example, a celebrant’s insurance runs from Jan 2019 to Dec 
2019 and then the celebrant retires and doesn’t continue insurance. The celebrant may make a claim 
until Dec 2019, regardless of when an accident happens. 

If an accident happened in 2019 but the celebrant is not sued until 2020 when the guest wakes from 
their coma, the insurance company won’t pay because the coverage is not current. 

You must have coverage at the date the claim is made, even if you have it on the date when the accident 
happened. If you are thinking of retiring, you may need to investigate continuing your insurance for 
several years after your retirement. 

Other notes on risk 
NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

• Under the WHS Act, as the ‘person conducting a business’, marriage celebrants have a duty of care at 
ceremonies to eliminate or minimise risks to health and safety so far as reasonably practicable. This 
responsibility cannot be transferred. 

• Celebrants are not to exceed the limits of their role. For example, they are not to advise people on 
matters such as migration (immigration and visas). Instead, people are to be referred to the 
Department of Home Affairs. 

• Celebrants are not marriage counsellors – couples should be referred to a professional relationship 
education provider. 

• Celebrants are not to advise on welfare benefits (Centrelink), or matters that are dealt with by 
Passports Australia, or the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, or matters that are processed by 
other departments or agencies. 

• Celebrants should also be extremely careful not to breach privacy laws. Documents or photocopies 
belonging to clients should be kept safe and secure in a locked facility, and names and information 
about clients are not to be discussed with others or in their hearing. 

• Computers should be password protected. 

• Discarded documents/file notes/client information are to be either incinerated or shredded. 

• Breaching copyright could lead to litigation. Celebrants need to ensure they have written permission 
from a copyright holder before, say, posting information or photos of anyone on the internet including 
social media. The copyright holder could be the parties or a professional photographer. Celebrants 
are not to plagiarise. 

• Misleading advertising is illegal. 

• Breaching s39G of the Act (i.e. breach of the Code of Conduct, failing to undertake annual OPD, 
failing to notify the Registrar of a change in details entered on the register, or failing to notify the 
Registrar of an event that might have caused the Registrar not to register the celebrant if the event 
had occurred before the celebrant was registered) could lead to disciplinary action being taken 
against the celebrant. 

• Failing to pay the annual professional fee to the AGD when due may lead to deregistration. 
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• Marriage celebrants must retain accurate records, some of which are required to be retained for a 
minimum of six years from the date of the last marriage solemnised (celebrant copy of OCM, and 
Record of Use of Form 15 marriage certificates). The retention of other records is also recommended, 
e.g. signed CSA, invoices, and receipts. Making and retaining a file note of a telephone conversation 
or meeting is also strongly recommended. 

• Celebrants must also not allow themselves to be pressured by clients into breaking the law. For 
example, marrying parties may not like the wording of the compulsory s45 vows that parties to the 
marriage must say to each other in (at least) the hearing presence of the celebrant and two official 
witnesses. These vows may only be narrowly changed as set out in the Guidelines, and celebrants 
must refuse to further change wording to suit couples.  

• There are a number of celebrant associations in Australia that offer their members helpful mentoring 
support and networking. Many also offer their members group insurance cover for both professional 
indemnity and public liability, and some associations also offer group Copyright Agency Licences. 

Celebrant Institute: Posting pro photos on social media etiquette 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 54:33 

Celebrant Service Agreement 

NB: This information is general only and does not replace professional advice for your specific 
circumstances. 

Clients give instructions to celebrants in different ways and vice versa. Clients may be meeting with a 
celebrant to talk about a ceremony, reach agreement, and the celebrant makes notes for their own 
records. Some instructions may be given in writing, such as by email or fax. Alternatively, instructions 
can be a mixture of both verbal discussions and written instructions. 

A copy of the AGD’s Guidelines on advertising for Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants is 
included in this manual, wherein the AGD recommends that celebrants enter into a written agreement to 
help couples ‘have realistic expectations and … prevent disagreements’. A Celebrant Service Agreement 
(CSA) sets out terms and conditions of the service agreed to, and may help to avoid some of the 
potential risks listed above, as well as potentially helping to avoid complaints. Terms may include the 
date, time and location for the ceremony (if an outside venue then an alternative location in case of 
inclement weather can be included), rehearsal information, what happens if the marrying parties arrive 
late for the ceremony, what happens if the parties or witnesses arrive intoxicated, equipment to be 
provided by either the celebrant or parties, the celebrant’s refund policy, responsibilities of the parties 
such as provision of documents for sighting before wedding day, payment to celebrant, and any other 
terms and conditions mutually agreed upon. 

You cannot force anyone to sign an agreement. An alternative option is to provide your terms and 
conditions to couples and give them a time in which to question any of your terms or their 
responsibilities, and make it clear that if they do not query any issue, it will be agreed that they accept all 
of the terms and conditions. Any term and condition may be varied as long as all parties agree in writing 
to the change (you and the couple). 

If the celebrant and the parties do not enter into a formal written agreement, then the celebrant could 
provide a handout document to the couple which sets out the same terms and conditions. Although not 
binding, the handout will help to prevent misunderstandings, and it would be prudent to give the couple a 
timeframe in which to ask for clarification if there is anything in the handout that they do not understand 
or agree with, otherwise it will be accepted that they agree with the terms and conditions. 

Celebrants should not provide any service that has not been requested or confirmed by clients in writing. 
It would be unethical to do so. 

Celebrant Institute: Non-refundable refund demanded 

Celebrant Institute: The coronavirus should remind you to get this one important thing 

Celebrant Institute: You’ve asked some great questions about the service contract 
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Celebrant Institute: What is in your terms and conditions? 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Advertising guidelines 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Celebrant Service Agreement 
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Public Address (PA) system 
Under the former Code of Practice, marriage celebrants were required to ‘make efforts to ensure that the 
marriage ceremony is audible to all those present (using audio equipment, if required)’. Although this 
clause has been removed from the revised Code of Practice, celebrants should still endeavour to ensure 
each ceremony is audible to everyone present. This means that marriage celebrants should possess a PA 
system. If wireless, the PA’s batteries should be fully charged. The PA should operate successfully at 
venues with no interference. Celebrants are not expected to use their PA where conditions will harm 
equipment such as rain or a windy beach where sand could penetrate and damage the PA’s mechanism 
(our sample CSA deals with this situation). Celebrants are not expected to provide extra microphones for 
other ceremony participants to use, nor allow a videographer to use the celebrant’s equipment for their 
own needs (i.e. to record the ceremony for the video). However, it is usual for a celebrant to allow their 
microphone to be used by readers and parties to the marriage during the ceremony. 

It only takes one person to complain about not being able to hear the ceremony to create a sour taste in 
a couple’s mouth. It’s no excuse if you don’t own a PA as you can always hire one and charge it on to a 
couple as part of the cost. 

Even a small wedding of less than a dozen or so guests in a windy park necessitates a PA and 
microphone/s so the ceremony and any component parts like readings/poetry and exchange of vows and 
rings can be heard. The only thing we would rather not hear are guests’ mobile phones so make sure you 
instruct guests to turn theirs off. Some of the ring tones used by guests these days are not only loud but 
also very inappropriate for a wedding. 

Celebrant Institute: Portable PA speaker system purchasing advice 

A good guideline for placement of the PA system is out of sight of the processional and on the opposite 
side from the signing table. Ideally out of the photo frame of the processional is a worthwhile 
consideration but let common sense prevail. 

Celebrant Institute: How to position your PA speaker for a wedding ceremony 

Practise with different types of microphones as the technique and the distance you hold them from the 
mouth to speak can be different with each. 

Considerations when using microphones: 

• High sensitivity of some of the cordless lapel or head-worn microphones can mean that they ‘pop’ if 
you speak too close; try adjusting away from your mouth. 

• When coaching readers always suggest they get their mouth closer to the microphones as they 
naturally will draw away from it; ensure they don’t hold it towards the PA (bad feedback). 

• You may have to soften any plosive sounds (e.g. pronunciation of ‘p’s, ‘d’s and ‘s’s). 

• Strong wind can render a microphone unworkable if too noisy and jarring for guests and it may ruin 
the smooth delivery of the ceremony; try reorienting the ceremony out of the wind, into a more 
sheltered place, or simply move so you are out of the wind. If this is not possible, make sure you use 
a wind sock (available on eBay). 

• Ensure anyone using the microphone knows how to turn it off; there is nothing more embarrassing 
than an off-the-cuff or inappropriate comment from someone on the microphone who thought it was 
off.  

• Where do you position any microphone stand and lectern (if relevant)? The same applies for any 
visual aids like a PowerPoint presentation (latter assumes an indoor site with wall or screen)? 

For wedding venues with existing sound systems and audio equipment, check: 

• who will be turning off any existing music at the venue before you start the bridal entry music? In 
pubs, restaurants and some venues, the speakers can be operated remotely from another room. 
Check in with the bar staff with the expertise to operate and ensure they’re not having a break at the 
time you need their help. There is nothing worse or distracting (as well as upsetting for the bride) 
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than starting the bridal entry on one system and having some other song playing in the background. 
Liaise with any audio operators and tell them your needs.  

• that the sound system suits your needs and those of your readers/other participants and functions 
correctly.  

• that all using a microphone know where to collect it, how to operate it, speaking in close with the end 
down, and are briefed to turn off after their turn and not to face the speaker to avoid loud jarring 
feedback. 

If you take your own PA/sound system and microphone/s to a wedding, check: 

• that it’s set up in a discreet yet convenient and practical spot where it won’t ruin photos and is a 
place that the couple consents to.  

• if a rechargeable PA, ensure the PA is charged up at home prior if there will be no power source 
available; depending on the system some recommend you top up/charge the PA battery after each 
wedding and every few weeks in between weddings for several hours and not for long periods (this 
can shorten the battery’s life) for optimum battery life. Refer to specific manufacturer’s directions.  

• if there is a power source at the venue check where it is (some are locked, and you may need a key) 
and ensure you have a spare extension cord (5 or 10m) in the car in case the power source is far 
from the ceremony site. Another reason why an on-site rehearsal can be good to troubleshoot these 
issues. 

• you have spare alkaline batteries for the remote pack or any microphones (if relevant).  

• make use of trees, columns, tables etc. to put the PA system beside to soften its visual effect (being 
black it will be a stark contrast in white wedding photos). 

• what volume and levels are suitable for the occasion? Set them prior if relevant.  

• do a sound check as some microphones are very sensitive and may need to be held away from the 
mouth, while others need to be held almost in it. Check by having a guest at the back of the room (or 
as far away as the furthest guest would be) to confirm they can hear you when you do your sound 
check, so you know the levels are correct.  

• liaise with any videographers or other nearby celebrants in the same area who may also be recording 
or amplifying the ceremony on their equipment in case your sound frequencies clash. Avoid those 
stories of celebrants having another celebrant’s wedding booming out of the PA.  

• ensure if a smartphone is used and connected to your system that it is on flight mode so any 
incoming calls don’t interfere with the ceremony or someone may be very publicly embarrassed.  

• sound checks with class. Embarrassed about doing a sound check saying the boring ‘Check check 1,2 
3?’ or ‘rhubarb, rhubarb, rhubarb’? You can either give guest instructions as you adjust microphone 
and settings or create a poem or phrase that incorporates the couple so you can entertain and be 
functional too. Your pre-announcement welcome giving guests information about the arrival of the 
bride is also a good opportunity to check that guests can hear you. 

• who to go to in an emergency if the sound goes off? Best to appoint a friend of the couple beforehand 
who can liaise with the venue coordinator or MC to resolve. If PA dies you need to soldier on with 
delivery so aim to project your voice to the furthest guest or if outside to the tree beyond that person 
and check in with audience that all can hear you. Have water nearby in case of dry throat. 

• check the microphone cord will reach and is within easy grasp of any readers or anyone speaking 
through it, check cords will not be tripped over. If needed, reposition safely in a place so no one will 
trip over the lead. Do they need a quick lesson to operate it prior? 

Do you take on the responsibility of using your PA to play any music for a couple or leave it to them to 
arrange? This is an area that can significantly impact ceremony staging in a negative way and reflect 
badly on you as a celebrant if it is not done well. In relation to the successful staging of the music, 
consider the following: 

• Always check the music prior to the day, for example that processional, signing, recessional and 
other music used are on a CD or USB compatible with your system if you are playing through yours.  
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• Some venues’ policy of not allowing a celebrant to play any music through their sound system (again 
e.g. Royal Botanic Gardens in Sydney)? Only use a PA to conduct the ceremony. 

• If music is a vital part of their ceremony the couple should hire a proper sound technician/audio 
expert to set up a professional system and a music coordinator you can liaise with to cue and play 
ceremony music.  

• Have an emergency playlist of popular music for weddings (e.g. Mendelssohn’s Wedding March, 
Pachelbel’s Canon) in your celebrant toolkit just in case theirs fails to work on the day, or have some 
songs on your smartphone you can let them use. 

• If using a live band or orchestra, make sure the couple have given clear instructions to each member 
of the band regarding parking and venue address as their lateness can severely impact the 
professionalism of the ceremony. 

Celebrant Institute: Will a hot outdoor wedding ceremony cook my PA system? 

Celebrant Institute: How to update your Bose S1 speaker’s software 

Celebrant Institute: High pitched squeak out of the speaker system 

Celebrant Institute: How to use two Bose S1 speakers in a wedding ceremony 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 1:30 

The Celebrant Talk Show: A tribute to the greatest podcast episode, 6:29 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 41:02 
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Branding, marketing and sales 
The following section on branding, marketing and sales was written by Melbourne celebrant Anthony 
Cribbes and generously shared with our Cert IV in Celebrancy students. If you have any particular 
questions, feel free to get in touch with Anthony at anthony@anthonycribbes.com.au. 

 

Celebrancy, just like the wedding industry in general, is going through one of the largest periods of 
market disruption since the introduction of civil celebrants in the early 1970s. Even just 15 years ago a 
celebrant was like a court appointed parole officer; essentially someone assigned to complete a task on 
behalf of the government. Sounds harsh, but it’s true. People didn’t exactly shop around for a celebrant. 
Instead, they tended to just pick one that they either knew, knew of, or heard about through a 
connection in their network. 

THOSE DAYS ARE GONE FOREVER. 

People now want their wedding to be a true celebration of who they are. This means that the ceremony is 
now becoming front and centre to the whole day. The ceremony needs to have the right vibe, and the 
role of the celebrant is pivotal to this. 

Therefore, celebrant businesses have now been thrust well and truly into the competitive capitalist 
market place, the same kind of marketplace that every other business must face. The game has changed, 
expectations have changed and becoming a celebrant that is relevant to the modern marketplace is 
critical. 

This information is to help others who, like me, feel as though this job is a bit of a calling, something that 
they were made to do. I want to help those people to be able to deliver on this promise and not get 
caught in the wash. 

In 2020, there were over 9,000 Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants Australia-wide, with more 
and more being registered each and every week. Coinciding with this is that the number of weddings IS 
NOT increasing by the same amount. So competition is high and getting higher.  

You don’t have to fit a certain vibe or look. This information can be used by any celebrant to help them 
build their business to where they want it to be, whether that be five weddings or 500, whether you’re 18 
or 75, male, female or gender non-specific, tall, short, funny, straight, quiet or loud. 

The principles that this information will cover are universal in their nature and they work. 

One thing this information isn’t is a step-by-step guide on ‘How to be Anthony Cribbes’. I’ve seen that 
advice plenty around the place too. To me that’s both a mistake and an exercise in scratching your own 
ego. 

I don’t make any claims to any titles as far as the actual ‘on-the-day celebrant’ work is concerned. Apart 
from it being one of the more lame things you could claim in this world (‘hey, I’m voted the world’s 
hippest celebrant’… yeah, cool story bro!) it’s also completely missing the point. 

In summary, this information is both me telling you everything that I did and also telling you to not be 
me. Confused? Maybe I am, too. In this book I am going to tell you what works in business and how I 
implemented it. But your job is to implement it for yourself. I’ll also help you to learn how you can do 
that. This isn’t because I think what I did is the only way. It’s because, after much trial and error, I now 
understand what does and doesn’t work. I’ve spoken with more celebrants than I can recall, and I want 
to give all of this knowledge and experience to you. This should mean your mistakes are minimised and 
your achievements are maximised. 

What will we cover? 

In one sentence: a step-by-step process to build a killer celebrant business. 

We will cover everything from the very basics to some of the more useful modern techniques to attract 
more clients and win more of the type of work you want. 

We cover the following: 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 157 

• the business basics: what all businesses need to have 

• understanding the market 

• branding: how to make sure you get yours right 

• marketing: maximising your incoming work 

• sales: win more than you lose 

• digital: websites, social media and online content 

• product development: being the best celebrant version of yourself 

• techniques to keep you on track 

• systems and processes. 

We don’t cover: 

• any celebrant legal stuff 

• how to ‘ceremony’: we cover it a bit, but everyone will do a ceremony their own way. It’s your job to 
work out how you’ll best do ceremonies that work for your couples  

• mindfulness… because has there ever been a more overhyped modern term? 

So please, read on and let’s get that celebrant business humming. 

Celebrant Institute: Starting a business 

Step 1: Getting the business basics done right 

Business basics 

Q: Why is it important to get the basics right? 

A: Because no success was ever built without a solid foundation. 

Doing the basics is never entertaining or ever that enjoyable. It is, however, the one thing that will 
ensure that your success is sustained and maintained in the long term. This is why such a large 
percentage of small businesses fail, because they don’t execute this step very well, if at all. 

Now, I’m not here to quell your enthusiastic spirit and then try and dampen the whole mood, but what I 
will say is this: the biggest difference you can make to your business will not be exciting BUT, by doing it, 
the exciting parts will be amplified tenfold. 

Brilliant moments and success in business do not come from heroic efforts. Rather, it is the continued 
focus and effort on the little things; success is an outcome. Professional athletes and musicians are the 
greatest example of this. It’s harder to try and use other businesses as examples when you try and 
explain this step because there are so many ‘get rich quick’ models that get thrown in our faces. But ‘get 
rich the easy way’ is akin to saying that starting a Herbalife diet will make you a pro athlete, or playing 
Guitar Hero on the Playstation is how you can become the next Van Halen. Typically, the only people who 
get rich from ‘get rich quick’ schemes are the people who are selling them to you. There is a never a 
shortcut to true success. There are most definitely better and faster ways to success for sure, for 
example: working to your true strengths is the one I truly believe in. 

So, I hope I have driven the point home about where the work needs to go. Trust me, you can’t skip this 
section. Well, you can if you want but then there’s no point actually reading the rest of this information. 

Basics Step 1: Know thyself 

This is a little motto that I implore to all people that I meet and chat business stuff with. Knowing who 
you truly are is key to how successful you are. This is different, by the way, from knowing who it is that 
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you wish you were. Because that is what most people actually answer with when asked this question. 
Going down that path will only lead to heartache, disappointment and frustration. I wish I could be the 
perfect blend of Eddie Vedder and Mick Fanning. However, my musical talents and coordination mean 
that is never going to happen. But I can stand in front of crowds, I can tell great stories and I can make 
great relationships with people really quickly. 

So, before we even begin with building your celebrant business, what do you need to be a successful 
celebrant? And before you answer that question, here’s some points you need to consider: 

• When you talk, can you get people to listen? 

• Are you great at meeting people where they’re at? (I mean emotionally and personality-wise, not as 
in a physical address) 

• Are you actually excited about performing weddings for people? 

• Do you have a knack for writing creatively? 

• Are you patient? 

• Do you know how to put your ego to the side and be humble? 

If you want to be successful as a celebrant in this new era, it is my honest and firm belief that you should 
answer ‘Yes’ to each and every one of those questions. 

Notice there is nothing about: 

• being organised 

• dressing a certain way, or 

• strict adherence to a code. 

Apart from that last point (which I’ll talk about more), those first two will have nothing to do with how 
successful you are. Getting organised can be taught or at least developed. Your dress sense has nothing 
to do with anything (I’ve worn full penguin suits and also gone barefoot for weddings). 

The strict adherence to a code will be forced upon you, so it’s not really a choice. We all have to do it 
and, if you don’t, then you won’t be a celebrant for very long. The best analogy I can draw is that it 
would be like saying to a police officer, ‘You must be able to arrest people if you want to be a cop’. 

So, please, before you read on, can you please stop and go back to those points I asked you to answer 
YES or NO to. If your response is a genuine YES to them all then you’re in a good place. If you’re not 
sure, really think about how you can get there. 

Basics Step 2: Set your goals 

Don’t be generic here. Generic goals are not what good businesses do. Good businesses set specific goals 
and great businesses achieve them. 

Setting goals is a very important step. If you don’t have a goal you won’t know what direction you’re 
heading in. You also won’t know if you’ve actually been successful at what you’re doing AND, most 
importantly, you won’t be able tell if you’re being successful. Without knowing this, you can’t make the 
necessary changes in your business to ‘right the ship’; you’ll have sunk before any alarm was sounded. 

The goals I want you set are as follows: 

• How many weddings do I want to do over the next 1 to 5 years? Write down how many for each year. 

• How much do I want to be charging? 

• How much do I want to earn over all? Think about your annual income. 

• What does achieving these goals do for me personally? 

• Where do I want to be working (geographically)? 

• How do I want to be known by others in the industry? 
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• Where do I want my business to be coming from? Give yourself a breakdown in the following 
categories: 

o word of mouth via your community: friends, family, personal connections 

o referrals from your professional network: photographers, venues, videographers, florists etc. 

o digital: website/SEO, social media 

o paid advertising: AdWords, magazine ads, online directories 

o expos. 

You should be able to fit this on one page; this is now the start of your business plan (you’ll flesh this out 
further in your full business and marketing plan). I don’t want you to spend more than two hours in total 
on this exercise. What you write down is not as important as the fact that you actually went to the 
trouble of writing it. If you don’t know the answer to any of these questions, email me and I’ll give you 
some advice to help. 

Now that you have this written down, I want you to save this somewhere and every 6 months I want to 
you to go back and review what you have written. The best thing about plans is that they can change. 
But what this will do will give you something to measure against and help you understand if you either 
under- or over-shot the mark. Or maybe you got it BANG ON, and if you did land pretty close to your 
plan then ask yourself: Is this where I want to be, or do I wish I was further ahead? 

Celebrant Institute: 40 questions to ask yourself each new year 

Basics Step 3: Define your market 

Who are your clients? Consider the following: 

• Anyone who is getting married. 

• People who are looking for a civil celebrant. 

• 25–35-year-olds who want a great ceremony. 

• Same sex couples (this is not an actual market. Same sex couples are just like every other couple 
and have their own individual sets of taste and wants). 

If you have listed one of these, you need to go back and change your thinking. I go back to my point 
earlier: there are now over 9,000 of us. With so much choice, we now also have to start trying to pick our 
clients just like they’re picking their celebrants. 

My process for defining my market is something that loads of businesses do (from small businesses to 
multi-nationals) and it can be summarised as a persona-based approach. I’ll explain it here.  

First, think about a real-life client who you worked really well with. If you haven’t had one yet as you’re 
just starting out, make one up (think of someone that you know in real life that would book you for their 
wedding). 

Next, work through what it is that they wanted and what was important to them: 

• Was it humour? 

• Was it knowing that someone was in control of the ceremony part? 

• Was it just wanting to be relaxed throughout the process? 

Now ask: 

• Why was this important to them? 

• What is it that they did that they were interested in? 

• What do they do for work? 

• What is key to them in life, in general? 

Do this another three or four times. 
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Is there a trend here? Can you see an emerging market for yourself that you think you speak directly to? 
Write it down. I repeat, write it down. 

We’re now at the point to work out what is that you bring to the market. Now I need you to be 100% 
open and honest in this step once more, otherwise there’s really no point to it. 

So here we go, ask yourself these questions: 

• What is it that you offer that speaks directly to the trends that have arisen from your couples/client 
analysis? 

• How do you do this? 

• Is this actually solving their problems? Truly? Then write it out and get someone else to read it. If 
they believe you too, then you’re right. If they don’t, try again. 

• Does anyone else also offer this? How are they different to you? 

• What makes you uniquely and best positioned to meet your clients’ needs above the other celebrants 
out there? 

Did you write down your answers? Awesome. We have just crafted your target market and why it is that 
they are going to book you. Everything we do from here on out is now simple implementation. Trust me, 
you’ve done the bit that most people neglect. 

If you’re a little confused or unsure, here are some examples for you to work with. 

Persona examples 

John and Sarah 

John and Sarah met on Tinder four years ago and they’re in their early 30s. 

Neither of them were that serious about life so were surprised when they ‘found love’. 

They’re still not very serious. 

John is a tradie who loves his music. 

Sarah works as a teacher and is all about wine-time. 

The most important thing for them with their wedding is that it feels like a massive party from go-to-
woah. 

For them, the ceremony is an important part to their day because they’ve been to plenty of weddings 
and they’re essentially the last of their friendship group getting married, so they want their ceremony 
to be completely different. 

Louis and Steve 

Louis and Steve are a quieter couple, they don’t like being the centre of attention. 

They love the idea of a wedding, but their budget isn’t massive as they’d rather spend their money 
elsewhere in their lives. 

They just want something short and sweet, however they still want a good bit of meaning to it. 

The idea of including some rituals and readings really appeals to them. 

Being quieter they like the idea of using someone a little older as, to them, it feels like a more natural 
fit. Their day is really about finally becoming married and the chance to share that with family and 
friends. 

Kat and Lilly 

A real left-brain right-brain combo. 

Kat has a high-flying corporate job as a lawyer and is a straight shooter. 

Lilly is creative and works as a designer for a top fashion label. 

They have a fair amount of disposable income due to their rewarding careers. 
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They plan on making this a bit of a showpiece event thanks to the recent changes to the Act. 

The ceremony needs to reflect the elegant and classy tone that they plan to have for their whole day. 

It shouldn’t feel stiff but they like the idea of a bit of ‘formalness’ to it. 

I am hoping that you get the point of this. 

Basics Step 4: Define your value proposition 

Given the previous step, you now have a head start to this section. This is where you start to craft 
everything about what it is that you offer to the market. 

Again, you’re not someone who can help people get married; that’s what 9,000+ other celebrants do. 
You’re also not someone who can provide a PA system (no matter how good it is), or a signing table or 
chairs. Those are transactional items which I will talk in greater depth about later on. But, for now, just 
know that they don’t belong in your value proposition. 

Every celebrant’s value proposition lies in their story. This is your point of difference. No one else has 
your story. So, let’s explore it a little more. 

Your ‘celebrant story’ is every part of your life that connected you to the journey of becoming a 
celebrant. An example might be your previous job or training, or even better, maybe you realised you 
were so bad at something that it made you see that you would be a great celebrant. It’s also the thing 
that spurred you on to become a celebrant, whatever the decision point was. Why are you becoming a 
celebrant? Why are you passionate about it? What does the job mean to you? Each of these questions 
and any more that you can think build up your value proposition. Now, as a little test, do these answers 
align to what you spoke about in Step 3? If they didn’t then you need to go back to Step 3 and repeat it. 
Either you weren’t being honest or maybe you just completely missed something that was right in front 
of your face. Have you been chasing the wrong market? 

I want to you to take the time to write a quick brief about your story for yourself. Get familiar with it 
because we’re going to use it later on and it’s going to be the most powerful item in your Celebrant 
Business Toolkit. 

Now that you know your story, why does that matter to couples? Remember that, at the end of the day, 
everyone who is buying something is doing so for what it gives them. This is where most celebrants trip 
themselves up, myself included. This is because we as celebrants tend to be outgoing, entertainer types. 
Therefore, we don’t mind talking about ourselves. If you are lucky and aren’t cursed by this affliction then 
kudos to you. You’re one step ahead most of us. So, we need to reverse the conversation a little now and 
stop talking about ourselves in an ‘I do this and that’ kind of mode. Rather, we need to talk about what it 
is that couples get from us when they work with us. 

Basics Step 5: Your mission 

This one is the last step in getting the basics right and, in my opinion, is the piece de’ resistance, the 
missing 5% that businesses who can’t set themselves apart don’t do. 

What is your mission in this business? Trust me, if you want to be successful, no matter what that looks 
like, you need to have a mission. This is what will drive you on. It’s what will define your brand and, most 
importantly, give you focus. 

Your mission must be a selfless one. If your mission is to just simply create some extra side-cash for 
yourself, I hate to say it: your days are numbered. There’s too much competition in the marketplace now 
for couples to waste their time with navel-gazing vendors who only care about themselves. In business, 
‘Who Cares Wins’ every time. 

My mission was to rid the world of boring weddings. Sounds lame in the grand scheme of the entirety of 
what happens on the planet, but it was still a mission. I wanted to ensure that couples who wanted a 
wedding where their guests weren’t just ‘counting down the minutes ‘til the free booze started’ had a 
genuine option for this. It’s simple in its wording too. 
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So, what’s your mission? Why are you doing this? Don’t get overly sophisticated with it but do think 
about it. 

 

That’s it. We’ve done the basics, you’ve passed. Well done. Now put this book down and go and give 
yourself a reward; you’re miles ahead of the game. Trust me. 

Hints and tips 

• Don’t over-reach with your goals, you’ll only disappoint yourself. 

• Set small goals to start building habits (i.e. I will spend 15 minutes each week looking at my 
business). 

• Give yourself ‘time off’. Don’t get addicted to your business; not too much, anyway. 

• There’s no substitute for hard work (sorry for sounding like a dad there). 

• Try and limit the number of things you are working on to three. It is truly the magic number. You can 
do three things at once effectively. After that, your effectiveness drops to nearly zero. 

• Remember the important part is going through the process, not the outcome of the process itself (for 
instance I rarely look at my business plan since it was written). 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Write out your simple business plan. List specific goals, targets and your mission statement 

• Write out two or three different couple personas you think fit your target market. 

• Write out your value proposition to your target market. Keep revisiting it until you think you have it 
right. 

Celebrant Institute: Do you really want that exposure? 

Celebrant Institute: Marketing – if I was starting today 

Celebrant Institute: The art of differentiation 

Celebrant Institute: Two marketing positions better than ‘cheap celebrant’ 

Celebrant Institute: In praise of the not-young celebrant 

Celebrant Institute: Almost Nobody, wants you to be their celebrant 

Celebrant Institute: When you are not different even google is against you 

Celebrant Institute: You don’t have to do everything 

Celebrant Institute: When you’ve got an odd name pronunciation 

Editor’s addition: types of business planning 
This bit isn’t part of Anthony’s original content, but I wanted to add some brief info for you about the 
different types of business planning. There’s four different types, and it’s important for you to consider 
which of them will be needed for your business: 

Feasibility studies are an analysis of the practicalities and possibilities of a planned project. You have 
an idea for a service or a product, but before you start to manufacture the product or flesh out the 
service offering, you need to do a feasibility study to know whether your idea has legs and whether it’s 
something the market will actually buy.  

Strategic planning focuses on a business’s mid- to long-term goals and explains the strategies for 
achieving them. This is the high-level overarching plan: what kind of business do you want to run, where 
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do you want to be in five years’ time, and how are you going to get there? Strategic plans are often 
written on a three- or five-year basis. 

Operational planning provides a (usually) one-year plan of the nuts and bolts of the day-to-day 
running of a business, and how the daily, weekly and monthly activities will contribute to meeting the 
vision of the strategic plan. 

Marketing planning is an outline of how you will promote the products or services sold by your business 
to meet the needs of your target market; how will you attract people to buy your service or product? 

And now back to Anthony’s golden content! 

Step 2: Setting up your unique celebrant brand 

Brand development and awareness 

I will only say this once (and then a hundred times after): BRAND IS THE NUMBER ONE IMPORTANT 
ASSET YOU MUST HAVE FOR YOUR BUSINESS. 

Here’s the good news though. Everything that we just did in The Basics will now make this step a breeze. 
In fact, I’ll let you in on a secret; we’ve essentially already created it. So before we launch into setting up 
your brand, let’s first talk a little bit why I am so big on brands and branding. 

What is a brand? 

A brand is not a logo, your fonts, or anything you print on stationery. That is your style and your 
graphics. Don’t confuse the two. Graphics and style are a subset of brand, not a brand itself. Too many 
people think this is the case. 

A brand is commonly described as ‘the promise of an experience’. Whilst I agree with that, I still feel it’s 
a little generic. I feel it’s a bit of a throwaway line. I like to think of a brand as this: how you generate a 
conversation about you without you in the room. (Since writing this I found out that Jeff Bezos, aka Mr 
Amazon, also says this. I never knew this but it was kind of reaffirming for me that the CEO of the 
world’s second biggest company also thinks this.) 

Why is a brand so important? 

Because of this aforementioned reasoning of what a brand is, we can think of it as ‘your brand is what 
others are saying about you’. 

There’s an even more important point to consider though, and that is this: are they even bothering to 
talk about you at all? 

Lastly, if you are so very fortuitous to indeed have people talking about you, then, is what they’re saying 
about you what you want them to say? That’s where the real truth of a brand comes through. If people 
talk about you how you want them to, then your brand is BANG ON. If, however, you are trying to 
convince people you are one way and they think of you differently, you’ve missed the mark on your 
brand. 

So who are ‘they’ then? Given that’s who we want talking about us, we might as well know who they are. 
‘They’ are everyone that your business touches and influences. It’s not just your clients. It’s other 
vendors, other celebrants, people who haven’t met you before, media contacts who want to speak to you 
for your opinion (trust me, they’re out there) and loads more. Brand is far reaching, beyond what you 
can do on your own. Just like how an investment account makes you money when you’re sleeping, so too 
will a brand build your business while you’re not even working on it. 

Without a brand there’s only you and your word, and how many of us trust people when they say ‘trust 
me’? It doesn’t often happen. You need multiple points of reference to build trust in someone. How many 
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of you buy from someone that you don’t trust? Trust is largely a gut instinct, I’ll admit, but you can help 
aid your potential clients’ trust swinging in your favour by building a great brand. Think about the brands 
that you love the most. Do you trust them implicitly or are you sceptical about them? 

Here’s an example. If I get an email from my naturopath this week telling me this newly discovered herb 
will make me live longer, I will take it without a doubt. Because I trust her implicitly. I not only trust her 
for the results she’s delivered over the years, but also for the reputation that she came with. What’s 
more, I tell everyone about her when they talk to me about this stuff, essentially making me her sales 
person. Isn’t that what we all want for our own businesses? 

The other reason why brand is super important to us is that, not only does it build trust quicker, it also 
sets the direction for everything we do in our business. It is our marketing, our website, our social media 
posts, how we write emails, the way we meet people, the tone of how we speak to clients, and it’s even 
how we perform ceremonies. It is everything that we do in our celebrancy business. 

Here’s your new business mantra: I will do nothing in my celebrancy business that isn’t aligned to my 
brand. The moment you go off brand, you break trust. 

Branding is not about appealing to everyone 

We’ve already established that there’s too much choice in the market now for celebrants, that ‘just being 
a celebrant’ is the quickest way to failure. We’re not trying to build a brand that appeals to everyone 
because, in the end, this approach will have you appealing to no one. 

A good brand should attract and repel. 

What do we mean by that? People should look at your brand and make a decision of either ‘that’s for me’ 
or ‘that’s not for me’ quickly. Don’t worry about the ones you turn away; you didn’t want them anyway. 
The one thing that is most definitely finite in this world is your time. Don’t fill it with people who are not 
your type. 

Be careful here; you can be TOO niche with your brand. The client pool isn’t that deep here in Australia 
and given the costs involved in a celebrancy business, you want a reasonable volume of customers 
coming in the door. So repel, but don’t repel too much. 

Great. So how do I do it for me? 

This is where the challenge often starts for most celebrants. It is easy to be able to find great examples 
in the industry of people who have created great brands, but when it comes to the creation of your own, 
your brain just seems to produce crickets. 

If you are hearing crickets, there’s a chance you are over-thinking it. On the reverse, if you think you 
have a brand that jumps straight out of the box and is, in your opinion, ‘the best thing since sliced 
bread’, I would caution you to maybe think about it a little more. 

It may surprise people what the predominant appealing brands in this industry are. They’re not the most 
‘out there’ ones. In fact, they tend to be the opposite. This is because we need to remember that we are 
working in a very unique industry with unique clientele. So, before we try and create your brand, let’s 
explore this a little further. 

As a celebrant you are dealing with one of the biggest life moments for a couple: their wedding. Pretty 
much all first-time couples head into this day with the expectation that this is the only wedding they will 
ever have (as they should be, despite the unfortunate fact that the stats point to the opposite). Because 
they have this ‘My One Chance’ expectation, they are going to have two major emotions competing: 

• I want to make this count and be truly memorable. 

• I don’t want anything to go wrong. 

These two thoughts work in tandem and in conflict. The tandem parts tend to drive the reasons why 
people spend so much on weddings. The parts that are in conflict will make them risk adverse. As such, 
more couples are willing to take a plunge on the non-live aspects of their wedding (photos, cakes, 
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flowers, etc.) as these can be controlled easier. The ‘live’ elements (music, ceremony, speeches, etc.) 
make them far more nervy and therefore comfort and assurance is a huge driver. 

Now, this is most definitely not every couple for sure. In fact, my direct experience with my couples has 
been quite often the opposite. Here, however, I am talking about the general trend and majority of the 
industry. Not my (or someone else’s) specific corner of it. Most couples might say they are wanting 
something that is ‘edgy’ for their ceremony, but it is actually two steps back from the edge that they 
really want. 

The reason I make this point is: success in a celebrant brand is not about trying to be edgy. It’s about 
finding an edge. Does that make sense? 

So, now that we understand how the market works, all that pre-work we did in the initial stages of our 
business comes into play. We’ve already worked out who our target market is. We also know what they 
want and what they prioritise. Add to that, we know what our mission is and what our celebrant story is, 
so now we’re good to go. 

To make your brand, you just need to combine all of that info into a fairly brief and succinct statement 
that becomes the cornerstone of our business. 

Here’s my very own example: 

Anthony is on a mission: to rid the world of boring weddings. After experiencing what he believes to 
be the greatest wedding present he and his wife ever received, a wedding ceremony that all their 
guests loved and remembered, he is now about providing this kind of service to his couples. If you’ve 
been to too many weddings that all just felt the same, were pretty stock standard, and didn’t have 
you engaged at all, then perhaps you should speak to him more. He promises to have you and your 
guests (and anyone else looking on that day) laughing, crying and, most importantly, cheering their 
lungs out in appreciation of the awesomeness that is your love. 

Now I am not a poet laureate, I will admit, so I am sure that there are others who could write it far 
better and far more succinctly. However, this paragraph now serves as the basis for everything that I do 
in my business. It becomes my compass because I can always refer back to it. It also gives me my own 
hashtag (that I use) of #noboringweddings. All of this serves to my overall brand. 

So, now have a go at writing your own paragraph. The things to keep in mind when you write it are:  

• always relate it back to what is in it for the couples 

• talk about yourself only if this serves the above point 

• include any relevant components from your life that you want. They don’t have to be strictly wedding 
related 

• show your personality. 

Here’s some complete examples. 

Jane 

Are you the kind of person who can’t help but get sucked in to any sort of romantic comedy? Like, no 
matter how many times Love Actually is on TV you have to watch it every single time? Well, then 
you’re just like Jane. Jane always felt like she was looking for the perfect job in life that would help 
her match her knack for creative writing, love of sappy movies and her ability to hold a room as they 
listened to her latest exploits. Three years ago she found it – being a celebrant. It is rare that you 
find someone who has the passion, knowledge and human skills to fit into a role so perfectly, but that 
is what is happening with Jane. So if you want to work with someone who sees life the way that it 
should be – fun, full of heart and an understanding that it takes all types to the make the world work, 
contact Jane. Let her write the rom-com that is your story. 

Tag line: Don’t you think your love is worthy of its own Hollywood rom-com? 

Hashtags: #loveactuallywins #romcomsforall 
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Dave 

A bit of a rogue in his professional days, Dave was the guy that would have his bosses scratching 
their heads wondering what they were going to get today. It’s not that he was controversial, he just 
had a knack for thinking outside the square. Leaving his professional days behind him, he was 
introduced one day to the world of marriage celebrants through a mutual acquaintance and BINGO, 
the second coming of Dave was born. The idea that he could take his creative thinking and combine it 
with his other great passion, people, to make something truly powerful and life-lasting had him more 
fired up that he ever had been in his entire life. Having performed weddings for nearly a decade, 
Dave is continually adapting to meet the needs of couples as each generational change occurs. As his 
wife can attest, he is a great listener and he counts the times that his couples share their stories with 
him as the best part of his job. So why not share your tale with Dave and let his creativity craft it into 
the memorable moment that it deserves. 

Tag line: The true father of cracking weddings … minus any corny Dad jokes. 

Hashtags: #letsgetadventurous #likeacooldadbutbetter 

I hope these two examples and my own have got the creative juices going for you. There is actually a bit 
of power in both of the examples, as these brands will invoke quite a lot of emotion in couples. For 
instance, you could picture Jane as a friend of yours as, let’s face it, we all know that one person who is 
obsessed with the movie Love Actually. As for Dave, you do get the imagery of your friend’s cool Dad 
that you did always wish was yours, and this paternal-type appeal really does draw both excitement and 
comfort. 

You don’t have to get it right the first time. As it is with all of this information, the important part is to go 
through the exercise and started the thought process. Over time you can revisit and refine it until you 
really nail it. 

One last thing on brands 

Before we move on from branding I just wanted to leave you with a final message on the topic. 

When it comes to the matter of a great brand, you should always remember this: truly great brands 
smack you in the face and rub you on the back at the same time. If your brand only does one of the two 
then you’ve missed the mark. Brands are a velvet sledgehammer; they hit hard but have a soft exterior. 

You should also never have to sell a brand. If you find yourself having to convince people all the time 
that you truly are what you want your brand to say you are, you’ve over-reached and got it wrong. Don’t 
scream in people’s faces. Provide enough content and insight to start generating a conversation, that’s 
all. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Write your own, one-paragraph brand statement. 

• Show this to someone (friend, peer, spouse, partner, etc.) and get their feedback for whether they 
think it matches the person they know you to be. 

• Create your own unique hashtag. 

Celebrant Institute: Do you really want that exposure? 

Celebrant Institute: The art of differentiation 

Celebrant Institute: Two marketing positions better than ‘cheap celebrant’ 

Celebrant Institute: In praise of the not-young celebrant 

Celebrant Institute: Almost Nobody, wants you to be their celebrant 

Celebrant Institute: When you are not different even google is against you 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 20:00 
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Step 3: Building a killer website 

Time for a website 

Is this really the next step? 

‘But wait, we haven’t spoken about all those other things people tell me I MUST have? What about 
business cards? Elevator pitches? My processes?’ 

If you think that stuff is the next step, you’re looking for mice on an elephant hunting trip. Deal with the 
big things that will have the most impact. A good elevator pitch for a business that’s performing badly is 
like writing a hit song for a tone-deaf person. 

This section is all about how you build a great celebrant business; it’s not a 101 guide to running a small 
business. I am going to assume that you already have an ABN, have spoken with an accountant and all 
the other things you need to do to create a functioning business (as covered earlier in this manual). 
These are the elements that any business will have set up but they’re not the things that will ultimately 
determine your success or failure in this game. 

Now that we have set up our business with the core fundamentals we need to tell the world about it, a 
website is the next step. 

At the end of the day, success as a celebrant comes down to your ability to provide a great 
service/product and market it well. 

If your business flounders or isn’t performing how you wished it was, you have work to do in either your 
product fit or your marketing. They are ultimately the two areas that define success. This book should be 
helping you with both of these. Up until now it has been all about ‘product fit’. Now it’s time to start to 
look at marketing. 

Is a website still necessary with the rise of social media? 

In a word: YES. 

Social media is a very powerful tool but it also has its limitations. A website will work in tandem with a 
great social media presence. When done right it will be getting as many people as possible to contact 
you. The goal of social media should be to get people to either message you straight away or go and visit 
your website to then contact you. A majority of your social media leads will do the second chain of 
actions: go to your website. 

The more people you can channel to your website, the better, as once they’re on your webpage they’ve 
entered your ‘shop’, if you will. When they are just on social media they are simply browsing through the 
entire shopping centre and looking through the shop windows. 

Anyone who has done any sort of sales training will tell you that you need some sort of control in any 
situation to convert an enquiry to a customer. Your website gives you this control.  

Can I win work without a website? 

Definitely. The one tool that trumps brand in a business is network. A network connection brings trust 
immediately. If you’ve been a celebrant for a while, you will know how much easier it is to get a booking 
when the couple was referred to you rather than when they ‘found’ you through a search. There have 
been many celebrants who have built incredible businesses off the back of having no website and a 
minimal social media presence (and in some cases a mass social media presence). However, these 
celebrants are by far and away the exceptions in this industry.  

When it comes to business and the strategies we put in place, all we’re trying to do is to help tip the odds 
in our favour. We’re playing the percentages, so to speak, putting ourselves in all the right places to give 
us the best shot at success. After we’ve done that it then comes down to a bit of luck and our willingness 
to work hard. I can’t control your luck or your work ethic, however this book will help make sure that if 
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both are in your favour you have maximised your shot at success. This is why I am advocating so 
strongly for you to have a website. Better than that, why I am advocating that you have a GREAT 
website. 

When you are looking for something these days, where do you look for it? The answer is undoubtedly 
‘online’. So if you do that, assume that most of your couples are too.  

So with those two major objections now dealt with, let’s get on with the business of making another 
extremely powerful tool for your business: A great website. 

What makes a great website? 

Again, this is a relatively simple answer. A great website is one that has as many people as possible 
contacting you to find out more about your services. 

Your website is there for that reason and that reason alone. 

It’s not a chance for you to provide a bunch of information that you think is great about you like where 
you grew up and your favourite hobbies. Sadly, it is far easier to find websites that are like this than it 
isn’t. 

I am going to take you through some website fundamentals to help ensure that your website is tuned to 
perfection. 

Should I just do it myself? 

This is always the first question that comes up. Saving money, or at the very least the appearance of 
trying to save money, is indeed one of the many common crippling afflictions in the mentality of a small 
business owner. 

Money is most definitely not an unlimited resource and it is hard-earned, so parting with it is often 
difficult. 

However, if we are serious about being a business, then we need to accept the following: ‘Let the bakers 
bake the bread’. It’s an old saying but it is crucial to success. It means you let those who know what 
they’re doing to do it. As celebrants, we’re not web designers (well, most of us aren’t) so I would 
recommend that you keep on focusing on how to be a great celebrant rather than becoming a web 
developer. 

If you’re still not convinced, let me put it in a way that might make more sense. If you had someone 
contact you and say, ‘So, my friend is a web designer. They don’t really have any previous experience in 
being a celebrant, but we’re going to get them to do our wedding ceremony.’ What would be your 
response? 

Now, I am not saying that you can’t get a great outcome doing your website on your own, but again, 
going back to my earlier comment about putting the odds in your favour, getting a pro on board will 
improve the chances of getting a better outcome. 

I will concede that sometimes the cash may not actually be there to pay someone, in which case I would 
recommend trying to get a favour from someone if you can. Ask around, there will be someone in your 
network who has some skills no doubt. 

What platform should I build my site on? 

We’re not getting too far into this here; it’s very complex. Suffice to say there are platforms such as 
WordPress that will require some technical coding knowledge; you’d use this if you had a web designer 
helping you to build your website. This is a more expensive option but can result in a more professional-
looking product. (Editor’s note: I use WordPress for all my websites; once the sites are set up I find it a 
really easy-to-use platform that I can make changes to with no great dramas. Anthony doesn’t agree 
with me; we definitely differ in this regard. – Sarah) 
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Then there are DIY platforms such as Wix, Squarespace or Weebly. The massive advantage of going with 
one of these is that the complex support components are built into in the background, so you don’t need 
to worry about any of that. You also don’t need to worry about hosting your site (I will explain hosting in 
a further section). This means you are ‘letting the bakers bake’ by default. The drawback of course is that 
it will cost you some dollars but it is around 50c per day. We can all afford that. 

Hosting 

This is only needed if you are building your own site, rather than using a platform such as Squarespace.  

When it comes to websites, speed kills. By this we mean, if your page is slow to load, you will lose 
customers at a faster rate than you can count. The same can be said for sites that are offline because the 
host is not working. 

A ‘host’ is a physical server that will house your website on it. As much as we think ‘the cloud’ and the 
internet are these mythical locations in the same realm as Valhalla, Shangri La and Avalon, they do 
actually have an actual physical address. To make the cloud and internet possible it requires real 
hardware, stuff that if you dropped on your foot would hurt. 

Therefore, when looking at hosting, you need a reputable service provider that is locally housed (at a 
minimum here in Australia somewhere) and has guaranteed up-time. Don’t just use a friend-of-a-friend’s 
server that is in his garage somewhere. Do your research and make sure that your host will ensure fast 
connections to your site. 

Design principles 

Even if you decide to go with a service like Squarespace or Wix, it is still a good idea to get a web 
designer onboard to at least give your site a schmick look. There are a few key designs elements that will 
ensure your website grabs as many visitors as possible. I will attempt to explain them here, but any good 
web designer worth their salt will know this stuff inside out and far better than I. 

Suffice to say, however, estimates are it’s somewhere between 3–7 seconds in which people make up 
their mind on whether or not they want to contact you. Seems both fast and grossly unfair, but that’s the 
world we live in. 

Therefore, first impressions count BIG TIME. We need to wow and woo from the moment our website is 
opened up. And as much as you might be the next walking and talking Shakespeare, no words that you 
come up with will be any match for a killer photo. Starting with that point, here are the key design 
principles that you need to follow for your website. 

Use photos over words 

When you have 3–7 seconds to make an impression you need to work fast and a picture tells 1,000 
words. So the math is pretty simple. Pictures convey a message faster. It’s also easy for people to see a 
picture of you and a couple and instantly place themselves in that picture. We always buy with our eyes 
first. It’s why Instagram is so popular. 

Mobile first 

Seventy per cent of internet browsing is done via a mobile device. Think the iPhone or the Samsung 
Galaxy, i.e. a screen that is 5–6 inches. The ratio of mobile site visits is slightly higher when it comes to 
first time visits. What does this mean? Most likely, eight out of 10 people who are looking at your site 
have done so for the first time from their phone. Therefore, if your site doesn’t interact well on their 
phone, they’re not going to contact you. 

Mobile first means things like: 

• images aren’t large files 

• your page scrolls easily 

• most of your key information can be found on the first page. 
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Tip: use the tool https://bulkresizephotos.com/ to take your existing hi-res images and make them 
website-friendly. It won’t degrade the quality too much but will make the file size much smaller. Try not 
to exceed 400MB for big photos and ensure they are .jpg format. 

Always be contactable 

People are lazy. We like life to be made easy for us, it’s hardwired into our brains. That’s not a 
judgemental statement, it’s a fact. Given this, we need to ensure that we don’t make contacting us any 
more difficult than it needs to be. 

Remember that the single goal of our website is to have people contact us to find out more about our 
services. Therefore, we should always have it so that no matter where someone is on your website, they 
can click some sort of ‘Contact me’ button. This can be in a header that is persistent and scrolls down the 
page as the user does, or, you can have a little widget or bot on the side of the screen. This should allow 
users to click to open up your contact form or a conversation box. 

Also provide Call-to-Action (C2A) buttons throughout the page. These are buttons like ‘Let’s talk’ or ‘Find 
out more’. You will have seen these on loads of websites that you have visited. When someone clicks a 
button it should link them to some sort of contact or sign-up form. (What action this form takes is up to 
you. Some people just have it link straight to their email. Other people have it link to an ‘information 
pack’, meaning that the user automatically receives a pack of information with all your info. Either are 
fine and just as effective. It’s up to you to work out what option you take; just make sure it’s something 
that drives a next action.) 

Punchy copy 

It’s a sad world when real hard-hitting journalism is going under while sites like BuzzFeed are rapidly 
increasing. Nothing against BuzzFeed but I doubt there will be any miscarriages of justice uncovered by 
its content writers any time soon. 

But it does prove that people want their information like they want their food – fast and convenient. 
They’re not interested in reading much, they want it quick and ready to go and in words that can be 
digested quickly. 

This is a bit of a balancing act because, if you don’t have much copy, it’s hard to really say much at all. 
Play around with it a bit but do err on a ‘less is best’ policy. 

Tip #1: If you did want to write more, just display a snippet of text like the opening two lines with a ‘read 
more’ option after it. Then those who want to read more can by clicking on the link. By doing this you 
haven’t given up any key real estate on your website page. 

Tip #2: Asking questions is a great way to get engagement. Think things like, ‘What’s your dream 
wedding look like?’ or ‘Do you picture people laughing or sitting stiff on your big day?’ This is just 
something small and playful, but it gets people engaged by default. 

Credit-building references visible 

We all have a natural and healthy scepticism these days. Anyone can say anything online without it being 
true, hence the rise of fake news. The quickest way to get around this is by providing references from 
other people that support what you are saying. 

This will be reviews from past clients, links to sites you might be affiliated with or other vendors who 
endorse you. Show this fairly early on in your website. It will quickly remove any barriers to objection 
that a couple might have and then they will read the rest of the page without any scepticism. 

Keep the key info only ever one click away 

Back to my comment on human nature earlier: the harder it is for us to do something, the less likely it is 
that we will do it. Therefore, you never want anything on your website to more than one click away. 

Primarily, I am talking about your contact form. However, if you do blog on your site, readers should be 
able to get back to the homepage from anywhere in that blog. All of your pages should be linked so that 
readers can jump from place to place with just one click. Any more than that and people will leave your 
site, even if they like you. 
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Other considerations 

What you say is super important. The biggest sin that we always commit when it comes to websites is 
that we focus too much on ourselves. 

This seems logical, right? People should want to know about us. Wrong.  

That is what we like to think is happening. What people are really wanting to know is this: Is this the 
celebrant that will give me the wedding that I want? 

Just like you do when buying something, so too are your couples thinking about themselves. Any copy 
and content on your site needs to speak to this. Any information you provide about yourself is there to 
serve the purpose of purely explaining how you give your couples the wedding ceremony that they want. 

I can already hear the internal debate that most of you are having right now while reading this. Some of 
you may even want to write me a message to tell me I’m wrong or ask, ‘how dare I?’ But I’m not wrong 
when I say that people really don’t care about you and your back story (to an extent).  

They’re only interested in what’s in it for them. 

Therefore, here are my key recommendations for writing copy on your website. 

• Please do not open with (or anything similar to) ‘Hi, I’m XXXX and I am an Authorised Civil Marriage 
Celebrant, authorised by the Attorney General’s office to conduct marriages according to the Marriage 
Act 1961.’ This is redundant information. They wouldn’t be on your site if they didn’t already know or 
expect this. You have also just used up around six of your available seven seconds.  

• Use your story but only to explain what it is that you do. Don’t talk about your dog because you love 
it so much. I mean, talking about your dog will win over the dog lovers, maybe, but the rest of the 
world will tune out. 

• Always talk about what you do for your couples. Don’t write: ‘I became a celebrant because all my 
friends told me I would be good at it; turns out they were right’. That is just indulgent speak. Rather, 
you should say ‘As someone who has always had a knack for telling great stories, I now use this 
natural talent to tell my couple’s ceremony in a way that will have people laughing, crying and every 
emotion in between.’ 

• Be clear and concise. Don’t rabbit on. If need be, get someone to edit it.  

Okay, so now your website is tuned to perfection, it’s time to release this weapon to the world and have 
them know about your greatness. Let’s get cracking on your marketing. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Review your current website and take notes on the following: 

o Do you have lots of words? 

o What does your copy actually say? 

o Is your site easy to navigate? 

o Can you get to your contact form in one click? 

• Look at 5–10 other celebrants’ websites and take notes. List what you like about them and why. 

• Create a website budget for a refresh. 

• Open a free Wix or SquareSpace account and play around for an hour creating a new site. This will 
test if you’re good to do it on your own or not. 

Celebrant Institute: Where to host your website 

Celebrant Institute: A simple upgrade to your website and social media 

Celebrant Institute: When you are not different even google is against you 

Celebrant Institute: Three reasons your celebrant website should be secure 
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Step 4: Setting up your marketing 

Marketing: Spreading your message to the world 

So we’ve already dealt with quite a few paradigm shifts in our thinking thus far. This will be probably the 
last major one we need to deal with. 

Marketing is both: 

• a must for any business, a non-negotiable 

• not an expense; it is an investment. 

I hear it pretty often: ‘I can’t afford marketing right now. When I start getting bookings, that’s when I 
will spend some money on it.’ Which is cool. I only ask, with what work do you plan on paying for it with 
if no one knows about your business? 

Again, there are some people who have been able to kill it from the get-go thanks to the power of word-
of-mouth and their network. Once again, let’s not talk about rare breeds. Let’s talk about the majority. 
The majority of businesses needed to market to get going. 

I can speak from personal experience. I booked three weddings in my first six months. I booked another 
30 in the next two months after I started advertising. 

The other thing to consider is that not all marketing will cost you a fortune. However, there does tend to 
be a fairly good correlation between investment and return. It’s not a hard and fast rule, however paying 
to be on a listing will more than likely return you more bookings than spending hours on Instagram will. 

To set the expectation, you should be looking to spend around 10% of your total revenue you plan on 
earning towards marketing, especially when you are starting out. This means you need to have your 
business plan worked out so you know what this number is. 

So let’s look at the different channels you can select: 

• Paid listings/directories/print media 

• SEO 

• SEM / social media advertising 

• Social media 

• Expos 

• Peer-to-peer networking. 

A good marketing strategy will include an element of all of these but will focus particularly on only one or 
two at any given time. 

You will also find that as your business progresses some of these options will become more logical than 
others. For instance, starting out by thinking that SEO is how you will win work is likely to cause you 
pain. SEO takes time to build and out of all of the options listed here is probably the longest pole in the 
tent, whereas a paid listing can return enquiries from nearly day one. 

I’ll expand on each of these. 

Paid listings/directories/print media 

This channel to market is usually the closest to the source. This means it is often the quickest way to get 
leads because they’ve already done the hard work to get the couples looking at their site. And by being 
associated with their site you are accredited in the eyes of the couples by default. 

I also like to think of directory sites as outsourcing your SEO work for you. Because it is the job of the 
directory site to ensure that couples are finding it, it saves you some time and headaches having to work 
this out. 
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This doesn’t mean that all directory sites will work, so if you are going to list with a site, here’s the list of 
information you should be requesting from them: 

• How many unique visitors do you get each month to your site? 

• Who are the top-performing celebrants in the region in which you are listing in? 

• What are the number of couples/enquiries that they are receiving? 

• How long have they listed with you? 

• Do you offer ongoing support after I list with you? 

Once you know this information, review the listings of the top-performing celebrants. If you think you can 
also compete with (or even do better than) these listings, then you should go ahead. 

Using your 10% investment rule, work out if the spend makes sense. This will also help you work out 
how many bookings you need to make from it. 

Print can be a little different as it is harder for the publisher to provide exact stats of how many leads 
each vendor received. However, most magazines also offer online versions so ask about this as well. It is 
my opinion that print media is a little more risky than purely online. 

Celebrant Institute: Which directories should we advertise in? 

Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) 

SEO might sound either completely foreign or completely daunting depending on where you are at. Like 
all things in life, though, once we explain it you will see that it’s not really a dark art at all. But before we 
go too far in to this, again, sprouting the motto of ‘letting our bakers bake’, I recommend paying 
someone to do your SEO for you. Whilst it is fairly easy to understand in concept, the reality is that big 
players like Google are constantly changing how they work. A SEO professional is trained to know what 
these changes are and to ensure that your site aligns to them. 

WARNING: Be very wary of anyone who promotes ‘Page 1 guaranteed – lowest prices’ or anything like 
that. They will more than likely be using some pretty dodgy practices that try and cheat the system so to 
speak. If Google finds out about this, they will black list your site and you’ll find it very hard to recover 
from this. Only use a reputable business, typically not found through online search (as ironic as that 
sounds), and definitely not someone who cold calls you to offer their services. Ask in your network for a 
referral. 

SEO is what we call the ability for your site to be ranked highly by the major search engines, mainly 
Google (does anyone really use Bing?). When we want to find out about something we normally go to 
Google and type in the term we are looking for. 

The goal of SEO is to have your website appear on page 1 for that search term. In order to do this, you 
need a combination of elements to work in your favour. These are largely grouped into two categories: 
on-page and off-page. 

On-page 

This is everything that you need to configure on your actual website to tell search engines not only what 
it is that you do but also how much you know about this field of expertise. 

This is a mix of ensuring that your content is tagged with the right meta-data (I’ll explain what this is), 
has the right amount of content on it and is actively working as part of the greater internet community 
(by providing links to other sites). 

Meta-data for all intents and purposes can be thought of as ‘robot speak’. The Google search engine is 
nothing but a great big robot computer, and while this robot is getting very close, it can’t quite speak like 
a normal person can. Therefore, it has its own language that it likes to speak and read. This is what 
meta-data is. Meta-data is not what you read when you browse a website. It is hidden in the code of the 
website that only other robots can see and read. 
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Meta-data is stuff like H1 and H2 headings. These are akin to the masthead and subheadings in a 
newspaper. Whilst the text that makes up the H1 or H2 heading can be read by a user, they don’t know 
this. For instance, on my page my H1 heading is the header of my page that reads ‘Anthony Cribbes – 
Marriage Celebrant’. This has told Google that the most important part of my page is this message. Any 
other subsequent key parts to my page are H2 headers. Google then records this information in what is 
known as an index. That’s about all you need to know. 

Other meta-data is stuff like text for pictures. This isn’t text that will display on the image. Rather, it’s a 
hidden caption visible only to other robots. All your pictures should have meta-data talking about the 
picture. 

Then there are meta-tags. These are keywords that your content is speaking towards. As celebrants we 
want to be tagging our content for wedding-related items: think bride, groom, wedding, celebrant, 
marriage, etc. The more content we can tag with these, the more Google understands we do know this 
stuff. 

Off-page 

It’s one thing for us to say we are what we are. This is just one part of the SEO puzzle. But search 
engines also want to make sure that others also confirm you are what you say you are. These external 
references are what off-page SEO is. 

In simple terms, off-page SEO is when other sites provide a link to your site. The more links you get, the 
more search engines rate you because it builds up trust. There are also higher quality links than others. 
Just like Google is learning to trust your page, it already has a bank of sites that it either already trusts, 
doesn’t trust, or doesn’t know too much about. Getting a link from a site that is trusted will give you a 
boost. Conversely, a link from a site that Google doesn’t trust will reduce your ranking. A link from a site 
Google doesn’t really know too much about will give you a boost but not a massive one. 

So that’s a very basic crash course in SEO. It is important to note that SEO takes a long time to work, 
usually about 6–12 months. It is a slow burner. Don’t expect results in the first week like you can from 
other channels. 

It is my recommendation that you have SEO as part of your marketing but that it’s not the first thing you 
focus on. As you develop your business and your brand, SEO will become more and more powerful for 
you. 

Celebrant Institute: Five easy SEO hacks you can do that are driven by research 

Celebrant Institute: When you are not different even google is against you 

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) / social media advertising 

I have lumped these two together, even though they probably are separate. SEM is Search Engine 
Marketing. These are the ads that appear when you perform a Google search at the very top of the 
search page (Google AdWords). However, these ads don’t just appear in search pages. They can also 
appear on other website pages as ‘banner ads’. 

Social media advertising is essentially limited to Facebook and Instagram. 

Now, this might seem like a cop-out. However, I am thinking of you and your hard-earned dollars here. I 
won’t give too much more details on these items as they are pretty in-depth and complex. 

Given that both of them will require you to outlay some money (with the potential to get it wrong and 
have this money get wasted) I highly recommend that if you are going to use this channel and you have 
no experience with it before, get an expert involved. Don’t do it yourself unless you have undergone 
some seriously intensive training on it beforehand. I am talking like at least 40–60 hours of reading and 
watching online materials as a starting point. Then there’s at least twice that timeframe learning it inside 
the platforms and tools first before you will be ready and capable.  

Some good resources to learn more on this channel are Digital Garage (Google’s free online training 
program) and Facebook Blueprint (Facebook’s equivalent). 
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Celebrant Institute: How to publish Facebook ads that work 

Social media 

The boom child in the marketing world, everyone is talking about social media. In fact, there are now 
professionals making considerable incomes from either being big on social media or working as a social 
media ‘professional’. 

When we think social media as celebrants we essentially think of Instagram and Facebook. And as it 
stands today, it is 90% Instagram, 10% Facebook. 

Just like SEO, social media is more a slow burner. It will more than likely happen quicker than SEO and is 
likely to deliver higher-quality leads (because the engagement tends to be higher) but I for one am not 
staking my entire business on Instagram like some people are. 

It was only two years ago that Facebook was seen as the way that all businesses needed to be heading. 
Then Facebook changed its algorithm and boom, the tap dried up. Now it’s next-to-near impossible to get 
reach on Facebook without advertising. We would be naïve to think that the same won’t happen with 
Instagram. 

The other reason why I don’t use Instagram as my principle source for leads is that I believe social media 
is a platform for you to help reinforce your brand. Not for it to be your entire brand. It is still yet to be 
proven just how much business is won from social media platforms. Unless you are being paid as an 
influencer or you are selling products direct through Instagram, it is more of a ‘feel’ thing. 

Don’t get me wrong, Instagram is as critical to a successful celebrant business in 2020 as a website is, 
but I wouldn’t be putting all my chips on it. 

Now when it comes to social media there are two schools of thought: 

• post as often as you can with as much relevant content as you can, or 

• only post when you have something genuine to post about. 

I personally sit in the second camp, but this is again because I don’t use social media as my primary 
source of leads. There are massive benefits to either strategy. 

The thing to keep in mind is this: whatever strategy you choose to take, make sure you fully understand 
it. You need to be aware of what the latest algorithm changes are and if your content speaks to this. 

If you don’t know what I mean by algorithm, I’ll explain. Facebook and Instagram now use a complex 
mathematical formula to work out what content they show you. This formula is based on a number of 
criteria including what you have previously hit ‘like’ on, what content you actually stayed and viewed, 
who you are friends with and what they like, and more. No one ever knows the formula 100%, however 
people can make pretty good guesses. This formula that works out what to show people is the algorithm I 
am referring to. 

Regardless of the latest changes to the algorithm there are some principles when it comes to social media 
that will always be applicable. They are as follows: 

• Post at key times. If you have an Instagram Business account (it’s a 2-minute job to set one up) one 
of the features that you are given is an insight to when your followers are using Instagram. You 
should be posting when the most users are on. This will increase the likelihood of your post being 
seen and liked, which in turn tells Instagram to show it to more people. 

• Post content that will have people actually engaged. Instagram likes to show people content that it 
knows people actually find useful in some way. So if you posted something that is genuinely 
interesting to people, that will give you a boost. 

• Use hashtags. These are social media’s version of meta-tags (that you’re all pros on now after the 
SEO section). Hashtags tell Instagram what your post is about. Therefore, it can match it to people 
who like other posts with those same tags. 
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• Don’t rip on people. Apart from it being just a bad general business practice, people will report you if 
you keep doing it. Then Facebook will investigate you and more than likely shut you down. Once that 
happens, rarely can you get them to reverse their decision. 

Social media is exactly that: social. So just like a real-world social scene works, those who are more 
active within it tend to get the most attention. Same goes here. If you do want to create and establish a 
strong social media presence you need to be an active participant. This means commenting, posting, 
liking and following others. The more you do this, the more will come back your way. The less you do, 
the less you will get back. 

Celebrant Institute: Posting pro photos on social media etiquette 

Celebrant Institute: How to network in the wedding industry today 

Celebrant Institute: What should we do on social media? Parts 1–3 

Celebrant Institute: The stories you’re forgetting to tell on social media 

Celebrant Institute: Would you follow you? 

Celebrant Institute: A modern day version of the busy café getting busier 

Expos 

Again, you can probably divide the celebrant community into to two camps: those who love expos and 
those who would never do one. 

It is a tough choice as expos can be feast or famine depending on the expo. 

As someone who has only ever done one expo in his career, it is hard for me to give too much 
information. However, what I can say is that if you’re just starting out or need to fill your books, expos 
are a great place to go. 

Be sure that you know how many attendees they normally get, if any of your promo gear will be in the 
showbags given out, how many other vendors are coming, etc. 

Anecdotally, people do think that expo couples tend to be a bit more budget conscious than other 
channels, but that’s not a bad thing or a judgement statement. It’s just helping you be more informed 
about the decisions that you make. 

If you want more information on this, The Celebrant Talk Show podcast has a great conversation about 
this in the episode titled: ‘I’ve Watched a Celebrant Read a Newspaper.’ The convo starts around the 1-
hour, 5-minute mark. 

Expos give you a great chance to network too, which is an excellent segue to the next channel. 

Celebrant Institute: What should I do at a wedding expo? 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 60:00 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 18:05 

Peer-to-peer networking 

This is THE best source of business and the most often neglected channel that we have. Building up a 
network of peers who can refer people your way usually only involves your time and the odd shout of 
coffee/wine/beer. 

Referred leads are the most qualified leads you can get. There’s very little selling or justification of price 
ever required. Over 10 years in business I can tell you that the businesses and individuals who succeed 
the most are those who are active in their networking skills. 

A strong network is the one thing that can make a liar out of me and my stance on branding, websites 
and marketing. You can be extremely successful in business with very little investment in any of these 
fields if you can network like a champ. 
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Past couples are also excellent referrers. Therefore, it is important to ensure that you build a genuine 
rapport with them. Don’t just view them as paying customers. They are an excellent source of future 
work. 

Celebrant Institute: How to network in the wedding industry today 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 1:46 

So we know the channels, which ones do I pick? 

This is a tough one as it is always a case-by-case basis; there are always differing circumstances to each 
individual’s case that will make more sense for one channel over another. 

However, there are always some general principles that will apply. The first: your goal of marketing is to 
get customers as soon as possible. This means, if we’re starting out, we should prioritise those channels 
that are more than likely to deliver leads quicker. These are directories, expos and your network. So, 
prioritise these first and build quickly on them. I built my business in the first two years personally and 
was able to grow quite quickly (with the exception of expos; I’ve only ever done one as a trial). 

SEM and social media advertising would also work really well in this phase. This is because they 
specifically target users who have a ‘buy now’ mindset. This is important to understand. People who are 
googling for wedding celebrants are doing so because they’re in the market for one.  

I personally didn’t do any SEM or social media advertising until much later on in my journey. And, to be 
honest, when I did do them it was more as an experiment to understand them. But I will attest to them 
both and let you know that they most definitely work. But again, it’s worth speaking with a pro to ensure 
you don’t waste your money. 

SEO and social media should definitely be part of your marketing strategy, however as these are slow 
burners I wouldn’t have them as my first or only strategy if you want to win work now. These become 
more powerful as you start to build your reputation and hone your craft. This doesn’t mean we don’t work 
on them from day one. However, we don’t rely on them to bring us leads until at least 1–2 years into the 
journey. 

Here is a bit of an example of a marketing plan for a celebrant. 

Phase 1: Start-up phase (0–6 months) 

• Goal: Get 20 bookings as fast as possible 

• It’s not important to worry about how much you’re charging; this is all about getting bookings 

• Attend 1–2 expos 

• List on one directory site 

• Start your social media accounts 

• Work your network hard 

Phase 2: Building phase (6–18/24 months) 

• Goal: Increase your price and maintain a steady stream of bookings 

• Don’t increase your price too much, but you can afford to charge more now that you’re established 

• Improve your SEO. Start to blog about weddings you have done. 

• Grow your professional network by emailing and meeting up with vendors who you have worked with. 
Get listed as a preferred supplier. 

• Increase your listings with an additional 1 or 2 directory sites. 

• Get increasingly more and more active on social media. Focus on gaining more quality followers with 
high quality posts. 
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Phase 3: Stabilise (2–4 years) 

• Goal: To reach your optimum fee range 

• This phase is all about establishing your ‘happy place’ with your celebrancy business. By now you 
want to be receiving lots of high-quality leads at the same time as lowering your marketing 
investment. 

• Increase SEO 

• Be highly active on social media 

• Look to decrease spend with directory sites 

• Stay active in your network 

Phase 4: Retire? Nah, honestly I have no idea, but once you reach this point you will know enough that 
you don’t need someone like me giving you advice. 

Now, I am not saying this is the exact blueprint for all celebrants but following it will, in my opinion, help 
99.99% build a business that they’ve always wanted. 

But, as it is with all advice you get, take it onboard and then pick the bits that work for you. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Create a simple marketing plan that outlines the next 3–5 years of your business and where you 
want to win work 

• Watch this Video on Google Analytics: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PsOclj4u-
VbVxMctdEeN_d2GDqH4Udxg/view 

• Set up a Google Analytics Account at https://accounts.google.com/ 

• Create a marketing budget for your business (remember approximately 10% of your total revenue is 
a good rule to follow) 

Celebrant Institute: Marketing – if I was starting today 

Celebrant Institute: When you’ve got an odd name pronunciation 

Celebrant Institute: When wanting to be featured or talked about, know this one thing 

Celebrant Institute: Please put the (sales) gun down 

Celebrant Institute: Where do all the people come from? 

Celebrant Institute: One of the greatest voids in the world today is original content 

Celebrant Institute: People hate ads 

Celebrant Institute: Online advertising just doesn’t work the way we hope 

Celebrant Institute: It’s time to wean ourselves off this teat 

Celebrant Institute: Josh’s plan for posting on social media 

The Celebrant Talk Show: The podcast about wedding porn, 41:16 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We don’t think you’re smart enough to get two emails in the one day, 10:18 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 14:10 

The Celebrant Talk Show: A tribute to the greatest podcast episode, 22:20 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Gay weddings are not a thing, 25:00 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 17:04 
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Step 5: Setting your price perfectly 

Setting our price 

Now, it would be prudent of me at this stage to say in no way will I, or have I, told a celebrant what rate 
they need to charge. Setting a fee is always the decision of the individual. This chapter is all about 
helping you understand the principles behind pricing and where they come from. From there, you work 
out what fee you want to charge. 

Price is not the same as cost 

This is a common mistake I see all the time. It’s very understandable, for sure, but once we explain it 
further you will see why it’s a mistake. 

First of all, we know the difference between cost and price is: 

• cost is something that you pay. These are the expenses to your business; things like website fees, 
advertising and marketing, printing, etc. 

• price is something your customers pay to use your services. 

Some people work out their price by crunching the numbers on their costs then they add a % of margin 
that they want to make and that’s how they determine what their price will be. Whilst a sound approach 
on paper, it’s fraught with all sorts of issues that can hurt you later on. 

I once worked for a company and we had a product. This product cost us a significant amount to set up. 
There was a decision made that we would price it based on what our costs were. We ended up at a price 
that was nearly double what our competitors were offering comparable products for. Suffice to say, this 
did not end well for this company and this product. 

Just some examples of why this strategy will cause you pain: 

• You buy a $2,000 computer in your first year. So you build that cost into your price, assuming that 
you will keep it for five years. By year two it breaks and you need to buy a new one. Does this mean 
you put your price up? 

• In your second year, you advertise on three sites but in your third year you only advertise on one. 
Does this mean you put your price back down? 

• How do you deal with unexpected costs that come into your business? Do you change your price each 
time you receive a new unexpected cost? Let’s say, for the argument’s sake, that you don’t because 
it’s too hard to keep changing your price. What if one of these costs is quite large? As a consequence, 
you could actually start losing money on your business as your margins can’t cut it. 

In essence, the art of good business is to always manage costs and price and ensure that they are 
sufficiently enough apart that you can make some money to live on and enjoy life. 

Having said that, working out your costs is a good method to work out the absolute minimum you should 
be charging; if you can’t cover your costs (both business costs and life costs), you’re not running a very 
sustainable business, and while you may plan to make a loss for the first few years you’re in business, 
that’s not a good strategy in the long term. 

The truth of the matter is this: price is set by one thing and one thing alone: 

Price is determined by the market. 

That’s the end of it. Price is not what we think we’re worth or what we think we should be charging for 
our services. Our price is determined wholly and solely by those who pay for it. If we charge too much we 
won’t get booked. If we charge too little we will get booked up too quickly and miss out on money we 
could have made. Price is a balancing game, always. 

There is a very broad spectrum for what the market will pay. It’s not a single set price kind of affair 
across the board. Don’t think that because you hear one celebrant charges a certain amount that you can 
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also charge this. Price is linked to value. If people can’t see a higher value in your service, they won’t pay 
a higher fee. 

 

The above diagram explains what I mean perfectly. What this diagram depicts is a mathematical 
estimation (a very good one that is) of the market. On the horizontal axis we are representing celebrant 
prices, with the middle point being the average price that people paid for a celebrant (it’s not ‘zero’ like 
we used in high school). On the vertical axis is the number of people/couples. The curve then maps the 
number of couples in percentage terms against what they paid for their celebrant. We can see the curve 
is at the maximum in the middle point. This means that the most people booked a celebrant who charged 
the average fee (which makes sense when you think about it). 

What this curve should tell you is: 

• Not everyone can charge at the top rates, as not everyone will pay for that. 

• Being cheap isn’t the best strategy to win business either as there are just as few people paying 
lower rates for their celebrants as there are people paying the top rates. 

The middle point represents where the market meets the price that most celebrants are willing to charge. 
This is because, whilst the market determines if they’ll pay it, celebrants (like all free commercial 
businesses) do still benchmark against each other. No one wants to be the celebrant who charges $400 if 
others can get $1,200 for just as many bookings. 

So, what is the number of the middle point on the horizontal axis? I have deliberately left this unspecified 
as it will change depending on where you live, how old you are, whether you are male or female (yes, it 
is a factor in people’s mind, let’s not be naïve and say it isn’t because we wish it wasn’t; I deal in 
realities, not ideals). Therefore, you will have to do your own research a bit on this. There’s plenty of 
information available; just do some online research. 

This graphic is actually universally applicable to any market. It doesn’t matter if we’re selling shoes or 
shoestring fries, the model holds up. It’s how free trading markets work. 

What’s most important about all of this is simply to know where on the curve you DO sit AND where you 
would LIKE TO be sitting. If these are the same place, that’s great. But my experience tells me that most 
celebrants wished they were further right than what they are. This is fine, as hopefully everything that 
we have covered in this information so far will have them moving in that direction now. 

Where you sit on the curve is again determined by who your target market is and what it is that they 
want/expect to pay for their celebrant. 

Okay, so now that we know about how price works, here’s the next bit on it: 

Price is tied to value. 

When you hear a celebrant getting angry because people don’t want to pay their fee, they shouldn’t be 
getting angry at anyone except themselves. It is your fault as the celebrant because you haven’t done a 
great job of showing your value. Now, it’s extremely unlikely that everyone who contacts you will be able 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 181 

to see your value and agree that it’s in line with your price and pay it. But enough people should see your 
value to keep you busy enough with wedding work. If too many are objecting to your price, that’s your 
fault, not theirs. 

The peculiar thing about value is that it is 100% perceived. This is yet another buyer’s paradigm that we 
need to get our heads around as celebrants. I often hear other celebrants think the more ‘things I offer’ 
as a celebrant, the more I can charge. They also look at others in disgust and will call them ‘rip offs’ 
because the other celebrant charges more and seemingly does less work for it. 

The ‘things’ that you do for couples do not equate to value. Please read that again. And again. And again, 
until it has completely sunk in. These ‘things’ I am referring to are items like: 

• a custom written ceremony 

• signing table and chairs 

• use of a PA system (or even the quality of the PA) 

• a celebrant information pack 

• an on-the-day run sheet. 

Or anything else like that. 

I can speak from personal experience to tell you that people who are able to charge the most as 
celebrants don’t and never have worried about any of this stuff. 

I wonder how many of you I have just lost at this point. Trust me when I say I am not trying to offend or 
be deliberately controversial. It’s just the truth. 

Value is always tied to an outcome, not ‘things’. ‘Things’ are what we get as the inclusions of our 
purchase and they are often expected. For instance, how many of us would expect to buy a car and then 
have to pay extra for brakes to be installed as well? The same goes for all the ‘things’ we can offer as 
celebrants. People more or less expect them. 

What is more important is what outcome we can provide for a couple and if this is the same outcome that 
they want. The moment we have a meeting of these two, our value is understood. Therefore, it is more 
important to understand the outcome our couples are looking for. Examples of outcomes are: 

• a ceremony that is short and sweet and doesn’t go for too long 

• a ceremony that is funny 

• a ceremony in which every part is treated with the perfect level of respect and solemnity. 

But in all reality the ultimate outcome ALL couples are looking for in this modern era is a ceremony that 
was truly everything that they wanted it to be, because this outcome means that they can always look 
back on their wedding and have their hearts smiling with pure joy. 

So once you can show that you and only you can deliver a ceremony that ‘was truly everything that what 
we wanted it to be,’ it’s game, set, match; you’re done. 

So please don’t think ‘I can’t charge more until I get that damn signing table/upgrade my PA/refresh my 
website’. Because if you can deliver the outcome for the couple with the tools at your current disposal, 
then yes, you can start to charge more. 

How to start to charge more? 

It’s all well and good to know the underlying principles on how pricing works. The challenge always 
comes when we try and implement a price hike for our own business. 

The first thing you need to do if you do want to increase your price is this: GET COMFORTABLE WITH 
HEARING THE TERM ‘NO’. 

This is the biggest hurdle that prevents most celebrants from putting their price up; the fear of getting 
knocked back. The first thing I will say about this is that getting knocked back is not a bad thing. It’s 
actually a good thing. If your business is all about building something that you are truly satisfied with, 
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then this will mean you working with the clients that you want. These clients are the ones who will 
appreciate the value you bring. If people say ‘No’ to you, it frees you up to find the next couple who will 
say ‘Yes’. 

You will be surprised at how many celebrants I speak to who are six months post putting their price up, 
and not a single one of them now worry about the knockbacks they get because of price. The pain of 
getting turned down pales into insignificance compared to the satisfaction of getting fully booked at your 
new price. 

How to know if you’re too cheap? 

Believe it or not, this is a thing and not many people realise it. This is because of the noise that some 
celebrants make about ‘booking 100% of the couples that I meet’. 

Whenever I hear this, I can tell you my reaction isn’t one of adoration, it’s more one of a chuckle. That’s 
not to be rude or condescending, it’s more that my internal monologue is telling me, ‘Why are you 
bragging about the fact that you are under-pricing yourself?’ 

If you are booking 100% of the couples that you meet, then you are either too cheap or you are some 
sort of mind control wizard, or a Jedi, maybe. It’s only ego that makes you want to race off and tell the 
world that you book everyone. But it’s a healthy bank account and a satisfied feeling of accomplishment 
that is the real goal here. So, block out the noise. 

You want to be shooting for around 70% of couples that you meet to say yes to booking you, even 
maybe a little higher. But if 100% are booking, then that is a clear signal that you are undervaluing what 
it is they you offer. 

Disclaimer: If you are booking 100% of the couples you meet and you are very satisfied with the rate you 
charge, then you should by all means keep your price steady, but I am going to assume that most people 
reading this are wanting to get a little more money from what it is that they do, hence the advice. 

But, isn’t a meeting where the couples say ‘no’ just wasting my time? 

I hear this one all the time. ‘I’m too busy to waste my time for people to say ‘no’’. That’s cool, you may 
well be. But let’s do some simple maths. Say you charge $800 and get booked 100% of the time. Given 
that the first meeting itself is probably only 10% of the total effort spend on a couple, if you start 
charging $1,200, you’re now making 50% more money. If you are converting 70% of couples, guess 
what: you’re still WAY ahead. You made 50% more, therefore it would take 150 couples saying ‘no’ to 
you before it was costing you more than it was making you. 

I think it’s worth sacrificing the lost time at a meeting to get a bigger return. Always think about what 
you’re getting, not what it’s costing you. 

Remember, not everyone can charge more 

If you do find that you put your price up and only 10% of people are booking you, this is a sign that your 
value isn’t right. Either your branding is off, your actual celebrant offering needs some work, or just 
maybe your target market pays a little less. 

It’s important to remember that this is completely okay. Don’t be annoyed or disheartened. it’s just a 
sign of where the market sits. So, don’t lose heart. Take pride in knowing that your work is appreciated 
and just work to that. 

One last thing on price 

Despite my crazy diagram graph and loads of words on price, it is actually a pretty simple process to 
work out what your price should be. There is nothing wrong with finding out what other celebrants 
charge. It is not illegal to do this, and it is not ‘price fixing’. It is only price fixing if you get a whole bunch 
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of celebrants together and agree to all charge the same rate. That’s also called collusion. Investigating 
what other people charge is called benchmarking and is a common practice across all industries. So, if 
you want to work out what you should be charging, ask someone you think you are comparative to. Then 
work out if you can charge the same, less, or more based on your experience, skills, knowledge and 
style. 

Once you have a starting price, soon enough the market will tell you if this price is right or not. If no one 
books, then it’s too high. If every couple you meet books you, you’re too cheap and you need to up your 
price.  

NB: I am telling you to put your price up because I am teaching you how to make a great business. If 
you think it is okay to get booked by every couple you meet, then by all means keep your price fixed. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Research 4–5 other celebrants you like to compare yourself to and understand their price 

• Write down your ideal charge rate. If it is less than what you charge now, write out a strategy for 
how you will charge more, i.e. improve branding, increased marketing, etc. 

• Set yourself a challenge: if you want to charge more, pick one date on the calendar and tell yourself, 
‘on that date I am going charge my ideal goal rate.’ Don’t take any other bookings for that date 
unless the couple will pay that exact amount. Write this down on a post-it and give it to a friend, 
family member, spouse, or partner to hold you accountable. Once you take one booking at this rate, 
you will take more as you will be more comfortable. 

Celebrant Institute: Calculating your fee 

Celebrant Institute: Celebrants (and creatives) are not paid per hour 

Celebrant Institute: What are your travel fees for? 

Celebrant Institute: Value your interaction 

Celebrant Institute: Your price is part of your story 

Celebrant Institute: Is there room at the top of the market? 

Celebrant Institute: Discounts/freebies for awful situations 

Celebrant Institute: $6 dollar breakfast 

Celebrant Institute: Sally’s dilemma is our dilemma 

The Celebrant Talk Show: On the off chance that no one knows what this sentence is about, 4:10 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 27:10 

The Celebrant Talk Show: The one where we throw eggs at Sarah, 14:00 

Step 6: Winning work 

Converting a lead to a client 

Once a couple has contacted you about their wedding, either via the phone, social media, or via your 
contact form, this is when your business has crossed from ‘marketing’ to ‘sales’ in traditional business 
speak (more on sales later in this chapter). So, now it’s time to turn a new wheel in your business 
machine. 

The first rule here is: always give a next action. 

This means that you never just leave it up to your clients to ‘come back to you’. A lot of celebrants will do 
this and as a consequence will lose couples that would have otherwise booked. 
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This doesn’t mean you go all pushy on them, but you need to always offer up a clear next step for them 
to take. In the instance of a first contact, you either want to prompt them to either meet you, or if 
they’re that convinced, book you. 

First response 

First impressions count: we have already learnt that. There are going to be many times for first 
impressions in this journey. The first email/response from you is critical. Now, where you are at with your 
celebrant business will dictate how you might approach this step. But given that I am writing this for 
people who are wanting to develop their celebrant business to be more than what it is now (i.e. just 
starting or looking to grow), the advice here is tailored for this type of scenario. 

Anyway, our ‘first response’ is key, and the most important component to the ‘first response’ is timing. 
The quicker you can respond, the higher the chance of booking. 

To ring or not to ring, that is the question? 

And the answer to it is: YES. If you call someone back they will know that you are a) very serious about 
their enquiry, b) you appreciate it, and c) you have actually seen it. 

Now, you don’t need to go into too much detail on the phone. Just let them know that you have received 
their enquiry and that you are indeed available for their date. You can then also let them know that you 
will send them an email with some more information about you. 

Don’t cover much more than that. However, if you can build a rapport on the phone then you should. This 
means asking them a few questions like – How did they pick their venue? How did they hear about you? 
When did they get engaged? It’s small talk but it will give you a better insight to who it is that you are 
dealing with. 

To quote before you meet? 

The next big question, and this one is a harder one. My recommendation would be to not give your price 
before you have a chance to meet them when you are starting out. This is because you are more than 
likely not going to be charging a premium yet and, therefore, price is unlikely to be an objection. 

This doesn’t mean that it won’t come up, but it will give you a chance to meet more couples and perfect 
your first meeting style and approach (more on that soon). 

After a while, if you become more confident that you are getting enough bookings to meet your goals, 
then by all means start quoting before you meet. But don’t do it from the get-go. Meeting people is not 
wasting your time in the early days, even if you do end up being too expensive for them. If you think 
that it is a waste of your time then that is fine, but I don’t think your business will be all that you wish it 
will be. 

If, however, you are asked for your price, you should always give it. But not before you have a had 
chance to at least explain some of your value. So, if a couple emails you with ‘how much do you charge?’, 
ensure that in your response you have talked about yourself and the value that you bring (remember we 
talk about outcomes not ‘things’). Then provide your quote at the end. 

Celebrant Institute: Increasing your enquiry conversion rate 

Celebrant Institute: Pricing on websites – to list or not to list? Josh’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Pricing on websites – to list or not to list? Sarah’s view 

Celebrant Institute: Answering ‘how much do you cost?’ 

The Celebrant Talk Show: A tribute to the greatest podcast episode, 15:30 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Imagine that you’re on a date with Facebook, 50:25 

Meeting clients 

I could have easily called this chapter ‘Selling’ or ‘How to Nail Your Sales’. I didn’t, quite deliberately so. 
Even though the process of taking someone from an enquiry to paying for your services is quite 
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specifically ‘selling’, calling it that can cause a few inadvertent issues and challenges that will stand in the 
way of most celebrants. 

The first one being: not many celebrants I have met are comfortable with the idea of being a sales 
person. Most will actually recoil at the notion. This is because they are either a naturally creative type 
who thinks that selling is the complete antithesis to what they are trying to achieve, or they automatically 
draw a foregone conclusion that all sales people are just swindlers in disguise.  

The second reason why I want you to think of this process as one about conversion is that it will prevent 
you from thinking too hard about needing a ‘hook’ or trying to ‘win people over’. Yes, you will do both of 
these, but it won’t come from an over-the-top, contrived, scripted conversation. It will come from a 
natural process of discovery. 

So, let’s drop the term ‘selling’ or ‘sales meetings’ for now. As you get more comfortable at the process, 
feel free to bring these terms back. But as you are a new celebrant who has no experience in talking to 
people and getting them to pay you some money, the art to solving this is to understand that converting 
people from enquiries to paid-up clients means this: 

All we are doing is having a genuine conversation that has a bit of structure to it. 

If you ever find yourself doing anything other than this, you will lose more people that you win. 
Remember that, up to this point, what we have done is a great job of finding all the right people for you. 
Or, in other words, people who are looking for the kind of service you specifically provide. 

Branding and marketing really earn their dough for you in this stage. Essentially, most people who are 
coming to this meeting are highly qualified, therefore, you’re not pitching to them. You’re just confirming 
for them that you are what they’re looking for. So, what I will do is step you through the process of how 
you can structure this genuine conversation which will do exactly that. 

Pre-meeting items 

Know your story 

Get good at this and know it back to front. Storytelling is a very VERY powerful tool for connecting with 
people. As your meeting progresses you will want to be able to draw on the relevant parts to your story 
as it becomes relevant to the points that your couples raise to you during the meeting. 

Things to keep in mind when working out your story are: 

• is what got you motivated actually relevant to the couple or is it just relevant to you? For example, 
once again, don’t tell people you started out because you thought you would be good at it. 

• a good story always has a climax and a summary. So, ensure that you have a high point. It might 
have been that in your 10th ceremony you made a neck-tattooed-tradie-best-man-who-was-the-
blokiest-bloke-ever a crying mess, and how this moved you, and that this feeling drives you each and 
every wedding. Don’t just waffle for four minutes without ever coming to a high point and a 
conclusion. 

• don’t tell lies. People will smell that you are trying to sell something. It will also come back to bite 
you. It always does. 

Know your story inside out. Know what the key points to the story are and which points really resonate 
with couples. 

Understand the right questions to ask 

My great mate Russ Macumber once told me that ‘telling is not selling’. There is also a great expression 
about ‘assumptions’ and what they do to you and me. These combine perfectly to help us out when we 
meet couples for the first time. 

Each couple will be slightly different and they will want different information. They will also have different 
concerns, things that excite them, etc., so there’s no point having a one-size-fits-all approach to our 
conversations with them. 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 186 

Therefore, you need a kit bag of good questions that will not only provide them the right information but 
should also give you the chance to highlight what it is that you do better than anyone else. 

Do your homework 

Before any first meeting, ensure that you have a few conversational items that you can cover with the 
couple. These are pretty easy and don’t need to be overly complex. For instance, know the venue where 
the couple are getting married and have some items to discuss about it.  

There’s nothing worse for a couple who have reached out to you to set an appointment and it feels like 
you haven’t even bothered to remember anything about them. Conversations are two-way streets. 

Structure of your meeting 

A great sign that a meeting is going well is if you’re doing under 50% of the talking (another reason why 
questions are great). Therefore, have a little format that you can follow in your conversations with 
couples that will result in this <50% pass mark. NB: It’s not a hard and fast rule of 50%. I have had 
some of my best meetings where I have done most of the talking, but as a general rule it’s a good guide. 
As you develop your skills and confidence you will naturally be able to work out the best balance for you. 

A good structure to a meeting is the following: 

• build rapport 

• discovery (aka asking questions) 

• your responses (aka your story) 

• ask if any clarification is needed 

• give a next step (i.e. make a decision to book or not) 

• give a quick recap of the meeting and say goodbye. 

Once you know how it will roughly go, play out some scenarios in your head to see how you might be 
able manage and ensure you stay on track, even if you’re thrown a curveball response. 

Think of worst-case scenarios: You: ‘Hey, how’s your day been?’ Them: ‘Terrible, just found out we need 
to put our cat down’. Or, You: ‘So what do you guys do for work?’, Them: ‘Nothing, I just got fired’. 

Then think of best-case scenarios: You: ‘So what do you guys want to know?’ Them: ‘How do we book 
you right now?’ 

These will throw you and come up from time to time. Your ability to react smoothly and stay cool will help 
you greatly. 

Prepare mentally 

What I mean by this one is, don’t go in to every meeting with the expectation that if they don’t book, you 
have failed. NO ONE BOOKS EVERY COUPLE THAT THEY MEET. I guarantee it. I can also guarantee that 
some people will tell you that they do. Buying into that isn’t worth your time.  

Remember, you are not trying to win every couple. You are just trying to get as many bookings from 
couples who want what you offer. That’s it. Don’t make the mistake that every booking you miss is a bad 
thing. It’s actually a good thing. Thinking everyone must be a yes will just result in you getting bitter 
later on and it will also result in you telling furphies and lies just to try and win the deal. 

Be comfortable with the fact that some people will just like another celebrant more (for whatever 
reason). You can’t control that. Get comfortable with this concept. It is THE most important step in 
preparing for meeting with couples. 

What should and shouldn’t I do in a meeting? 

Just in case I haven’t made this clear yet: YOU SHOULD ASK QUESTIONS. 

That said, here are a few other key things that you should and shouldn’t do in your meetings with clients. 
Let’s start with the shoulds. You should: 

• always greet couples with a handshake, or if you’re bold, a hug 
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• if meeting in a café or bar, always offer to pay and make sure that you do pay more than you don’t 

• always aim to arrive 15 minutes before the meeting start time 

• look people in the eye 

• sit up straight and confident (body language is a bigger communicator than words) 

• actually listen; don’t be that person who already knows that they’re going to say and just waits for 
the other person to stop talking so you can say it 

• be relaxed and calm, even if it’s just the appearance of it 

• ensure that you have given them a clear next step to take; do not leave things open ended. You can 
even use the line ‘Whatever your decision, just shoot me an email so I know what to do with your 
date.’ 

And now for the shouldn’ts. You should not: 

• rely on trickery of any sorts. Okay, it might get you some bookings, but it’s not a great strategy in 
the long term 

• overtly pressure people to sign with you in the meeting 

• act like you’re the most important person in the meeting; you are not 

• talk poorly of others, especially other celebrants: never, ever 

• start lying or deliberately making stuff up to just try and win the deal (this is not the same as using 
poetic licence to make a story better; it’s a subtle difference but you’ll learn it over time) 

• be the one to close a meeting early because you have something else to do. The couple’s time is as 
important as yours. Manage the flow of the meeting if you have to finish up, but don’t make them 
feel like they’re just one of many 

• self-congratulate yourself; it’s just ugly and awkward 

• third-person reference yourself; although, that’s more a great rule for life in general, really. 

Post meeting 

This is where I reckon most small businesses let themselves down and where the top-performing small 
businesses set themselves apart from the pack. 

A great follow up process is vital to a successful business. This is because, as I have mentioned already, 
people are both busy and have a natural tendency to be lazy. If we don’t have to do something, we 
won’t. 

You will be surprised at the number of couples who meet you and want to book, only, because they never 
hear from you, but did hear from another celebrant instead, you lose the booking.  

I typically will do two follow-ups. One is a quick ‘Hey, great to meet. If you do have any other questions 
please don’t hesitate to contact me’. The second (if I still haven’t heard back) is more direct: ‘Hey guys, 
just wanting to know if you’ve made a decision at all?’ type email. 

My first goes out two days after we met. The second goes out 10 days after the meeting. I found 10 days 
is the right length to leave it, although seven days might also be acceptable. Don’t go any less, however, 
or else you will seem pushy and risk putting people off. 

One thing to be sure of, though: don’t just leave it. You are leaving business on the table, so to speak. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Create a workflow that maps out what happens after a couple contacts you. Include steps like: first 
emails, phone calls, follow-ups, meetings, etc. 

• Draft ready-to-go emails as templates for each step where an email is to be sent. 
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• Create your story to tell your couples when you meet them. This should include: 

o how and why you became a celebrant 

o what it is that you do differently to other celebrants 

o why this is important to you 

o what the job means to you. 

• Write down a rough meeting flow that you can follow each and every time you meet couples. 

Celebrant Institute: Changing from selling to serving 

Step 7: Managing couples to ensure the work keeps coming 

Now they’ve signed up 

So, in essence, the information I wanted to tell you is now essentially complete. 

Our journey of: 

• determining what kind of celebrant business we are 

• creating the most compelling marketing materials 

• attracting the most ‘us’ kind of couples 

• winning more work than we wanted. 

Well, that’s kind of completed now. But if we leave it at this, I fear I would only be partly completing 
what my promise was about, which was creating the celebrant business that you’ve always dreamed of. A 
big part of that is ensuring that it continues for years to come. This isn’t about doing something for 12–
24 months and then moving on. If it was, trust me there are far more effective methods for ‘pinch hitting’ 
some market share than worrying about developing and curating a well thought out brand. 

So, given that longevity is key to this, ensuring that our clients and couples feel as though we deliver on 
our brand promises is key. So, you need to pay special attention to them the entire way through the 
journey. 

Safeguarding ourselves: the power of process 

This tends to be where the arch-nemesis of the creative comes in to play. If you are a creative person 
like I am then this is always where the challenge can be. If you are more a structured type of person, 
then this will just come naturally to you. Having a solid, repeatable process is going to be key. This 
doesn’t have to be overly onerous, but it definitely needs to exist in some format. 

I know that I may very well be preaching to the choir right now with this stuff, but in case there is the 
odd one or two out there who currently are ignoring this side to their business… consider this your wake-
up call. I can tell you that having a process will be as key to your business success as a strong and 
compelling marketing strategy. 

To help highlight the importance of this, let me use an example. Let’s say I take a booking for a date, but 
for some reason I write it down wrong and don’t think to validate it. I have it written down that the 
wedding is in late March instead of late February (easy to do). You decide that you will meet the couple in 
early Feb to sign the NOIM. The couple assume that this is acceptable, trusting that you know what 
you’re doing. When you meet in early Feb you uncover your error and now you must tell the couple that 
they need to apply for a shortening of time with the BDM. 

In the above example, regardless even if the couple have told you the wrong date and did say late 
March… do you think anyone will care at this point in time? There’s an age-old adage in business: if you 
need to bring out the contract, it’s a sign things aren’t going well. The same can go in this situation. If 
you start talking about how this error could have happened, it doesn’t matter who’s at fault. You are 
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going to get tarred with the brush. A good process of ensuring that you double checked the date would 
have avoided this. 

We live in a modern world where anyone can make public comments about anyone. People can even 
leave a review for your business without ever having been a client of yours. So, given it’s that easy, don’t 
give your clients any real need to leave any sort of negative comment about their time with you. 

A process is your safeguard to reduce the likelihood of this ever becoming an issue. 

The most powerful marketing is what other people say about you 

The most important marketing material that you can have are your customer testimonials. It’s all well 
and good to be able to tell people you have done ‘xxx’ number of weddings. But, if you don’t have any 
couples that are then willing to espouse your greatness, you might as well have done none (from a 
marketing perspective at least). 

Therefore, it is critically important to ensure that you cultivate a strong relationship throughout the 
process and after everything is signed and done. Failing to do this will be the first step to your business 
winding down and you choosing a new career. 

A good review will do more for your business than any copy you could write on your website or any social 
media post. What’s more, a review that is in line with your brand message will only add to your 
credibility. 

People prefer to roll down hills, not hike up them 

Are you also sick of me saying this? It is true. 

The main point behind this message is this: anything you can do to make life easier for your clients, the 
more ticks in the positive ‘feels’ column you will create for your business. Good business is about 
removing friction points from people’s lives. You need to have this mentality about your celebrant 
business if you want to be competitive for a long time. 

I personally chose to make everything simple and easy for my couples so that they have very little to do 
other than meet me and sign a NOIM. I don’t make them fill out questionnaires or forms, I don’t give 
them homework or anything like that. I just tell them that it’s my job to extract all of the good 
information from them; nice and easy. 

Now, I am not saying this is the best way but what I am demonstrating is how it can be easily 
understood by my couples. 

If you think you can reduce anxiety by providing loads of assurance in the form of questionnaires, 
structured processes, and forms, then go for it. In this example, you are most definitely making life 
easier for couples prone to high anxiety because they are detailed planners by nature. If you also think 
that this can actually make the process easier for you because you spend less time in meetings talking 
(and the information is written down and therefore can’t be misconstrued) then that is a great approach. 

What I am trying to say is that there will be some couples who will resonate more strongly with some 
approaches over others. The key to it all, though, is to always be thinking ‘how is this making my clients’ 
lives easier?’ If you are doing something to make your life easier but it only results in more work for your 
clients, again I ask, what else would you like to do with your life? Because the days in this business are 
numbered for you. 

NB: This is not to say that I am not advocating smarter ways to work. By all means, if you can get your 
couples to do something a little extra to make life easier, do it. But if it tips the scales too far, it will only 
take another celebrant to come along who is willing to do that extra bit of work (that you’re not) to start 
winning all the work you once were. 
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Treat all your clients like they’re your first ever booking 

Another way to say this is never treat any couple with contempt. Don’t dismiss any couples as less 
worthy than another. 

This is all about mindset. It will be a struggle and you won’t always be able to do it. But this should be a 
motto of your business. It will stop you from getting ahead of yourself and your ego taking hold. Pride 
comes before a fall. The hallways of the Business Hall of Fame for ‘cranky has-beens whose businesses 
have failed’ are littered with people who got ahead of themselves and thought they were infallible and 
bullet proof. 

The moment you think you can take any couple or booking for granted will be the beginning of your 
downfall. You need to remember that, whilst their wedding won’t be one of the biggest days in your life, 
it will be in theirs and you need to respect it as such. You also need to remember that their day is about 
them, it’s not about you. 

Be prompt 

If you say you will do something, do it. Nothing will ramp up the anxiety meter higher than sending 
something later than you committed to. 

A tip here is to under-promise and over-deliver. It is also key for you to be really honest with yourself 
and who you are as a person. If you know you are prone to putting things off to the last minute, you 
need to manage this appropriately by not promising couples a copy of the script one month out from the 
wedding. 

Write down the things that you know you can commit to and then do them. Try not to promise anything 
outside of that. 

Communication is king 

If you are going to be late with something, let the couples know that this is the case. They won’t care if 
you have already told them, but they will get tense if you don’t. 

Try and be responsive. I always reply within 48 hours to all emails, even if it’s a ‘sorry, been busy, have 
seen the email and will reply in greater detail by Monday.’ 

I also send out automatic emails to my couples at certain intervals to check in with them and see if they 
have any questions, etc. Actions like this go a long way to a happy couple and hopefully a raving review. 

Even when the wedding is all over, keep the good times rolling 

Another common mistake for celebrants is that the moment they pack up their speaker and folder on the 
wedding day, this is the last contact they have with a couple. Don’t be that person. Following up with 
couples after the wedding is key. 

First of all, you want to be able to get your hands on some photos of the day. It’s the best marketing 
content you can have. You also want to get feedback from couples, even if it’s on ways to improve. It’s 
not always easy to hear but it will help you. And lastly, reviews are worth more than anything as a 
celebrant. 

I always send two follow up emails and a phone call after all weddings. The first email is a thanks for 
having me and how much I enjoyed getting to know them. 

Then I give them a call a week or so later to see how they’re feeling after it all. 

Lastly, I send them an email when the marriage is all registered. In this email I ask if they’re happy to 
leave me a review (with links to where they can do that). I also say in this email that if they can share 
photos with me, I would be forever grateful for it. 

Celebrant Institute: Get testimonies that matter 
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Celebrant Institute: A modern day version of the busy café getting busier 

How to receive reviews on Google and Facebook 

Despite you thinking this might be an option that’s just there for everyone who is either on Google or 
Facebook, it’s not unfortunately. You need to set it up first so that people can leave nice things to say 
about you. 

I’ll start with my favourite, Google, as I think this is the most powerful. 

Setting up a Google My Business Page 

Despite Google potentially knowing about your website, it won’t necessarily know what your business 
actually is. This is where you need to set up a Google My Business Page at the following link: 
https://www.google.com.au/business/ 

It’s simple and easy to set up and will take you a total of 10 minutes to get completed. What is important 
to note is that Google will want to confirm your physical address before it will show your Google My 
Business listing on its search pages. If you don’t know what I am talking about, the below screenshot 
tells you: 

 

 

The arrow on the screenshot highlights the ‘Write a Review button’ where you want clients to start 
leaving your reviews. 

Good tips to remember for your Google My Business Page: 

• add some pictures to your listing 

• if you don’t want to provide your home address, find a local business that you’re friendly with (like a 
café) that might be happy for you to use their address instead. 

How to get people to leave you a review? 
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Now that your business is all set up, you need to get people to leave some reviews for you. Most won’t 
just do it of their own volition; they’ll need a little prompting. But the good news is that you can make it 
nice and easy by sending them a ready-to-go link. Here’s how you do it. 

Firstly, go to this site: https://support.google.com/business/answer/7035772?hl=en 

It will take you to the page below in the screenshot. Follow the list of steps: 

 

The link you send out will look something like this: 
https://search.google.com/local/writereview?placeid=ChIJHxWr6bdc1moRTU3Nvj5SvcM 

Setting up Facebook reviews 

Again, in order to do this you need to set yourself up a Facebook business page first. It’s very simple and 
will also only take you 10 minutes. I am going to assume that most of you have already done this. 

In the ‘Settings’ Tab select ‘Edit Page’ option. 
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There will then be a list of tabs that you can choose to display on your page. Scroll down until you see 
the ‘Reviews’ option, ensure that it is selected as ‘On’. Then copy the URL to the email that you send to 
people asking for a review. 

 

NB: If you can’t see the ‘Reviews’ option, scroll to the bottom of the page and select the ‘Add a Tab’ 
option. You will be able to select it and add it from there. 

 

NB: If you do have a review left for you, a great practice is to reply to it. So, if it was done in Facebook, 
leave a reply comment under the post. Same with Google or any other platform where reviews are left. 

Self-led activities to complete 

• Set up a Google My Business Page and ensure reviews are turned on for your Facebook business 
page. 

• Write up a draft email that thanks the couple and requests a review (include direct links to your 
Google and Facebook pages). 

Final hints and tips to help you with smashing your business goals out of 
the park 
So that’s a wrap, I guess. 

Pretty much everything that I have done to help build my celebrant business to be a six-figure side 
income for me in just over two years is everything I have just written here for you. 
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As I mentioned, I haven’t talked about ceremony styles or anything from a legal standpoint in regard to 
the Act. There are far more qualified people than I to help you with those things. This information, 
however, is all about how to get the business side of things humming. 

This has been a step-by-step guide in how to set it up, implement and build your business.  

I would like to leave you with a few final hints and tips that I think will help you from an overall business 
perspective. 

Tip #1: Get a good accountant 

Running a small business in Australia is actually subject to some pretty complex tax and compliance laws. 
You can do it on your own, that’s for sure. But my experience tells me that a good accountant will more 
than cover what they charge in fees. 

Tip #2: Use a bookkeeping program 

There are plenty of tools out there. But you need to track your expenses and revenue comprehensively 
when you run a small business and Microsoft Excel might seem ok for a while, but it will get 
unmanageable quickly if you do start to grow. 

I use Xero for my business, but there are other options out there like Reckon One, Intuit Quickbooks, 
Freshbooks and many others. I don’t really care which one you choose, just use one of them. Most of 
them have added features too like in-built credit card payments etc. 

Tip #3: If you’re going to scale your business, get a CRM 

I have already made the point about the need to track your leads and have solid business systems. 
Initially these can be crude but there’s a point in time where maintaining this will take more time than is 
necessary. I took way too long, upon reflection, to implement an online system to do this for me. I use 
Studio Ninja and it was life changing. Others use 17Hats or Tave (they’re the common three). Again, it 
doesn’t matter which one you use, but if you are going to scale your business to above 30 weddings a 
year, get one. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 14:10 

Tip #4: Use a social media scheduling tool 

Because we only have a set amount of time, it’s good to manage our time. Therefore, I would 
recommend using a tool like Later. Again, there’s plenty out there you can use, just make sure you 
choose one that integrates directly to the social media platform, meaning you can schedule the posts to 
go live without you needing to be online at the time. 

Tip #5: Be a master networker 

In any business that I have been involved with, success has been dictated to in no greater extent than 
the level of networking I have done. It doesn’t matter what the connection is; even if it seems unrelated 
to wedding work, it may bring hidden benefits. This means that you should attend events, join a network 
or association, and go out and meet people. 
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Tip #6: Don’t just use this information 

As much as I might like to think I have all the answers, I don’t. No one does. So please use this 
information as a starting point for help, but continue to seek out others and learn as much as you can. I 
still continue to look for others and ask for advice all the time. 

Celebrant Institute: Marketing – if I was starting today 

Celebrant Institute: Getting your financials in order 

So, there you have it. All done. Nothing more from me to say right now other than please send me any 
questions directly at anthony@anthonycribbes.com.au or even just say g’day; I’d love to hear from you. 
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Safe and ethical business practices 

Privacy and confidentiality 
The celebrant has a duty to respect and maintain the confidentiality of the information they discover 
about their clients (marriage couples, funeral deceased, etc). According to the Code of Practice for 
marriage celebrants (Marriage Regulations 2017 Schedule 2), celebrants must respect the privacy and 
confidentiality of their clients, and it is safe to say this relates to all celebrants, not only Commonwealth 
registered marriage celebrants.  

The Code of Practice requirements on privacy and confidentiality include: 

• arranging for appropriate facilities to interview parties; this does not mean you have to have a 
private office, but does mean you should interview clients in a place where they don’t feel their 
private information is being publicised in any way. 

• dealing appropriately with personal documents and personal information; never keep copies of 
identity documents, and don’t disclose private information for any purpose other than that for which 
it was given to you.  

• maintaining appropriate facilities for the secure storage of records; documentation should be secured 
in a safe and private place to which you alone have access. ‘Secure storage’ means a storage 
arrangement that is locked and remains locked but is also readily accessible should the records be 
required by the BDM, the AGD, or another authorised body. A filing cabinet that is kept locked, with a 
carefully secured key, is suitable for hard copy documents, while computers should be password-
protected. 

• ensuring the return of all personal documents belonging to the parties as soon as practicable; we are 
not required to take or keep copies or originals of personal documents, just to sight them and give 
them back to the parties.  

Can celebrants disclose personal information? 
Celebrants may release personal information if they are in possession of written authorisation and/or 
instructions by the party or parties to do so, or if they are ordered to do so (in writing) by one of the 
organisations listed below: 

• A court may request your records if there is litigation concerning a marriage you have conducted. 

• BDM, which has the authority to conduct inquiries into marriages, may request your records of a 
particular marriage. 

• Police and law enforcement bodies may request your records. 

• The AGD or someone authorised by the AGD may request one or more Record of Use Forms relating 
to your use of Form 15 Certificates of Marriage. Such requests will be in writing. 

An exception to celebrants needing authorisation by the party or parties to release their personal 
information is where, say, a celebrant may report a suspected forced marriage to the police.  

Other than when officially requested, marriage and other client records should not be released. In the 
case of official requests these should be in writing and, if they are not, you are within your rights to ask 
that the request be put in writing. 

How breaches of privacy may occur and steps to take to avoid them 
• ‘Airing your knowledge’. An example is where you may be part of a discussion and because you are in 

possession of certain facts, you are tempted to disclose personal information about your clients to 
add to the conversation. Restraint is necessary to remain silent.  
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• Many celebrants do not interview marrying parties in their own home, and there may be many 
reasons why it is impractical to do so. Instead, they may visit the parties in their own home, or they 
may arrange to meet the parties in, say, a public place such as a café. In these situations celebrants 
should ensure that privacy and confidentiality is maintained, and that unauthorised people do not see 
personal documents or overhear matters being discussed. 

• Lost or stolen laptops, removable storage devices, or paper records containing personal information. 
Care is needed to ensure your equipment is not stolen. 

• Databases accessed by unauthorised personnel. Does anyone living with you have access to your 
filing cabinet or computer records? Protect access to your filing cabinet and computer.  

• Paper records stolen from insecure recycling or garbage bins. The only method of disposing paper 
records is by either shredding or incinerating. No marriage records should be left at local rubbish 
dumps or put out with household rubbish. Steps should be taken to destroy or de-identify personal 
information if it is no longer needed for any purpose for which the information may be used or 
disclosed. 

• Ensure you send emails containing personal information to the correct recipient. Double check the 
name in the ‘To’ field. If you are replying to an email which has been sent to more than one person, 
but you only want to reply to the sender, ensure you click ‘Reply’ and not ‘Reply all’. (These types of 
errors have caused considerable embarrassment to both the sender and recipient when the content of 
emails is particularly sensitive). 
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Communication 
Although the following information applies to working across a range of workplace contexts, focus will 
also be given to the way celebrants communicate with clients and others. 

Celebrants find themselves in a profession with a great deal of competition for the same service. People 
seeking a celebrant now have a choice of celebrants that did not exist even five years ago. And because 
of this choice, exceptional communication skills and strategies for celebrants are essential to: 

• promote yourself 

• communicate why you are the right person 

• demonstrate you are professional and knowledgeable 

• communicate accurate and appropriate information 

• ensure you stand out from the ‘others’. 

Every day, communication strategies unfold all around us. Though we may not realise it, we are 
surrounded by advertising. These include on billboards, mail-outs, TV, magazines, vehicles, shop 
windows, yellow pages, radio jingles, and countless logos and slogans. We come across these all over the 
internet, and daily newspapers; they are all clever prongs of wider strategies working to distinguish one 
item, or idea, from another. Everywhere we look we see a product or service being advertised. 

Whether our own advertising strategy is working for us will be reflected in the number of bookings we 
receive. For many clients their first point of contact is when they phone or email to gather information 
about your fees, your experience, your availability to perform their ceremony, and the service they 
expect from you (what you include in your fee). 

During the initial contact you will need to create a good impression so that they won’t be put off, have 
any concerns, and go elsewhere – you want to secure their booking. 

If you explore the field of communication skills, you will discover that there is an ‘embarrassment of 
riches’ out there. There is so much good advice it is difficult to know which advice is best, and harder still 
to remember everything that comprises good communication. Lurking behind all that good advice is the 
issue of priorities: 

• What is most important to focus on? 

• What kinds of actions will have the most positive effects on people's lives? 

• What will make a person an excellent communicator whose skills are valued by others? 

You don’t have to have all the answers. It’s okay to say, ‘I don't know.’ If you want or need to find out, 
say so, then follow up to share your findings. Or you may decide to work on the problem together to find 
the answer. 

We can only communicate what we know 
Communication is a two-way process. The better we listen to our audience, the better we’ll be able to 
answer their needs and the more our messages will be believed, liked, and ultimately acted upon. 
Effective communicators know what an audience needs to know, what ‘language’ they understand, and 
what they look at and listen to. 

Communication is the most visible single activity we engage in, requiring extra delicacy. Say the wrong 
thing or present ourselves incorrectly and the damage could be severe and lasting. 

In other words, we need to communicate with clarity. 

• We should develop tools that fit the channels available for our message. 

• We must develop messages that respect the cultural context of our audiences. 

• We must understand cultural differences. 
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• We must recognise and understand language barriers and/or limitations 

• We must understand and respect our communicating abilities and limits, as well as our time and 
resources. Communications can be time- and skill-intensive work. 

• We must learn from our mistakes and our successes to improve our future communications. 

Understanding the communication process 
 

 

 

Communication is about much more than simply telling someone something. Successful communication 
needs to involve the transfer of information and understanding from one party to another. For the 
communication to be truly successful it needs to be understood the way the sender intended. 

For each element of the communication process, there are important considerations. 

The sender must be careful about the source that is used to send the message because the receiver will 
have a predetermined perception of the source used. 

Encoding is the set of symbols used to submit the message, for example a business card, classified 
advertisement in a newspaper, a brochure, or a presentation on a talk show. 

The message channel is the medium through which the message is conveyed, for example radio, 
television, or direct mail. 

Decoding is the deciphering of the message into a thought in the receiver’s head. This will be influenced 
by the receiver’s frame of reference. 

The receiver will hear a clear message if the sender has fully understood the needs of the client. 

The whole communication process is surrounded by interferences that can be caused by a variety of 
forces, including: 

• using the wrong images in the encoding phase 

• the sender not understanding the mindset of the receiver 

• competitor’s messages 

• mistrusted source to submit the message. 

Hence the techniques celebrants employ for communicating information and promoting their business 
should be appropriate for their receiver and will depend on the message they want to convey to their 
receiver. Techniques will also depend on the following criteria: 

• the type of people celebrants are targeting their services to 

• the funds available to invest in marketing 

• the phase their service is at in terms of its life cycle; a more established marriage celebrant may find 
that they receives a great deal of work from word-of-mouth (referrals) 
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• the nature of their service 

• the types of promotional activities considered relevant to the celebrant’s business 

• a celebrant’s clients’ readiness to make use of their services. For example, people cannot be forced to 
use a secular marriage celebrant if they want to engage a religious celebrant. 

Being authentic (being true to ourselves) 
Every person is different. Every couple is different. Every celebrant is different. Celebrants have different 
personalities and styles of working, different body languages, and all celebrants communicate differently. 

But no matter how we approach our role as a celebrant, we need to be authentic. People will soon see 
through us if we pretend to be someone other than who we really are. 

And we may not be the right choice for all couples, but we will be the right celebrant for many couples. 

Our ideal self (a glimpse at our personalities) 
Do we imagine ourselves as articulate, captivating, sensitive, exciting, professional, attractive, well-
groomed, inspirational, charming and altogether simply absolutely fabulous? 

But in reality, do we suffer from low self-esteem, struggle to find the right words in conversations and on 
paper, and lack confidence and drive? 

It is up to every single one of us to become the Michelangelo of our own creation, and transform 
ourselves into a masterpiece. We start by understanding who we are: 

• Know what we’re made of 

• Know who we really are 

• Know why we react as we do 

• Know our strengths and how to amplify them 

• Know our weaknesses and how to overcome them. 

Every statement above is important. We can examine ourselves, polish up our strengths, and chip away 
at our weaknesses. If we know why we react the way we do, we can begin to understand our inner 
selves. We need to do the very best we can with the raw material available. 

Knowing ourselves 
We are all unique. The world comprises people from different backgrounds, cultures, ages, and physical 
appearances. People are quiet, confident, extroverts or introverts or somewhere in-between. Some 
people can sing and some can’t. Some are musical, others don’t have a musical bone in their body. But 
most people have some special talents that make them unique. 

When we tune in and understand our inner selves, we can then become more insightful and aware of 
what is around us. We begin to notice what we previously didn’t see, we hear what we were previously 
deaf to, and we become focussed, confident, happy, contented, spiritual, productive, practical, and less 
stressed. 

There are four main personality types and it is helpful to know which category you belong to. Knowing 
yourself can influence the way you deal with others. It can also give others confidence that they are 
dealing with someone who knows who they are and what you can offer. 

The four main personality types are: 

• spontaneous, vivacious, cheerful 

• thoughtful, faithful, conscientious, persistent 
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• adventurous, persuasive, confident leader 

• friendly, patient, laid back, contented. 

We can be a combination of the above, but one personality type will usually be dominant. 

Building quality relationships 
Like any business, celebrants need to have the knowledge and skills to build good relationships. If this is 
not achieved, a celebrancy business may fail. 

Not all celebrants are the right person for every client, so strategies to quickly build rapport and build a 
positive relationship are essential. Impressions, good or bad, are usually formed in the first 5–8 seconds. 
First impressions may be made by face-to-face, telephone, Skype, emails, social media, or advertising 
material (e.g. business card, internet, magazine article). Your online advertising may also include a photo 
or video of yourself. Whatever means of communication you use, you will want to communicate a good 
impression in the first few seconds. 

Celebrants need to provide a snapshot of who they are. 

A relationship may begin to form from: 

• a website which is appealing and interesting 

• a telephone call 

• an email inquiry 

• a referral 

• an advertisement in a magazine or similar 

• or by some other means. 

Others celebrants may communicate with include: 

• other celebrants 

• other wedding providers, particularly photographers, decorators 

• members of the wedding party 

• other significant people involved in a couple’s weddings 

• members of our professional celebrant association 

• wedding venue staff / coordinators 

• BDMs 

• MLCS. 

By building rapport with others, celebrants can communicate that they are professional. 

The above list included networking with other celebrants and professional celebrant association 
membership. It is important to maintain effective communication in working relationships to ensure your 
needs and objectives are met. Other celebrants and your association are a valuable source of support. 
You may need to call on another celebrant to replace you if you cannot conduct a ceremony at the last 
minute for some unforeseen reason. Associations include members with an enormous amount of 
experience and knowledge, and there are always members who are willing to share their knowledge. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Sarah is pretty riled up, plus funeral photography, 49:15 

Communication methods 
Different scenarios require different methods of communication. The following tips are guidelines to use 
when appropriate and necessary. 
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Be accepting. Use non-verbal (i.e. voice tone, respectful pauses, pacing) and verbal responses. Indicate 
that you are following the individual's train of thought. This does not mean agreement; it just ensures the 
speaker is aware that you are with them. 

Use open-ended questions to learn more. ‘Tell me about ... ‘ ‘Can you please explain ...’ This is very 
important as you gather information from clients. Closed ended questions will give you short answers and 
eventually you will feel like you are interrogating the clients. 

Clarify. ‘I'm sorry, I don't understand what you mean.’ ‘Please explain that to me again.’ This indicates 
an interest and a desire to understand and avoids misinterpretations. 

Paraphrase and encourage validation. Translate into your own words, feelings, questions, ideas, and 
key words. ‘So you're saying ...’ ‘Tell me if I understand this correctly ...’ This indicates careful listening 
and encourages further discourse. 

Make reflective statements. Integrate feeling and content. This is useful in discussing emotional 
issues. ‘It sounds like you are feeling guilty about ...’ 

Suggest collaboration and a cooperative relationship. This encourages the clients to feel involved 
and assists them in ‘authoring’ a part of the ceremony. ‘Can you help me gather some stories that we can 
share with the gathering?’ 

Summarise. Condense what has been discussed. ‘I have loved getting to know more about your 
relationship.’ ‘Just to confirm, we are going to include ...’ Remember to emphasise any issues the client 
was clear they wanted during the ceremony, and what they do not want included. 

Some of the reasons we communicate are to: 

• establish rapport 

• exchange information 

• facilitate issues resolution 

• defuse potentially difficult situations. 

The success of your celebrant business will, to a large degree, depend on how successfully you 
communicate. The most challenging component of having contact with people or meeting clients is to 
establish instant rapport and build trust. First impressions are usually lasting impressions. Welcoming 
people into your office and making sure you appear natural, sincere, interested, respectful, organised, 
professional, helpful and friendly is important. A dog jumping up at clients, children charging in and out 
of the office, taking telephone calls — all these interferences will not give a good impression. However, 
shaking hands with the couple, offering them something to drink, and taking them through to a 
comfortable ordered space will let people know that you are confident. 

Emails should be well constructed using good literacy skills (grammar, spelling); focus on the topic and 
proof read before sending. Sending emails when you are tired is not recommended; it is easy to make 
mistakes or even send your email to the wrong person. An advantage of emails is that they provide a 
written record of messages both sent and received. 

On the telephone, face-to-face, and via Skype, celebrants need to be friendly, helpful, knowledgeable, 
and check progressively that the information provided has been understood.  

The best way to break down barriers with people you are meeting for the first time is to talk about the 
person: their work, their experiences, their interests. There will always be something that can initiate a 
conversation and then it is up to the celebrant to keep the conversation going, and at an appropriate time 
to move the discussion towards the purpose of their visit. 

It is important for celebrants to use appropriate language to help clients feel at ease, and to demonstrate 
politeness and respect at all times, as well as demonstrating professionalism, compassion, and empathy. 

Ineffective communication 
Failure to listen. Individuals are not really listening to what is being said. 
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Being judgemental. This indicates a prejudiced attitude. 

Misunderstanding. There are many meanings of English words and you may need to clarify what is 
meant by your client. 

False reassurance. Using clichés such as ‘everything will be okay’, ‘everyone feels that way’, ‘don't 
worry’. Such statements do not allow for any expression of feelings or show understanding of the person 
as an individual. 

Constant probing. Persistent yes or no questioning makes people feel threatened and does not allow 
them to communicate the background behind a particular idea or statement. 

Listening 
Qualities of a good listener include: 

• the ability to let things go 

• the ability to work things out 

• a good awareness of their own feelings and boundaries 

• a high level of commitment 

• being non-aggressive 

• being self-confident 

• possessing openness. 

Understand that people want to feel heard. You can show that you’re listening by giving someone your 
complete attention and saying things like: 

• ‘Tell me more about your concern.’ 

• ‘What is it about XXX that concerns you?’ 

• ‘I'm interested in what you've just said. Can you share a little bit about what lead you to that belief?’ 

• ‘What would have to happen for you to be more comfortable with XXX?’ 

So that people feel they are being heard, active and reflective listening skills are one of the most 
essential skills required by celebrants. 

Reflective listening is the process of listening for clues indicating the person's feelings (voice tone, 
choice of words, sighs), acknowledging the feelings you hear (‘You sound angry about what happened?’), 
and checking out what you think you understand by paraphrasing what the person has said if you are 
unclear as to the meaning or intention of a comment. By paraphrasing what a person has said you are 
sending two positive signals: 

• you make sure you understand the meaning of the statement. 

• you show that you are engaged in the conversation. 

It is best to use paraphrasing and not parroting. Parroting is repeating what someone said word for word. 
This indicates low level of engagement in the conversation. Paraphrasing indicates processing of the 
information, and this indicates engagement. 

When you are meeting with a client and they are expressing raw emotions, try to follow these steps: 

1. Recognise the emotional moment. 

2. Pause to question: ‘What's going on here?’ 

3. Name the emotion you believe is present. 

4. Communicate your understanding of the emotion and validate its presence. 

5. Respect the client’s efforts with the emotion. 

6. Offer support and partnership. 
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Active listening has several definitions (and is sometimes called enhanced listening or focused 
listening). Basic active listening is truly focusing on what another person is saying instead of just 
assuming you are listening. Active listening means that you will be able to summarise what the other 
person has said in a way that the speaker would agree with you. This ensures that you have paid 
attention to what they have said and mean, as opposed to what you think they have said and mean. If 
celebrants, for example, do not listen, then they cannot properly fulfil the wishes and needs of clients. 

What someone says, and what we hear, can be amazingly different. Our personal filters, assumptions, 
judgments, and beliefs can distort what we hear. Repeat back or summarise to ensure that you 
understand. Restate what you think you heard and ask, ‘Have I understood you correctly?’  

Active listening enables us to truly hear and understand what the other person is saying. Active listening 
also shows that we are interested and understand what is being said. 

An effective skill is to always keep pen and paper handy and immediately write down words you hear 
during face-to-face meetings and telephone discussions that you sense may be important.  

When talking generally, clients often disclose what is important to them rather than when they are being 
formally questioned. A skilled celebrant will learn what to pick up on, such as when a topic is mentioned 
and the celebrant feels that the topic needs to be discussed further, as it could have a significant bearing 
on the script for a memorable ceremony. 

The best way to improve listening skills is to make a conscious effort to use reflective listening, whenever 
you think about it. This takes time, patience, and practice. Improvements will come in spurts, and there 
will be mistakes along the way. That’s not important. After all, we are all human. What is important is to 
keep striving to improve listening and communication skills. 

Empathy 

Empathy is an ability to imagine with some degree of accuracy what it's like to be in the situation of the 
other person. Empathy entails the ability to communicate that awareness, so the other person feels 
understood. It is gaining the understanding (through listening) and demonstrating the understanding (by 
responding). In order to understand someone, you must gain an understanding of the thoughts, ideas, 
and feelings of the other person, and the situation that the person is in. To do this you need to listen 
carefully. You must then demonstrate that you have listened and that you understand. 

Listening opens the door to meaning. When you hear the person, understand the situation and the 
feelings, then you are in a position to take constructive action or to reply to them in a way that makes 
sense. Helpful listening helps people look at their ideas, plans, hopes, concerns, fears, etc. It helps them 
gather information, solve their problems themselves and try out other alternatives. Remember that 
listening can be hard work. 

Empathy is mainly an activity of focused imagination, picturing in the mind what it might be like to be in 
the other person's predicament. This skill also involves an integration of remembering, rational thinking, 
intuition, and feeling, all of which support the active imaginative process.  

Questions to ask yourself: 

• Can I step into their private world so completely that I lose all desire to evaluate and judge it? 

• Can I let myself enter fully the world of the client's feelings and personal meanings and see these as 
they do? 

• Can I enter it so sensitively that I can move about it freely, without trampling on meanings that are 
precious to the client? 

• Can I extend this understanding without limit? 

• Can I sense it so accurately that I can catch not only the meanings of the client's experience which 
are obvious to them, but those meanings which are only implicit, which they see only dimly or as 
confusion? 
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Empathic listening 

Empathic listening requires concentration, willingness and practice. The purpose of empathic listening is 
to gain a full and accurate understanding of a person's thoughts and feelings and to demonstrate to the 
person that you do understand by replying. In just about every statement a person makes, there are two 
parts: 

• feelings 

• context/situation. 

In many conversations the most overlooked part of a statement, and yet the most important, is a 
statement of feelings. It is not possible to use empathy effectively unless you are able to recognise and 
restate another's feelings. A formula for empathic response could be: ‘It sounds like you are feeling 
(feeling) because (context).’ However, this can be overused and can sound insincere if said after every 
sentence made by the client. Try to respond from a natural human perspective and treat the client as you 
would like to be treated if you were in their situation. 

Empathetic conversation leads can include the following: 

• You feel ... 

• I understand where you are coming from ... 

• Have I got this right that you are saying ... 

• As I understand it, from your point of view ... 

• Am I right then that it seems to you ... 

• In your experience ... 

• As I see it, you are saying ... 

• What I hear you saying is ... 

• I sense that you are feeling ... 

• I hear you say that ... 

Common mistakes in empathic listing include the following: 

• sounding like a parrot or robot 

• talking about content only, ignoring feelings 

• giving advice 

• using poor attending skills 

• shifting attention to yourself 

• using empathic listening when not necessary (i.e. if individual just wants information, etc.) 

• not making use of ‘I’ statements. It is important that you own your words. 

NB: Never say ‘I know how you feel’. No one knows exactly how another person is feeling. 

You should listen with empathy: 

• To begin a relationship of trust and caring. 

• To help others understand themselves better and get more closely in touch with their feelings and 
attitudes. 

• When you find it hard to understand what someone is saying, or don't know what they mean by what 
they say. 

• When in doubt, empathise. 

Barriers to empathic listening can include the following: 

• cultural differences 
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• gender 

• seeing the client as an object 

• your inner-world (inscape) 

• your preconceived ideas and beliefs 

• you may be uncomfortable in the presence of the client's strong emotions, such as grief, anger or 
pain. 

Closed questions 
Closed questions force a specific answer. They often present themselves as roadblocks to good 
communication. Sometimes you need specific information (‘What time did you say the ceremony. was?’). 
Be sure the information you request is relevant to the person's situation. 

Use fact-finding, limited-response questions sparingly. A closed question allows for a limited response. If 
too many are used in a row, it may have a 'machine gun effect' ('When did he die? Which funeral home 
are you using? Is he being cremated? How old was he? What did he do?') 

Open-ended questioning 
Open-ended questions encourage the exploration of thoughts and feelings by leaving individuals free to 
answer in any way they choose. Examples of open-ended questions are: 

• Where would you like to begin? 

• What options have you explored? 

• What would you like to talk about first? 

• Can you tell me what you want? 

• How are you feeling right now? 

• Can you tell me more about that? 

• Can you tell me more about this? 

• Who have you talked to about this in the past? 

• Who is in your support network? 

Effective communication tools, such as open-ended questions, are important skills for celebrants. 

Courtesy and respect for individual differences 
Your clients and colleagues may come from a background and/or culture vastly different to your own. The 
values and beliefs they hold may seem unusual to you. However, legislation requires celebrants to avoid 
judgement about a particular culture or preferences of clients. Celebrants need to show cultural 
sensitivity, relativity, and respect for all individual differences in all dealings with clients and colleagues. 

Celebrants should not criticise colleagues or legislation. It is unethical to denigrate colleagues, and 
celebrants have a responsibility to uphold legislation, and not make disparaging comments if they don’t 
agree with legal procedures. 

From time to time there may be language barriers when communicating with others. 

Sometimes clients can become upset and emotional when sharing private information face-to-face with 
their celebrant. Having a box of clean tissues available, offering a drink of water or a hot drink will show 
respect and empathy. It may even be a relief for clients to talk about personal issues, however the 
celebrant will need to use their communication skills and integrity in these situations. 
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Everyone has rights, and people cannot be forced to enter into discussions or share information if they do 
not want to. The exception to this is in relation to the compulsory components required for a marriage 
ceremony to be valid, and the documents that marriage celebrants are required to sight before a 
marriage can be solemnised. 

Differences that may cause communication barriers include (but are not limited to): 

• culture 

• age 

• emotional 

• spiritual 

• social 

• gender 

• language 

• religion 

• economic 

• physical. 

People of all ages, culture, spiritual and religious beliefs, gender, and so on may want to celebrate an 
event at some stage in their life. There are many marker events to celebrate as we travel along life’s 
journey. Over time, the lives of celebrants can be enriched by the experience of working with people from 
different backgrounds, beliefs, and circumstances. 
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Verbal and non-verbal communication techniques 
Let’s examine verbal and non-verbal communication techniques and outcomes. 

Verbal Non-Verbal 

Answering questions immediately sends a 
message that you are confident and/or interested 
in helping. 

Taking care of your personal appearance implies 
that you are professional. 

Addressing people by their first name sends a 
message that you are listening and respecting 
who they are. 

Facing the person you are talking to suggests that 
you are engaged and interested. Listening skills 
are vital. 

Speaking clearly and concisely helps people to 
understand what you are saying. 

Maintaining eye contact implies that you are 
listening intently (however, direct eye contact in 
some non-Western cultures can be offensive). 

Using language familiar to people can reduce the 
risk of misunderstandings. 

Sitting up straight sends a message that you are 
alert and attentive. 

Repeating what you have said can help people 
remember what you have told them. 

Smiling sends a message that you are friendly 
and approachable. 

Including all relevant information in your 
discussions sends a message that you are 
thorough, knowledgeable and professional. 

Maintaining an appropriate personal space 
between you and others sends a message that 
you are respectful. 

Using people’s preferred title can suggest that you 
are respectful and professional. 

Using an even tone can send a message that you 
are calm, confident, and professional. 

Asking questions about people’s preferences 
shows that you are interested and that their 
wishes are important. 

Non-verbal messages can also be harmful: not 
making eye contact, shrugging shoulders, 
frowning, yawning, looking bored, slouching are 
all negative gestures. 

Non-verbal communication 
Non-verbal communication, or ‘body language’ as it is sometimes called, is a very good indicator of what 
we are feeling and therefore projecting to others. We might think that we are saying and doing one thing, 
but if we are feeling and thinking another, our body language can give us away. 

Everyone has had the experience of someone smiling at them, but the words that are spoken are not 
kind or sincere. If we are aware of our body language, and that of others, we are able to communicate 
more effectively. 

Effective use of body language will reinforce the verbal message you are sending and make your words 
more credible. Some pointers about the way to use your body when conducting a ceremony are: 

• Make use of eye contact to validate your credibility. 

• Maintaining an erect posture leads to easier breathing and better voice projection. 

• Using movement appropriately when emphasising points will involve the gathering in the words you 
are using. 

Some people have, over time, taken on distracting habits that make them appear nervous. These can 
include stammering over words, repeating certain words and using pause words like ‘Um’, ‘Ah’, or ‘Mmm’. 
Other signs that a person is nervous are: 
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• gripping or leaning on the lectern 

• lip biting or licking 

• toying with coins or jewellery 

• frowning 

• rocking from side to side 

• adjusting hair or clothing. 

The best way to become conscious of your body language and any vocal ‘habits’ that you may have 
developed is to videotape yourself and review the tape. By doing this you will be able to complete a self-
assessment that will ensure you become aware of your posture, gestures, body movement, facial 
expressions and the eye contact you maintain with the gathering. If you identify some areas for change, 
you can then concentrate on these aspects and ensure you review your behaviour the next time you 
videotape yourself. 

The most important rule for making your body communicate effectively is to be yourself. Strive to be as 
genuine and natural as you are when you speak to family members and friends. If you care about the 
words you are saying about the subject of the ceremony, and truly believe what you are saying, your 
physical movements will come from within you and will be appropriate to what you are saying. This fact 
reinforces the importance of carefully planning any ceremony. 

Having thought through what you will say and the message that needs to be conveyed will ensure you 
have a grounded sense of self in the ceremony. By involving yourself in your message, you will be natural 
and spontaneous without having to consciously think about what you are doing or saying. To become an 
effective speaker, it is essential that you get rid of your mask and share your true feelings with your 
audience. Your audience wants to know how you feel about your subject. If you want to convince others, 
you must convey your convictions. Speak from the heart and to the soul.  

Facial expressions 

Facial expressions are often the key determinant of the meaning behind the message. People watch a 
speaker's face during a presentation. When you speak, your face more clearly than any other part of your 
body, communicates to others, your attitudes, feelings, and emotions. 

One type of unconscious facial movement that is less apt to be read clearly by an audience is involuntary 
frowning. This type of frowning occurs when a speaker attempts to deliver a memorised speech as the 
face can furrow as the speaker tries to remember the prepared speech. There are no rules governing the 
use of specific expressions. If you relax your inhibitions and allow yourself to respond naturally to your 
thoughts, attitudes and emotions, your facial expressions will be appropriate and project sincerity, 
conviction, and credibility. 

Remember to smile; smiling at weddings is easy, but although a funeral can be a solemn occasion there 
is no need to have a miserable look on your face. Similarly, you should not keep grinning in such a way 
as to suggest you have no grasp of the feelings of the mourners. Smiling can be used in the welcome and 
introduction, when recalling amusing stories about the deceased and when making eye contact with 
individuals in the gathering. The smile can convey care and respect and does not need to be manic or 
forced. All facial expressions need to be appropriate, positive and expressive of the emotions that suit the 
words being described. 

Eye contact 

In making eye contact with your audience, you are establishing a bond between your listener and you 
that can go a long way towards helping to make your point, win your argument, or create a favourable 
impression. 

When looking your listeners in the eye, you also establish a valuable feedback link. How else can you 
know if they are paying attention, understanding your point, or keeping up with you? Watch your 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 210 

audience carefully for their signals to you of fatigue, boredom, confusion (or interest) for all these things 
will be communicated to you through their eyes during your presentation. 

The adage, ‘The eyes are the window to the soul,’ underlines the need for you to convince people with 
your eyes, as well as your words. Only by looking at your listeners as individuals can you convince them 
that you are sincere and are interested in them, and that you care whether they accept your message. 
When you speak, your eyes also function as a control device you can use to assure your listeners' 
attentiveness and concentration. 

Eye contact can also help you to overcome nervousness by making your audience a known quantity. 
Effective eye contact is an important feedback device that makes the speaking situation a two-way 
communication process. By looking at your audience, you can determine how they are reacting. When 
you develop the ability to gauge the audience's reactions and adjust your presentation accordingly, you 
will be a much more effective speaker. 

If you are comfortable with your knowledge of the ceremony you are delivering and do not always have 
to read from the script, you can establish a personal bond with listeners. Begin by selecting one person 
and talking to them personally. Maintain eye contact with that person long enough to establish a visual 
bond (about 5 seconds). This is usually the equivalent of a sentence or a thought. Then shift your gaze to 
another person. 

There is also the possibility of people not being able to hear you. This is very frustrating and the looks 
you will be getting will indicate people are straining to hear because they might have frowns on their 
faces or be asking other people if they can hear. If this is the case, ensure you speak properly into the 
microphone and remember to speak up and out (project your voice from the diaphragm area of your 
body). Older people and those with hearing difficulties may become frustrated if a celebrant doesn’t 
speak clearly. 

Your appearance 

The celebrant needs to be very conscious of the clothes they choose to wear for any ceremony. The rule 
of thumb is if your listeners will have on suits and dresses, then wear your best suit or dress.  

Make sure that every item of clothing is clean and tailored. 

Do not wear jewellery that might glitter or jingle when you move or gesture. This might divert attention 
from your delivery. For the same reason, empty your pockets of bulky items and anything that makes a 
noise when you move. 

In some instances, the family or couple may request that everyone wears a certain type of clothing (e.g. 
casual clothes, or a particular colour) and this must be respected. 

The most important aspect is to look clean, neat and professional. 

Part of the first impression you give occurs even before you deliver your speech. As the gathering arrives, 
your preparation should be concluded. You should not have to study your speech. Instead, mingle with 
the gathering, and project that same friendly, confident caring attitude that will make your speech a 
success. 

When you speak, the most crucial part of your presentation is the first few minutes. During that initial 
segment, the gathering will be conducting an initial assessment of your ability to capture their interest. 
Your listeners will decide whether you are confident, sincere, friendly, eager to address them and worthy 
of their attention. In large measure, they will base this decision on what they see.  

Gestures and movements 

Good gestures will fit you well, reflecting who you are and how you relate to your material and to your 
audience. There are some stances people make that can look awkward: 

• Fig leaf: this involves standing with hands clasped in front of the groin area. It can take on the look 
of a statue if used for too long. 
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• Pound/jab/slice: these gestures have hints of aggression associated with them and would not be 
appropriate during a ceremony. 

• The arm grab: this involves holding onto your arms and has a very blocked body language message. 

The key to using gestures well is to make sure that you do not lock into a single gesture. Vary your 
moves; let your audience see you actively engaged with your material, even physically engaged, through 
effective gestures. Effective gestures involve open and expansive movements that are natural for you to 
perform. 

Like everything else in a presentation, gestures must flow naturally from you and from your material. 
Open and expansive gestures suggest confidence and elicit trust from your audience.  

Keeping gestures between the waist and shoulders allows you to operate in the visual ‘sweet spot,’ the 
place where the listeners’ eyes are able to take in your entire body most easily. If you bend your arms 
and keep your elbows in at the waist, you will be able to operate expansively and openly in the optimum 
gesture area. Pay special attention to your gestures being natural and smooth. They should not call 
attention to you in any untoward way. The gestures you use in normal conversation are the gestures you 
want to import into public speaking situations. Above all, your gestures should be deliberate, meaning 
your gestures should flow out of the content of the material, for they are used as visual cues to your 
audience about how to react to what you are saying, both verbally and nonverbally. 

If other speakers are to be called upon, you need to make clearly introduce them and then make space 
for the speaker, and then return to the central area when the other speaker has finished. Thanking the 
person who has spoken is also important. 

Posture 

Posture is the position in which you hold your body upright against gravity while standing, sitting or lying 
down. Good posture involves training your body to stand, walk, sit and lie in positions where the least 
strain is placed on supporting muscles and ligaments during movement or weightbearing activities. 

The word ‘posture’ is derived from the Latin verb ‘ponere’ which is defined as ‘to put or place.’ The 
general concept of human posture refers to ‘the carriage of the body as a whole, the attitude of the body, 
or the position of the limbs (the arms and legs).’ 

Webster's New World Medical Dictionary defines neutral posture as the stance that is attained ‘when the 
joints are not bent and the spine is aligned and not twisted. Neutral posture has given rise to the idea of 
achieving ideal posture. Ideal posture indicates proper alignment of the body’s segments such that the 
least amount of energy is required to maintain a desired position. The benefit of achieving this ideal 
position would be that the least amount of stress is placed on the body’s tissues. In this position, a 
person is able to completely and optimally attain balance and proportion of his or her body mass and 
framework, based on his or her physical limitations. Good posture optimises breathing and affects the 
circulation of bodily fluids.11 

Good stance not only contributes to a good appearance, it also decreases stress on the joints and 
ligaments, prevents fatigue because the muscles are being used correctly, and allows the body to breathe 
more affectively. 

Stance is important. When standing, a celebrant should consider the following:  

• Is their weight balanced? 

• Are they standing with their weight on one side more than the other? 

• Is their head is positioned directly above the line of their body, not tilted to one side or another; is 
their chin not in front of the line of their body (this is a common problem)? 

• What are they doing with their arms? They should be relaxed at their sides. 

 
11 Wikipedia.org, Neutral spine, accessed 31 March 2019 
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• What are they doing with their feet? They should be slightly apart with equal weight on each foot. 

Public speaking 
All ceremonies need to be delivered sincerely, using public speaking techniques to enhance the quality of 
the service. Before delivering a ceremony, the celebrant needs to have composed a suitable script from 
which the service will be presented. Like all speeches there is a process that the speaker goes through 
before the delivery of the speech. They will ask themselves the following questions: 

• When and where is the ceremony being conducted? 

• What do I hope to achieve through this speech? 

• To whom is this speech directed? 

• Which methods of delivery will best suit this speech? 

When delivering a ceremony, remember to: 

• be natural 

• be lively 

• be appropriate 

• pair delivery and message. 

Here are some quick tips on using your voice effectively in a ceremony delivery. 

Make sure you speak loud enough for all the guests to hear you. 

Nothing is worse than having to strain to hear the words spoken at a wedding ceremony. Not hearing the 
wedding ceremony is also one of the biggest complaints made against celebrants. So, before you begin a 
presentation, have someone stand at the back of the group and tell you if you can be heard. A few well-
timed ‘shouts’ can liven up the ceremony. Consider a part of a ceremony where it may be appropriate to 
‘project’. 

Don't shout into the microphone 

If you are using sound amplification equipment, avoid the temptation to speak loudly. Before you begin, 
adjust the volume so that you can be heard clearly while using your normal voice. Also, if speakers are 
going to use your microphone, don’t assume they know how to use it. Before the ceremony explain to 
other speakers how to hold your microphone. 

Avoid speaking in a monotone 

The easiest way to lose the guests’ interest is by speaking in the same tone of voice for a long period of 
time. Instead, use your natural speech patterns with variations in pitch. Change your pitch, volume, and 
pace at least once every 30 seconds, if only for just one word. Never go more than one paragraph 
without a change. This keeps your guests locked into the ceremony, for no other reason than it sounds 
interesting. Let the words speak for themselves. Reflect their nature through your voice. If you use the 
word love, say it with feeling. Keep in mind that when you raise your voice for extended periods you are 
more likely to develop a monotone. 

Change your delivery pace 

By speaking at different speech rates for short periods, you can add energy and animation to your 
ceremony. Observe the way you speak during a normal conversation with a friend or colleague. You will 
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notice that sometimes you speak quickly, whilst at other times you slow down. By slowing your speech 
rate while delivering your key points, you can convey emphasis and importance. This is particularly 
important for the specially-chosen words in the vows. 

Use the pause 

Silence is an excellent exclamation point. By slightly extending a pause, you can add emphasis to a key 
point in the ceremony. The best celebrants plan their pauses to achieve maximum impact. When you 
want to highlight a certain word, just pause for one second beforehand. If you really want to punch it, 
pause before and after the word. Pauses are also effective if there is an unexpected noise, such as an 
airplane flying overhead, a train passing by, or a screaming child. A pause is also an effective time to 
engage with the marrying parties and your audience. A pause added with a smile is an effective tool to 
grab attention. 

Drink water 

Before the ceremony, drink a glass of water. It is also an idea to sip water on the way to the ceremony. 
This can help prevent potential voice problems during your presentation. Articulation is all about how 
your speaking process works. You need air from the lungs, your vocal cords must be working, and your 
mouth and tongue must work together. You have to make sure that you have some saliva in your mouth 
to keep things ‘oiled’ and drinking water will help with saliva production.  

Pronounce each and every word 

Avoid slang, except to make a point. Do not slur your words. Avoid saying ‘you know’ or ‘umm’. 

Develop correct breathing techniques 

Breathing exercises can be valuable and celebrants should practice them on a regular basis. They help 
with: 

• the ability to project the voice 

• keeping from straining the voice 

• increasing energy during performance. 

Always breathe from the diaphragm, the muscle below the chest that, when lowered, allows the lungs to 
increase the amount of air they intake. 

The objective is to have control over the intake and outflow of the air so that you aren’t taking in too 
little air, and then pushing out whatever you’ve got left too quickly. 

Exercise 1 (intake) 

1. Put your fist just below your chest so you feel the bottom of the rib cage. 

2. Now picture yourself breathing ‘into’ your fist. 

3. Inhale s-l-o-w-l-y. 

4. When you think you’ve taken in all the air you can, hold for three seconds. 

5. Now take in as much more air as you can by picturing the air filling up the space in between the ribs. 

6. You’re using the diaphragm. It’s lowering and making way for the lungs to truly fill to capacity. 

7. Exhale. 

8. Repeat slowly, at least 10 times. Stop if you feel dizzy; it means you’ve gone too fast or taken in too 
much air. 
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Exercise 2 (outflow) 

1. Form your mouth to the shape of a ‘shh’ consonant. 

2. Slowly push the air out through your mouth. Do this as s-l-o-w-l-y as you can. 

3. The flow of air must be perfectly even. 

4. The idea is to control the air as it’s used. 

5. As you exhale, try to hold the ribs out and repeat inhalations and exhalations whilst maintaining this 
posture. Don’t force anything. Repeat three or four times. 

6. Now add ‘Haaaaaa’ or ‘Ssssss’ when you exhale. Increase daily repetitions, maintain position for 
extended periods and gradually replace the sounds with dialogue. 

Articulation and pronunciation 

Articulation means how your total vocal process works; there are several steps to this process. First, you 
need air from the lungs, your vocal cords in your larynx must be working, your mouth and tongue must 
be in sync, and you have to make sure that you have got some moisture in your mouth to keep things 
‘oiled’ and avoid a dry tongue which feels like it will stick to the roof of your mouth.  

Pronunciation means how you pronounce each word. You should be conscious of the beginning and end of 
each word you speak. Leaving off the consonant sounds at the end of a word in particular will cause 
irritation to the listener. Practice words which start and finish in consonants; T, D and K are examples of 
hard consonants, while F, H and M are soft sounding consonants. Examples of this are when a word 
ending in …ing is pronounced …in’, or worse still …ink; or a word like ‘and’ is pronounced an’. Pronounce 
the whole word, beginning, middle and end. For example, ‘Australia’ is a word made up of four syllables: 
Aus-tra-li-a. Be conscious of this and try not to run the syllables together to form a word such as 
‘Austrayia’. 

Here is a piece to practice articulation and pronunciation; watch out for consonants, especially in 
beginning and ending words. This is an extract from ‘Under Milk Wood’ by Dylan Thomas. 

Lord Cut-Glass, in his kitchen full of time, squats down 
alone to a dogdish, marked Fido, of peppery fish-scraps 
and listens to the voices of his sixty-six clocks, one for 
each year of his loony age, and watches, with love, their 
black-and-white moony loudlipped faces tocking the earth 
away: slow clocks, quick clocks, pendulumed heart-knocks, 
china, alarm, grandfather, cuckoo; clocks shaped like 
Noah’s whirring Ark, clocks that bicker in marble ships, 
clocks in the wombs of glass women, hourglass chimers, 
tu-wit-tuwoo clocks, clocks that pluck tunes, Vesuvius 
clocks all black bells and lava, Niagara clocks that 
cataract their ticks, old time-weeping clocks with ebony 
beards, clocks with no hands for ever drumming out time 
without ever knowing what time it is. His sixty-six 
singers are all set at different hours. Lord Cut-Glass 
lives in a house and a life at siege. Any minute or dark 
day now, the unknown enemy will loot and savage downhill, 
but they will not catch him napping. Sixty-six different 
times in his fish-slimy kitchen ping, strike, tick, chime, and tock. 

To help get your mouth and tongue in sync, try some tongue twisters. Tongue twisters and rhymes might 
be a bit old hat for you, but they really can work. Repeat your favourite phrases on your way to the 
ceremony. 

Red leather, yellow leather 

Fat frogs filing past fast 

Lovely lemon liniment 
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Nine night nurses nursing nicely 

Friday’s five fresh fish specials 

Around the rugged rocks the ragged rascal ran. 

How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood? He would chuck, he 
would, as much as he could, and chuck as much wood as a woodchuck would if a woodchuck could 
chuck wood. 

Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers 
Did Peter Piper pick a peck of pickled peppers?  
If Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers, 
Where’s the peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked? 

Warm-up exercises; these are great to loosen up the mouth and tongue 

• Make a prolonged ‘prrrrr’ sound through relaxed lips. 

• Spread the lips in a smile and say ‘eeeeee’ and close them to say ‘ooooooo’. 

• Grin and pout, grin and pout. 

• Do a huge yawn. 

• Massage your chin and the big muscles either side of your neck. Massaging your chin is an ideal way 
to counteract a dry mouth as it stimulates saliva flow. 

Timing and delivery 

It is important to develop a sense of timing and maintain a ‘ceremony rhythm’ to enhance the delivery of 
the ceremony. If you rush and speak too quickly, the guests will only focus on the hurried speech, not 
the message you convey. If you are too slow and overly dramatic, you will lose the attention of the 
guests as they will not be impressed by the unnatural tone of the delivery. 

Use a powerful pause to help you maintain a valuable ceremony rhythm. How do you use a pause? Fall 
silent for a moment; take this opportunity to look at the guests; smile. How long should you pause? Two 
or three seconds may seem like a long time when you are presenting a ceremony, however, a pause 
gives the listener the chance to absorb what you have said, to take in a particularly meaningful word or 
phrase. Take this opportunity to breathe, to refocus. 

Correct breathing will also assist you to develop a good sense of timing and maintain the rhythm of the 
ceremony. Breathe at the end of each long phrase or sentence. The more air you get into your lungs, the 
more energy your speech will have, and your voice will stay steady and not fade at the end of a 
sentence. 

Develop voice projection 

Together with the couple, you will have worked hard to develop a beautiful ceremony, but all that hard 
work will go to waste if the guests cannot hear the words. The strength of your voice does not depend 
upon the size of your body, or your ability to shout. The strength of your voice comes from the ability to 
use your lungs properly. 

Opera singers, for instance, have been trained to use their lungs and develop vocal resonance. Do you 
know that an opera singer can project over an entire audience, where a person yelling from the stage 
might hardly be heard? 

Here is an exercise to develop a powerful voice: 

1. Standing upright and straight, place your hands flat on your belly. 

2. Now breathe in, let the air come deep into your belly until you can feel your hands being pushed out; 
this is good breathing, filling your lung capacity. 

3. Exhale quickly without making a sound. 
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4. Now repeat the breath in; as you exhale make the sound ‘Ahhh’. 

5. Repeat this exercise several times, attempting to project the sound stronger each time; stop if you 
become light-headed. 

The next exercises are for developing vocal resonance. First we need to think about how our noses, 
throats and chests work together to create resonance: 

1. Place your hand on your nose and project ‘this is my nose’; take note of the way your nose and body 
feels. 

2. Place your hand on your throat and project ‘this is my throat’; take note of the way your throat and 
body feels. 

3. Place your hand on your chest and project ‘this is my chest’; take note of the way your throat and 
body feels. 

Think of the sound wave vibrating not only upwards and out of the mouth and nose, but the waves also 
vibrate downwards into the chest cavity. 

Have you ever studied yoga or deep meditation? If you have, you will be familiar with ‘Om’ or ‘Aum’ 
chanting. ‘Om’ is the most-often chanted sound among all the sacred sounds on earth. This sound is 
considered as the sound of the existence. It is believed that the whole universe, in its fundamental form, 
is made up of vibrating, pulsating energy. ‘Om’ is considered as the humming sound of this cosmic 
energy. It also happens to be a perfect way of developing good vocal resonance. 

1. Sitting or standing, take a good deep belly breath. 

2. Now as you exhale, open your mouth in the shape of O and let the sound out. Begin the sound as O, 
gradually closing the mouth until the final sound on the breath is hummed, M. 

3. Take note of the vibrations occurring in your chest, throat and nose. 

4. Practise regularly. 

Avoid voice problems. 

It would be wise to follow these tips, particularly in the 24 hours prior to performing a ceremony. They 
are also good tips for general health and wellbeing. 

• Limit your intake of alcoholic drinks; alcohol dries the larynx and irritates the mucous membranes 
that line the throat. 

• Limit your intake of caffeinated drinks; they also dry the larynx. 

• Drink plenty of room temperature water; this will help you to remain hydrated. Icy cold water can 
harden the larynx. 

• Don’t smoke cigarettes, and avoid passive smoking. 

• Spicy food may cause reflux. 

• Include plenty of whole grains, fruits and vegetables in your diet as these keep the mucous 
membranes in the throat healthy. 

• Practise good posture and breathing techniques, this will aid your performance and relieve strain.  

• Be well rested, particularly before you are due to perform the ceremony. 

• Avoid using throat washes and lozenges which contain alcohol or irritating chemicals; if you must 
gargle us lemon or salt-based washes.  

• Avoid shouting or straining your voice; use a microphone if available. 

• Laryngitis may lead to irreparable damage if you persist in speaking; important to completely rest the 
voice, do not attempt to speak or whisper. 
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Symptoms of voice problems. 

If you experience any of the following symptoms, you should seek medical help. 

• Repeatedly clearing your throat. 

• A sudden change in the tone of your voice: deeper or higher. 

• A persistent raw or scratchy throat. 

• Sudden inability to reach a higher pitch. 

• Difficulty in speaking, pain in the throat. 

Mastering the fear of public speaking 
The majority of people find speaking in public more abhorrent than dealing with spiders and snakes. Most 
of these people will tell you they have no trouble speaking one-on-one, but when asked to stand and 
speak before groups, they cringe with fear. Most people do not realise that fear is a good thing. In fact, if 
you are too relaxed you may not perform as well during the ceremony. 

When you are about to begin a wedding ceremony, your fear factor is probably very high. This is called 
the ‘red zone’, when all of us, even the very best speakers, experience the greatest fear. In the red zone 
when our fear is highest, we are most alert. Blood is pumping through our veins. Our effectiveness as a 
speaker rises. As the ceremony progresses, our effectiveness continues to go up, side-by-side with our 
nervousness. After about 2–4 minutes into the ceremony, we all hit what is called the ‘comfort zone’. This 
is where you begin to sense some relaxation. What you hope as a celebrant is that you remain in your 
comfort zone through the remainder of the ceremony.  

Very nervous speakers do not allow themselves to hit the comfort zone. They stay in the red zone 
throughout the ceremony, causing their fear to take over. Their throat goes dry, panic sets in and 
sometimes all they hear is the distant sound of their own quavering voice as they recite the ceremony. 

If, on the other hand, you become even more relaxed (past your comfort zone) your effectiveness as a 
speaker drops off. In fact, the more relaxed you get after your comfort zone the less effective you are. 
That little edge is now gone. Have you ever seen a minister or a celebrant who you thought was so good 
in first few minutes and then they began telling off-colour stories or rambled on about something 
irrelevant to the topic? These are people who surpassed their comfort levels. 

Understanding this paradox about fear and effectiveness, we as professional speakers embrace our fear 
and use it to propel us, rather than paralyse us. Fear then becomes the energy, the enthusiasm, the 
spark; our friend. 

Some tips 

If you experience nervousness before giving speeches, you will need to practise the speech a great deal 
to assist you to override your fear/nerves. As you gain experience as a celebrant, this fear will reduce, 
but it is not unusual to have feelings of anxiety before conducting a ceremony. Nervousness can be 
reduced in the following ways: 

Be prepared. In order to be charging professional fees for celebrancy work, you will need to have a 
professional speech prepared that you are comfortable presenting. 

Be familiar with your topic. You will achieve this through the information you gather from your clients. 
The time you spend preparing the ceremony will also ensure your familiarity with the topic. 

Practise your speech until you feel comfortable with it. Knowing when to pause for effect, when to 
change your tone, and when to make eye contact with the gathering will ensure that you deliver a 
professional speech and capture the attention of the gathering. 
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Practise your speech in front of others, or at least out loud. If you have never heard yourself say 
the words you will be uncertain whether you say them clearly and project your voice sufficiently. The 
importance of practice cannot be over-emphasised. 

Make the unknown known. One of our biggest fears of speaking is the unknown. We do not know the 
guests. We do not know the location. We do not know what will happen when we open our mouths. This 
list is endless. Of course you cannot make all the unknowns known, but the more you make known the 
more control you will get on this fear. For example, how can you make the guests/wedding party partially 
known to you? Find out the kinds of people who will be attending the wedding. Are they from overseas or 
interstate? Ask the marrying parties to talk about their guests at one of the meetings. A rehearsal with 
the wedding party can also help to meet the key players before the wedding day. 

Greet people as they walk in. Shake hands and make eye contact. If possible, ask people their names. 
With a large group you cannot meet everyone, but each person you greet becomes your new friend. 

Engage your audience using eye contact. Guillaume de Salluste De Bartas referred to eyes as 'these 
lovely lamps, these windows of the soul' in First Week, Sixth Day. Eyes are also a way of reinforcing a 
message you are communicating, whether you are delivering a ceremony or talking one-on-one. At the 
very beginning of your ceremony, make eye contact with the couple and audience before you speak. This 
allows you to make a connection so that your first words have impact. Pick out a person in the audience 
with a pleasant expression to make eye contact with first, then move on to others. Picking a pleasant 
face will increase your self-confidence as you begin. 

In one-on-one situations, don't make eye contact all the time you are talking. Have a reason to look 
away occasionally. At the outset of a conversation with a couple in a meeting at your home, you might 
find an excuse to complete some forms, find something on the computer, so that the couple can look at 
you in private. In your office, have pictures, wall hangings, or objects on shelves so the person will have 
a reason to look away occasionally. 

Observe public speakers, especially those on television. Who do you like watching and listening to, 
and what is it about their style that draws you in? Do they appear natural, relaxed, interesting, and 
engage with their audience? If so, how do they achieve this? Do you like the pace they speak at? If you 
really listen, you may notice that they speak at about half our normal speaking pace. Effective public 
speakers also pause often. This enables us to absorb what they are saying, and look forward to what they 
have to say next. 

The following organisations can be useful to enhance public speaking skills: 

• Toastmasters: http://www.toastmasters.org/ 

• Professional Speakers Australia: https://www.nationalspeakers.com.au/ 

• Speakers Platform: https://speaking.com/ 

• Registering for a public speaking course at a local university. 

Celebrant Institute: Dealing with nerves and stage fright 

The Celebrant Talk Show: It’s the Mabo of the thing, 44:35 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Top ten tips for new marriage celebrants, 34:59 

Resolving issues 
From time to time you may be called upon to assist with resolving an issue that arises between you and 
colleagues or a client, or between the clients themselves, or between clients and others. Negotiation is 
communicating for the purpose of arriving at a joint decision, one that can be congruently agreed upon 
by both sides. It is the process of getting what you want from others by giving others what they want, 
and takes place in any situation or meeting where interests are in conflict. 

As a celebrant you might be one of the parties negotiating. It is more likely that you will be facilitating a 
negotiating process between two other parties in conflict. Your role then is more like a coach. You may be 
required to use all your communication skills as you coach the parties to reach agreement. 
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Encourage your clients to keep a positive mental focus. One of the choices a person has is how they see 
or experience any given circumstance. Many people who are considered skilful and successful, including 
professional athletes and cultural leaders, work to maintain a positive mindset. If your clients feel 
burdened with the planning and feel as though little progress is being made, remind them about the ‘big 
picture’. Be enthusiastic. 

Understand that most people, including you, have a unique, often self-serving, agenda. Your services as 
a celebrant may not be purely altruistic. You need to be aware of what your own agenda is and be honest 
with yourself. There will be aspects of the ceremony that you feel are important to you and you should 
feel comfortable in communicating that without making the clients embrace your ideals as their need. 
This would be imposing your agenda on your clients. 

Don’t take another person’s reaction or anger personally, even if they lash out at you in what seems a 
personal manner. Another person’s mood or response is more likely about fear or frustration than it is 
about you as an individual. Take a deep breath, count to 10 and see it as a way of letting the other 
person vent before they are able to communicate what's really on their mind. Chances are you are at the 
receiving end of a range of personal issues the other person is projecting onto you. 

Steps to a successful negotiation: 

Step 1: Set the scene, set the context. The place where you negotiate should be mutually acceptable. 
Ideally it should be physically pleasant with comfortable chairs, lighting, relaxing music, etc. If the ideal 
is not possible, make sure it is at least not off-putting. 

Step 2: Allow and facilitate the parties' expressions of their concerns. There are two steps:  

1. Let each party air their concerns without interruption from the other. Get agreement on this.  

2. Ask each party to paraphrase/summarise the other's position. Frame this as, 'It's important to 
understand the other person's point of view, but you don't have to agree with it'. 

Step 3: Frame the negotiation as a joint search for a solution. You are looking for shared concerns. What 
possibilities are available? Brainstorm and coach the process. Assess the possibilities; work out what is 
acceptable to each and common to both. 

Step 4: When some agreement is reached, backtrack and summarise, check out with both parties and 
confirm. Test agreement through parties' congruence (words, voice tonality, body language). If 
necessary, write it down and give a copy to each party. 
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Evaluation 

The importance of evaluation 
We know people remember mistakes made by others. You only have to look on the internet at the 
number of reviews people post about a range of services: restaurants, cruises, accommodation. If it is on 
the internet, then people and services are open to evaluative comment. But do people who post reviews 
really know how to be constructive? Someone can perceive they have received poor service, but the fault 
may lie with the customer. On the other hand, a review citing a tourist spot with wonderful views but that 
requires a climb up 300 steps to get there is constructive feedback for viewers who could not manage the 
steps. 

It is important for celebrants to try to obtain feedback regarding the service they provided. Having formal 
and informal mechanisms for obtaining feedback is recommended. If people come up to the celebrant 
after the service and say how much they enjoyed it, or make some other positive comment, then the 
celebrant may feel confident that others feel the same; this is an informal mechanism for obtaining 
feedback. 

Clients and guests may tell you if they liked a ceremony, but it is worth requesting feedback in writing; 
this is a formal mechanism for obtaining feedback. Some celebrants prepare a feedback form to give to 
clients, whereas other celebrants send clients an email request or an electronic survey. 

There are three types of evaluation: 

• Evaluative comment: received from clients. 

• External evaluation: the process that uses someone else to observe and review the way we perform 
our services and provide constructive feedback; valuable to obtain a different perspective on the way 
we work. 

• Self-evaluation: using our own methods to monitor and evaluate the way we perform our services. 

No one is perfect, and no celebrant should become complacent regarding the way services are provided. 
It is never too late to learn new skills to improve. Celebrants should use a range of effective techniques 
to monitor their own service areas. 

Evaluation is also defined as: 

• quality control 

• an appraisal of the value of something 

• enquiring whether something is appropriate for its purpose 

• a process of asking and answering questions about effectiveness, efficiency, adequacy and 
appropriateness 

• in the workplace, an evaluation is a tool employers use to review the performance of an employee 

• for celebrants, using monitoring and other information to make constructive judgments about our 
ceremonies and services 

• using that information to make changes and improvements 

• being ready to change. 

For funerals, funeral directors will be able to give constructive feedback to celebrants, and they are more 
likely to be honest about whether they have noted areas for improvement. It may also be a funeral 
director’s policy to maintain reports on celebrants regarding their performance. Funeral directors will 
observe audience attention, the celebrant’s ability to speak effectively and sincerely, the way they 
organise the progression of the service and liaise with them, and respect others. Of course, the content 
of the ceremony will be noted to ensure it is well constructed and focuses appropriately on the deceased. 
Other areas that may be identified for improvement are the celebrant’s skills in relation to organisation, 
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time management, communications, punctuality, and public speaking. Dissatisfied family members are 
more likely to complain to the funeral director than to the celebrant. 

Continuous improvement 
Collecting, analysing and acting on feedback is the cornerstone of continuous improvement for any 
business. The analysis of any feedback received from clients, and the regular review of business systems, 
will allow you to improve what you do. An improvement in quality of services can mean that you gain 
more clients and/or can charge higher prices for the service that you deliver because you are ‘better than 
the rest’. 

Continuous improvement is not a tool or technique as such, more a way of life (or at least a cultural 
approach to quality), and the concept of continuous improvement has to be set in the context of ‘the 
quality movement’. 

‘Quality’ as a business issue, in the way we know it now, arose with labour specialisation, mass 
production and automation techniques, techniques that moved away from the traditional expert 
craftsman approach to quality.  

In the world of ‘factories’ and mass production, quality was obtained by inspecting each part and passing 
only those that met specifications. This was true until 1931 when Walter A. Shewhart, a statistician at the 
Hawthorne plant at Western Electric published his book Economic Control of Quality of Manufactured 
Product. This book is the foundation of modern statistical process control and provides the basis for the 
philosophy of total quality management or continuous process improvement for improving processes. 

With statistical process control, quality inspection of each individual part produced is no longer used; the 
process is monitored through sampling. Dependent on the results from the sample, adjustments are 
made to the process to ensure ‘quality’ production. 

W. Edwards Deming worked as Walter Shewhart’s assistant and protégé and helped further develop this 
radical approach to improving quality. At about the same time, Shewhart also developed a never-ending 
approach toward process improvement called the Shewhart Cycle: Plan-Do-Check-Act. 

This approach emphasises the continuing, never-ending nature of process improvement. The idea is 
based on the need to establish an understanding of how things currently operate and then develop a plan 
to change and improve performance. This plan is then put into action and the results are then evaluated. 
Improvements can be made based on the evaluation and so the cycle continues.  

The following diagram illustrates a typical continuous improvement cycle which could be utilised by 
marriage celebrants. 
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• Assess industry standards, teaching and learning, experience. 

• Plan strategies, set performance indicators. 

• Implement strategies for improvement. 

• Evaluate client feedback, self-evaluation of performance against indicators, colleague feedback. 

Feedback forms/surveys 
Celebrants may find it useful to ask their clients to complete a feedback form (although this may not be 
appropriate for funeral clients). The document needs to provide you with enough information to assess 
your performance and process, and figure out where improvements need to be made. 

The form could include questions about how you communicate, problem solve, empathise and 
accommodate requirements and preferences. There could also be questions relating to your presentation, 
the ceremony, and whether you explained the legalities adequately (for marriages). 

There are several different ratings methods celebrants can use in their feedback forms: 

• yes/no, agree/disagree 

• scales where 1 equals ‘Strongly Disagree’ and 5 equals ‘Strongly Agree’ or similar 

• open responses where clients are asked to provide written responses. 

A sample feedback form for marriage ceremonies has been included in your supplementary documents. 
This feedback questionnaire could be sent by hard copy, in the body of an email, or as an electronic 
survey (using a tool such as SurveyMonkey). 

Document: Marriages/Client journey/Feedback form 

Techniques for self-evaluation 
Self-evaluation is using your own methods to monitor and evaluate the way you perform your services. 

We are often our harshest judge. It is difficult to be objective about our own performance in a particular 
situation, but it is important to be honest about what we do well and where we can improve, and then do 
something about changing. Promising to practise your voice projection skills and then never doing it will 
not make you project better at the next ceremony you conduct. 

One way to self-evaluate is to ask ourselves questions: 

• What went well? 

• What didn’t go well (and why)? 

• What would I change next time? 

• Did I receive compliments? 

• Did I arrive early? 

• Was I organised? 

• Was my attire appropriate? 

• Did I liaise with the family appropriately? 

• Did I deliver the script with sincerity and at the right pace? 

• Did I make the ceremony interesting? 

• Did I introduce participants appropriately and thank them afterwards? 

• Did I manage the service so that it flowed well? 

• Was there any confusion at any time? 
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You could also arrange for a video to be taken while conducting a ceremony and then evaluate your 
performance. 

We are all different. Therefore, the self-evaluation method that works for one celebrant may not 
necessarily be ideal for another. A consistent practice is to prepare a self-evaluation checklist (using 
questions such as those above) to complete after each ceremony. 

What to do with evaluative feedback once it is received 
Gathering evaluative comment from clients and others is a great way to start monitoring your services. 
Unless you analyse the feedback and put in place strategies to act on any opportunities for improvement, 
you may as well have not gathered the feedback in the first place. 

Read the feedback and consider how your performance and/or behaviour could be improved or made 
better. 

Most celebrants, if they are honest, will be the best judge of the marriage they deliver. They will know 
the ceremonies that go particularly well, and those that are below their usual standard. In these 
situations, conduct a critical self-assessment. 

Time, it is said, is our greatest teacher. Over time and through practice we do become more experienced 
and professional regarding the way we do things. Our communication, writing, and presentation skills will 
improve. This developing process can be enhanced if we remain open to change and receive feedback to 
ensure that we do improve. We are all in a state of evolution – works of art in progress. Making 
constructive use of the information gathered from clients, colleagues, and honest self-evaluation will 
dramatically improve our services. 

If areas for improvement have been identified, celebrants should make efforts to work on them; we are 
always learning. Strategies for improvement may include: 

• formal training 

• assistance from colleagues 

• self-reflection. 
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Diversity 
Australia has a rich and colourful multicultural heritage including the culture of its Indigenous peoples. A 
marrying party meeting a celebrant for the first time can feel a mixture of emotions if they are, for 
example, from a different culture, or are socially different. A bride from Asia is often very shy and may 
not speak English fluently. 

Wikipedia says that cultural diversity is the quality of diverse or different cultures, and can refer to having 
different cultures respect each other’s differences. 

Another definition of cultural diversity is the ethnic, gender, racial, and socioeconomic variety in a 
situation, institution, or group, and the coexistence of different ethnic, gender, racial, and socioeconomic 
groups within one social unit. 

Cultural practices are not necessarily acquired simply by birth. They can also be learned and may be a 
conscious choice of an individual. Culture, whether by birth or choice, can determine how a person 
interprets issues and interacts with others. 

There is a tremendous amount to be learned from other cultures, races, religions, and people who 
express themselves in different ways.  

Cultural awareness and diversity 
An essential skill in the provision of culturally appropriate services, cultural awareness entails an 
understanding of how a person's culture may inform their values, behaviour, beliefs and basic 
assumptions. Cultural awareness recognises that we are all shaped by our cultural background, which 
influences how we interpret the world around us, perceive ourselves and relate to other people. You don't 
need to be an expert in every culture or have all the answers to be culturally aware; rather, cultural 
awareness helps you to explore cultural issues with your care recipients more sensitively. 

Cultural competence is the ability to understand, communicate with and effectively interact with people 
across cultures. A culturally safe environment is one that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe for 
people of different cultures, one where there is no challenge or denial or their identity. Your celebrancy 
practice should undeniably be culturally safe. 

Information about specific cultural practices will help to increase your cultural knowledge by providing an 
overview of cultural characteristics and issues. However, it is always important to identify individual 
needs and preferences and remember that no individual can be reduced to a set of cultural norms. 

Within any culture, peoples' values, behaviour and beliefs can vary enormously. Differences may occur 
due to time of arrival in Australia, length of settlement, socio-economic background, level of education, 
rural or urban residence, identification with cultural and religious background, and different life 
experiences - including the experience of migration. 

Cultural awareness entails an understanding of the migration process itself. Migration is a key influence 
on a person's life, with differing effects due to the different experiences of pre-migration, migration and 
resettlement.  

While some migrants undergo a relatively easy transition, most migrants will undergo some - if not many 
- challenges in adjusting to life in a new country. 

Some of the many post-migration stressors include: the stress of separation from homeland, family 
members, friends and support networks; racial discrimination; changes in lifestyle and socio-economic 
status; culture shock; language barriers; and the ongoing trauma of pre-migration experiences, which 
may have included war and political instability, physical and psychological abuse, and travelling as a 
refugee or living in a refugee camp. 

Key considerations 

• Be aware of your own cultural influences. 
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• Be aware of judging other people's behaviour and beliefs according to the standards of your own 
culture. 

• Be aware of making assumptions about cultural influences and applying generalisations to individuals. 

• Understand that the behaviour and beliefs of people within each culture can vary considerably. 

• Understand that the extent to which people adopt practices of their new country and retain those 
from their cultural background can vary within communities, even within families. 

• Understand that not all people identify with their cultural or religious background. 

• Understand that culture itself is a fluid entity, undergoing transformations as a result of globalisation, 
and migration. 

• Increase your knowledge about different cultural practices and issues through cultural background 
information sessions and/or resources and cultural awareness training. 

• Understand the importance of appropriate communication. 

Australian Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders: the First Australians 
Australian Aboriginal culture varies throughout the continent and people from different regions have 
different ancestral beings, different tools, weapons, basketry and art styles. Since the arrival of Macassan 
(Indonesian people) on northern Australian shores after 1700, and later European colonisation in 1788, 
Aboriginal culture has evolved and changed further. 

There are hundreds of ancestral beings throughout Australia, recorded by Aborigines in their stories, 
songs, body paintings and art. This includes recordings in the rock paintings and petroglyphs (rock 
carvings) dating back thousands of years. 

These First Australians are thought to have been in Australia for at least 30,000 to 60,000 years. The 
diverse culture they have developed is grounded in a land-based spirituality.  

The creation period: The Dreaming 

Similar to other religions, Aboriginal belief depicts a time when things were created. This creation period 
was the time when the ancestral beings created landforms, such as digging to create lagoons or pushing 
up mountain ranges, or the first animals or plants being made. The Aboriginal word for this creation 
period varies throughout Australia and each linguistic region has its own beliefs pertaining to that 
particular area. For example, it is known as Alcheringa (Aldjuringa) amongst the Aranda of Central 
Australia, as Lalai in the Kimberley, and as Nayuhyungki amongst the Kunwinjku (Gunwinggu) east of 
Kakadu National Park. 

Aboriginal people often interpret dreams as being the memory of things that happened during this 
creation period. Dreams are also important because they can be a time when we are transformed back 
into that ancestral time. This linking of dreams to the creation period has led people to adopt the general 
term ‘The Dreaming’ in order to describe creation in their religion. The term ‘Dreaming’ in Aboriginal 
mythology is not really about a person having a dream, but rather, a reference to creation. 

All aspects of Aboriginal culture are full of legends and beings associated with this creation period, or 
Dreaming. Each tribe has many stories, often with a lesson to be learned or a moral tale, about the 
creation period deities, animals, plants, and other beings. These stories are told to children, discussed 
around campfires, and are sung and acted out in plays and dances during the times of ceremony. When 
an adolescent progresses through their phases of initiation, they learn the more important, senior and 
secret parts of these stories, and this knowledge is reinforced by the acting-out of more secret-sacred 
rituals, songs and dances. 
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Welcome to Country12 

A Welcome to Country is a ceremony performed by Indigenous Elders to welcome visitors to their 
traditional land. It can only be carried out by a Traditional Custodian of the land on which the event is 
being held. If no Traditional Custodian is available, a Welcome to Country must not be performed, but an 
Acknowledgement of Country can be conducted instead (see below). 

A Welcome to Country usually occurs at the opening of an event, and can take many forms, including 
singing, dancing, smoking ceremonies or a speech, depending on the particular culture of the relevant 
Traditional Custodians. 

To arrange a Welcome of Country, contact the Traditional Custodians of the land on which the event will 
be held. Contact can be made through a local Indigenous organisation or the local Aboriginal land council, 
and should occur as early as possible in the planning process to allow for plenty of time to make 
arrangements. 

Acknowledgement of Country 

An Acknowledgement of Country is a statement that shows awareness and respect for the Traditional 
Custodians of the land on which an event is being held, and can be delivered by anyone, Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous alike.  

Acknowledgements of Country take place at the beginning of an event. Suggested wording is as follows: 

I would like to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which we meet today, the 
(appropriate group) people of the (name of Aboriginal nation) nation, and pay my respects to Elders 
past, present and emerging. 

An example for events held in Melbourne is: 

I would like to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which we meet today, the 
Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation, and pay my respects to Elders past, present and emerging. 

Check with the local council where the event is being held to confirm who the relevant Traditional Owners 
of the land are, to ensure the correct acknowledgment is made. 

All cultures are evolving 
Changes are inevitable, as more people today travel locally or abroad, people move from country areas to 
live in cities for work and change in lifestyle, technology has impacted enormously on cultural traditions, 
older generations are dying and new generations introduce new ideas to their interpretation of traditions. 

Modern lifestyle means people don’t work as hard or the long hours their parents or grandparents 
worked, but are often better housed and clothed, and have easier access to money (and debt). With 
these lifestyle changes and a more ‘open minded’ outlook, people are generally less prejudiced and more 
accepting of culturally diverse people in communities. 

Most people today recognise that the word ‘normal’ is value-laden, excluding concept that often precludes 
acknowledgement of the diversity of people, their life experiences and situations. Every country has put 
in place legislation to protect and support cultural diversity. 

Multiculturalism 
This term is used often, but what does it mean? One definition of multiculturalism is the policy or practice 
of giving equal attention or representation to the cultural needs and contributions of all the groups in a 

 
12 Information on Welcome to Country and Acknowledgement of Country sourced from 
www.australianstogether.org.au, accessed on 27 June 2020 
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society; special emphasis may be given to minority groups under-represented in the past, as through 
bilingual education. 

Wikipedia says that multiculturalism is the acceptance or promotion of multiple ethnic cultures, for 
practical reasons and/or for the sake of diversity and applied to the demographic makeup of a specific 
place, usually at the organisational level, e.g. schools, businesses, neighbourhoods, cities or nations. In 
this context, multiculturalists advocate extending equitable status to distinct ethnic and religious groups 
without promoting any specific ethnic, religious, and/or cultural community values as central. 

Australia is a large and relatively young country in terms of settlement and development. Apart from the 
First Australians, Australia has depended on migrants from other countries to ensure long-term 
development and growth. 

The impact of immigration 

The post-war immigration program has benefited Australian life in many ways, such as socially and 
economically. Immigration affects the demand side of Australia's economy through: 

• migrants' own spending (food, housing and leisure activities) 

• business expansion (investment to produce extra goods and services) 

• expansion of government services (health, education and welfare). 

Migration also affects the supply side of the economy through: 

• labour, skills and capital introduced into Australia 

• new businesses developed by migrants 

• migrant contributions to technology 

• adding productive diversity through knowledge of international business markets. 

Like all Australians, migrants pay taxes to the government, and receive benefits and goods and services 
from the government. Research shows that, overall, migrants contribute more in taxes than they 
consume in benefits and government goods and services. As a result, migrants generate surpluses for 
government. 

Australia's economic growth is significantly enhanced when migrants’ direct impact on the economy, 
through their contribution to supply and demand and their indirect contribution to government surpluses 
(or smaller deficits), work their way through the economy. Australian universities rely heavily on income 
from overseas students. 

Australian society is made up of people who have originated from many different countries to settle in 
Australia, each culture bringing with them their own traditions, language, diversity, and unique customs, 
which continue to be passed on to their descendants. 

If you travel throughout Australia, particularly to state and territory capital cities, you will see an 
enormous number of people who were either born overseas or descended from other cultures. Your own 
definition of ‘culture’ may be narrow or expansive. However, ‘culture’ often includes a wide variety of 
ideas, habits, traditions, memberships, and work / workplaces. We can all learn from different cultures. 
Have we considered what our own culture is? Did we or our ancestors bring traditions that we continue in 
our own lives? 

Human behaviour is often affected by our family backgrounds. Marriage counsellors say that family 
history plays a large part of family dynamics and can affect marriage relationships. 

Sex, gender and sexuality: Concepts, terminology and language 
The LGBTQIA+ community in Australia is proud and fierce, and recognition of issues faced by them has 
become more prevalent in Australia in recent years. The marriage equality debate raged long and hard, 
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and the historic legislation change on 7 December 2017 to allow all couples to marry was not the end of 
the battle.  

As celebrants we may be called upon to work with all kinds of couples, and it is crucial that we have some 
understanding of the different concepts, terminology and language pertaining to this part of the 
Australian community. Having said that, the most important thing is not that you know all the words and 
concepts, but that you are open to listening to what people tell you about their lives and their 
experiences. Ultimately, what someone tells you about how they identify and how they want you to speak 
to them and refer to them is all that matters. 

NB: LGBTQIA+ people are often lumped together as a single, homogenous community; nothing could be 
further from the truth. Every single person is different, and while many of these communities may face 
similar marginalisation, they do not all behave the same way nor agree with each other. Lateral hostility 
is one name given to the ‘infighting’ between these different groups, and can be just as exhausting, if not 
more so, than the hostility they face from outside their community.  

Concepts and terminology 

Sex 

‘Sex’ refers to the chromosomal, hormonal and anatomical characteristics that make up a person’s 
biology. Babies are generally classified at birth as either male or female based on their external 
anatomy. A small percentage of people are born with natural variations in their chromosomal, hormonal 
and anatomical characteristics; these people are called intersex.13  

Gender identity 

‘Gender identity’ is part of a person’s personal and social identity; it refers to the way a person feels, 
presents and is recognised within their community. Gender identity is the way a person feels about 
themselves. 

People whose gender identity matches the sex they were assigned at birth are called cisgender or cis;14 
those whose gender identity differs from or does not match the sex they were assigned at birth are called 
transgender or trans.15 

Transgender people16 may identify as any or none of the following (terms are presented in alphabetical 
order): 

• Agender: having no gender 

• Bigender: both male and female 

• Non-binary: neither male nor female 

• Gender diverse: umbrella term used interchangeably with transgender 

• Genderqueer: umbrella term for many gender non-conforming identities 

• Gender fluid: a dynamic mix of male and female; sometimes a mix of the two, sometimes more male, 
sometimes more female 

• Gender neutral: neither male nor female 

 
13 Intersex variations are an exceptionally complex and controversial topic, not least because experts can’t agree on a 
concrete definition. The social construct of binary biological sex is also exceptionally controversial, and further 
discussion of either of these subjects is far outside the scope of this manual. If you are interested in further 
information on intersex variations, I encourage you to visit www.ihra.org.au, the website of Intersex Human Rights 
Australia; if you are interested in further information on biological sex as a social construct, Google will be your friend. 

14 ‘cis’ is the Latin-derived prefix meaning ‘on this side of’ 

15 ‘trans’ is the Latin-derived prefix meaning ‘across from’ or ‘on the other side of’ 
16 An incredible set of resource videos on transgender concepts and awareness can be found at www.trans101.org.au  
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• Gender non-conforming: non-traditional gender presentation (masculine woman or feminine man); 
person who identifies outside the gender binary 

• Polygender: multiple gender identities, either simultaneously or at various times 

• Pangender: a member of all genders 

• Transgender woman, trans woman: a woman who was assigned male at birth 

• Transgender man, trans man: a man who was assigned female at birth 

• Transfeminine: assigned male at birth but identifies with femininity more than masculinity 

• Transmasculine: assigned female at birth but identities with masculinity more than femininity 

• Third gender: neither man nor woman. 

Depending on their culture, a trans person may also identify with a cultural term such as brotherboy or 
sistergirl (Australian Indigenous terms for trans men and women) or two-spirit (North American 
Indigenous term for someone who identifies as having both a masculine and a feminine spirt.  

Sexual orientation or sexuality 

‘Sexual orientation’ or ‘sexuality’ refers to a person’s sexual or romantic attraction to another person or 
people. Sexual orientation is the way a person feels about other people. People may identify as any or 
none of the following (terms are presented in order from most familiar to least familiar to the common 
reader): 

• Heterosexual: an individual who is sexually and/or romantically attracted to people of the opposite 
binary gender 

• Lesbian: a person who identifies as a woman and is sexually and/or romantically attracted to other 
people who identify as women 

• Gay: a person who identifies as a man and is sexually and/or romantically attracted to other people 
who identify as men; ‘gay’ is sometimes used as an umbrella term to describe all people who are 
attracted to people of the same gender as themselves, however it is important to note that not all 
lesbians identify as gay 

• Bisexual: an individual who is sexually and/or romantically attracted to individuals of their own 
gender and other genders 

• Asexual: an individual who experiences little to no sexual attraction; can still experience romantic 
attraction 

• Pansexual: an individual whose sexual and/or romantic attraction to others is not restricted by 
gender; may be attracted to any person, regardless of their gender identity 

• Androsexual: primary sexual and/or romantic attraction to masculinity 

• Gynesexual: primary sexual and/or romantic attraction to femininity 

• Demisexual: no sexual attraction until a strong romantic or emotional connection is formed 

• Skoliosexual: primary sexual and/or romantic attraction to genderqueer, transgender and/or non-
binary people 

• Sapiosexual: intelligence the most sexually attractive feature 

Language evolves 

Language evolves over time. Meanings of individual words change, use of different phrases change, and 
even grammar and punctuation changes.  

Gay is a word that has had many different meanings throughout time. 

• 12th century: happy 

• 17th century: immoral (loose and pleasure-seeking) 
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• 19th century: female prostitute; a gay man was a man who had sex with female prostitutes a lot 

• 20th century: a person who experiences sexual/romantic attraction to other people of the same sex 
and/or gender 

Homosexual used to be in common use but is now considered stigmatising due to its history as a 
category of mental illness; until 1973 ‘homosexuality’ was a mental disorder in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. 

In a study prior to Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell being revoked in the US, people were asked how they felt about 
openly gay and lesbian service members; 65% were in support. When the question was changed to 
how they felt about openly homosexual service members, support dropped to 20%.  

Queer has historically been used as a derogatory term. While it is now being reclaimed by some 
(particularly younger) members of the community who don’t identify as heterosexual or cisgender), it is 
not embraced by all members of the community, particularly those who grew up in a time when it was 
thrown at them as an insult. Always respect a person’s wishes around their identity labels. 

Other examples of outdated language include: 

• Sexual preference: suggests being queer is a choice and therefore ‘curable’; sexual orientation or 
sexuality are now the preferred terms. 

• Hermaphrodite: now referred to as intersex. 

• Transvestite: in most communities the preferred term is cross dresser, but neither of these terms 
are generally used to refer to trans people unless they identify as such; ‘cross dresser’ often refers to 
a heterosexual man who dresses in women’s clothing as a sexual fetish. 

• Sex change, pre-operative, post-operative: it’s none of your business, but preferred terminology 
is now transition, or gender reassignment/affirmation/confirmation surgery. 

• Biologically/genetically male/female: preference is assigned male/female at birth. 

Language is important! 

Language evolves and some people get stuck on how a word or phrase has previously been used, and 
they find it difficult to update their own language usage. But language is important for respecting and 
appreciating people’s lived experience and their own preferences, and as celebrants it is crucial that we 
do our utmost to use respectful, inclusive language. 

One language evolution debate that is currently raging is about the use of the singular ‘they’. Many 
people who identify as gender non-binary do not want to be referred to as he or she, but as they (a 
gender neutral pronoun that is already an accepted English word), and many language purists argue that 
they is a plural pronoun used to refer to a group of people. I would argue that the English language has 
always had a singular use for they when referring to a person of unknown gender (‘someone left their 
jacket behind, I wonder if they will come back for it’) but even if it hadn’t, language evolves anyway.  

Here's just some of the many gender neutral pronouns that have been suggested over the years; as 
you’ll see, none of them have made it into mainstream use at this stage, as most people think it’s easier 
to stick with words we already know, like they and them. 
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 Nominative  
(subject) 

Objective  
(object) 

Possessive  
determiner 

Possessive  
pronoun Reflexive 

Traditional pronouns 

He He laughed I called him His eyes gleam That is his He likes himself 

She She laughed I called her Her eyes gleam That is hers She likes herself 

It It laughed I called it Its eyes gleam That is its It likes itself 

They They laughed I called them Their eyes gleam That is theirs They like 
themselves 

Invented pronouns 

Ne Ne laughed I called nem Nir eyes gleam That is nirs Ne likes nemself 

Ve Ve laughed I called ver Vis eyes gleam That is vis Ve likes verself 

Spivak Ey laughed I called em Eir eyes gleam That is eirs Ey likes emself 

Ze/zie and 
hir Ze laughed I called hir Her eyes gleam That is hirs Ze likes himself 

Ze/zie and 
zir Ze laughed I called zir Zir eyes gleam That is zirs Ze likes zirself 

Xe Xe laughed I called xem Xyr eyes gleam That is xyrs Xe likes xemself 

Source: Gender neutral pronouns: https://genderneutralpronoun.wordpress.com/ 

Making our language more inclusive 

Here are just some examples of small changes we can make to our language to ensure it is more 
inclusive of everyone. This is certainly not easy, but I firmly believe that as celebrants, as people who 
write and speak for a living, it is our role to be leaders in the use of inclusive language, so make sure 
you’re doing some work to improve your language use. 

• ‘He or she’ to refer to everyone is not gender neutral; ‘they’, ‘them’, ‘everybody’ are better options. 

• ‘You guys’ is not gender neutral; ‘you two’, ‘everyone’, ‘folks’, or even ‘you lot’ are better options. 

• ‘Ladies and gentlemen’ is not gender neutral or inclusive of those who do not identify as ladies or as 
gentlemen; I personally use ‘family and friends’ at ceremony, and ‘everyone’ when I’m trying to get 
the attention of a large group of people. 

• Mx is a title sometimes used by gender neutral people instead of Mr, Mrs or Ms. 

• Use gender neutral terms wherever possible: police officer, flight attendant, server. 

• Refer to couples rather than to brides. The wedding industry has found itself really focused on brides 
as the decision-makers for heterosexual weddings, and many suppliers have found it difficult to stop 
using the word ‘bride’ when discussing their clients. We’re not just servicing brides (we never were, 
but that’s a whole other argument); we’re now also servicing couples that don’t have a bride at all.  

• ‘Marriage equality’ is a much better term than ‘same sex marriage’ or ‘gay marriage’: not all couples 
who couldn’t marry before the legislation changed in 2017 are same-sex couples; some comprise of 
one woman and one non-binary person, for example. Not all same-sex couples identify as gay. Both 
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of these terms leave out some members of the population, so talking about your support for marriage 
equality is far better. Besides, it’s not gay marriage now, it’s just marriage, and marriage Australia is 
for all couples regardless of gender or sexuality. 

Abbreviations 

There are SO MANY ABBREVIATIONS to refer to this extremely heterogeneous community of people that 
should probably not be lumped under one umbrella anyway. The longest one I’ve found so far is 
LGBTQQIAAP, which stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, 
Asexual, Ally, Pansexual. 

The abbreviations LGBTQ or LGBTI are the two that are mainly in use in Australian media. 

Over the years there have been some attempts at new abbreviations to avoid the ‘alphabet soup’, such 
as GSM for Gender and Sexual Minorities and DSG for Diverse Sexualities and Genders.  

Some younger activists use the word ‘queer’ as an umbrella term, but as we discussed earlier, for some 
people that word is fraught with issues. 

A recent umbrella term that was suggested to me was ‘rainbow communities’, which is quite nice because 
it does recognise that there are multiple different communities covered by the umbrella.  

Ultimately there’s no agreement on this matter at this stage. 

Dos and don’ts 

• Do use appropriate, up-to-date and inclusive terminology. 

• Do respect people’s experiences and identities. 

• Do listen with intent. 

• Don’t misgender (e.g. call someone ‘she’ when they’ve clearly told you they want to be referred to as 
‘he’); while this is really important, it’s also new for a lot of people and it’s going to be tricky to 
retrain our brains to use descriptors we’re not used to, and mistakes will be made. If you make a 
mistake, apologise, correct it, and move on. This is awkward for everyone, so don’t bang on about it 
and make the entire situation more uncomfortable; the person you’re talking to may feel as though 
you’re focused on their difference instead of seeing them for who they are. 

• Don’t dead name (call someone by their previous name when they’ve clearly told you they want to be 
called by their new name). 

• Don’t make assumptions (basing your language on how someone looks or presents is making 
assumptions; if you’re unsure how to best refer to someone, just ask). 

o There are some people who identify as members of the LGBTQIA+ community but are in 
heterosexual-appearing relationships, for example a bisexual woman (whether cisgender or 
transgender) could be marrying a man, and it is crucial that we do not make assumptions 
about someone’s sexuality or gender identity based on their choice of partner.  

• Don’t ask offensive questions, such as: 

o What kind of anatomy do you have? 

o Have you had surgery? 

o What hormone dose do you take? 

o Which of you is the man of the relationship? 

o Anything about their sexual history. 

• An easy rule of them for celebrants to remember is that if it’s not required by the paperwork, it’s 
none of our business and we shouldn’t ask, no matter how curious we are. Another is that if a 
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question would be offensive if you asked it of a cisgender, heterosexual person, it’s definitely going to 
be offensive if you ask it of a transgender or non-heterosexual person. 

When it comes down to it, the most important rule here, as well as in life in general, is don’t be a dick. Just 
be a good person, keep your ears and your heart open, and you’ll do just fine.  

Resources 

This is a beyond complex topic and I’ve done my best to simplify it for you, but I’m not the font of all 
knowledge on this stuff, and I’m still learning too. Here are the resources I looked at to help me put this 
information together if you’re keen to do some more reading in this space: 

• Inclusive Language Guide, National LGBTI Health Alliance, NSW 

• LGBTIQ+ Communities: Glossary of common terms, Australian Institute of Family Studies 

• Inclusive Language Guide, Victorian Government 

• Trans101: Gender Diversity Crash Course, YGender, Minus18 

• GLAAD Media Reference Guide, GLAAD USA 

• Glossary of terms, Stonewall UK 

• Gender Neutral Pronoun Blog, genderneutralpronoun.wordpress.com/ 

 

Celebrant Institute: Making customer journeys easier, and inclusive, like Sephora 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Are we finished being angry at Glenn yet? 24:57 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We don’t think you’re smart enough to get two emails in the one day, 5:18 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Gay weddings are not a thing 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I think I’ve already mentioned this on the podcast before, 14:10 

The Celebrant Talk Show: All the stupid questions you’ve got about marriage equality 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’m not a scientist, it’s way above my pay grade, 48:32 
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Organisation and time management 
Celebrants need to be well-organised and have effective time management skills. For funerals especially, 
there is usually only a limited amount of time in which to meet the family, gather information for the 
service, compose the service, and check content with the family for accuracy.  

Celebrants should always arrive at a ceremony venue early to set up and ensure there are no problems 
that could cause the ceremony to be delayed. 

Systematising the administration of a celebrant’s business can dramatically improve all aspects of their 
professional operations, from the initial email or phone call, to sending the paperwork to BDM after the 
wedding. It will also allow celebrants to step away from the detail to focus on the bigger picture. 
Celebrants can use checklists, forms, email templates, etc. to assist in the systemisation of their 
business. These will: 

• produce a consistent and predictable result 

• increase the efficiency and profitability of the business 

• enable a celebrant to operate their business without having to ‘reinvent the wheel’ each time 

• release time to concentrate on developing beautiful ceremonies or getting new business instead of 
fighting fires 

• allow another celebrant to step in and take over in the event of accident or hospitalisation. 

The Celebrant Talk Show: The podcast about wedding porn, 4:14 
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Writing skills 
Celebrants need to have competent writing skills to compose a ceremony and ensure that it flows well 
from beginning to end, and that it is appropriate for the subject/s of the ceremony. Creative writing is 
anything where the purpose is to express thoughts, feelings and emotions, rather than to simply convey 
information. It is a celebrant’s job to express feelings and ideas of the couples and families they work 
with. It often helps to communicate complicated emotions in simple sentences. Overly-articulated 
compound sentences can reduce the overall effect of the message. 

Tips for improving your writing skills 

Use strong verbs 

Strong verbs are verbs that are active, vivid, specific, and familiar. They give energy to your writing. Try 
to avoid the use of vague verbs that are boosted by adverbs, e.g. ‘Joan really liked his sense of humour’ 
vs ‘Joan enjoyed his sense of humour.’ 

Try brainstorming 

The process of thinking in different ways until you are able to come up with useful information. This is the 
process of jotting down all your ideas and then expending on each one further and further until you reach 
effective conclusions. 

Try a writing burst: just let it flow 

To get your creative juices going, we need to think in the right side of the brain. One way to do this is to 
do a ‘writing burst’. Keep writing for a number of minutes without letting the pen leave the paper. Don’t 
worry for one second about the quality of the work appearing on the paper. Do not punctuate; do not go 
back and correct spelling. This is working with the right side of the brain. 
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Preparing yourself mentally and physically 

What strategies do you have for keeping mentally and physically fit? 
Staying mentally fit is as important as staying physically fit. Most people look after their physical fitness 
but ignore their mental fitness. Maintaining mental fitness means looking after your mental and 
emotional health. Like your body, your mind also has certain requirements that you need to fulfil. When 
people have a hectic schedule and face new challenges and stresses, staying mentally fit becomes all the 
more important to face these effectively. Looking after your mental health helps you think better, process 
information more efficiently, learn faster, improve memory, and feel positive about yourself. Here are 
some tips. 

• Eat healthily. Try to limit salt, sugar, fat, alcohol and caffeine. Food gives your brain oxygen. 

• Get ample sleep. 

• Exercise. You will notice the difference. 

• Relax. Take a break, read a book, watch a movie, listen to music. Yoga and meditation also help to 
relax your mind. 

• Reward yourself occasionally with something you love to do or eat. 

• Accept changes in life. 

• Resist negative thoughts. You will cope. Develop a positive attitude. 

• Laugh. It’s one of the best therapies. 

• Invest time in relationships and social support. We need friends. 

Personal care 
Celebrants need to assess, plan, and prioritise workloads and take care of themselves. They need to be 
aware of their attitudes to both their celebrancy role and other events in their lives outside celebrancy, 
and try not to let stress get in the way. 

What makes people stressed? Pressures can come from a variety of sources, including work unrelated to 
celebrancy, family issues, interpersonal relationships, financial worries, dependence by others, how much 
support is received, commitments, changes in life patterns, and of course their role as a celebrant. 

Stress also comes in many forms which affects people of all ages and walks in life, and the signs may or 
may not be recognised. Let’s ask ourselves these questions. Are we sleeping well? Do we have mood 
swings? Have we started to overeat or have we lost our appetite? Are we nervy and irritable? Do we 
panic about little things? Have we started to get headaches, or muscle tension, and feel depressed and 
fatigued? These are all possible symptoms of stress. 

If you are feeling depressed, stressed, or have difficulty coping, you should consult your doctor. 

Burnout 
According to Wikipedia, ‘burnout’ is a psychological term for the experience of long-term exhaustion and 
diminished interest. It is affected by lifestyles and the effect is emotional exhaustion. 

There are many negative outcomes related to burnout, including impacts on job function (performance, 
output, etc.) and health (increases in stress hormones, heart disease, circulatory issues, and mental 
health problems). The term burnout in psychology was coined by Herbert Freudenberger in his 1974 
article Staff Burnout, presumably based on the 1960 novel A Burnt-Out Case by Graham Greene, which 
describes a protagonist suffering from burnout. 
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Burnout is real 

Celebrants who undertake a considerable amount of funeral celebrancy work are well aware of the danger 
of burnout. Unlike marriage celebrants who can often spread the lead up time to a wedding day over 
several months, funeral celebrants need to work quickly from the moment they receive a call from a 
funeral director, until they deliver a funeral service. In between they need to interview the people who 
are grieving their loss, gather information, write the funeral service, liaise with those concerned to 
confirm that the service script is correct, and attend and deliver the service, all in a very short space of 
time. 

Busy, busy, but staying professional 

If celebrants are simply feeling the pressure from hectic schedules and/or worrying about meeting 
deadlines, they need to plan their personal schedules so that they are efficient and productive with their 
precious time. 

Once marriage celebrants accept a booking from a couple planning to marry, they have entered into a 
contract and must meet their responsibilities under the Code of Practice. Couples expect and rely on their 
celebrant to be professional, in top form at all times, and provide the very best service possible. 
Celebrants need to meet their responsibilities, goals, and objectives. So what celebrants do with their 
time is important. Time can be wasted, or celebrants can be motivated, organised, and productive. 
Celebrants need to work out how to prioritise when under pressure, and how to communicate with clients 
regularly to ensure they know the next steps at all stages leading up to their ceremony and what the 
celebrant’s timelines are. Celebrants need to ensure that those timelines are met. 

If celebrants are organised, have everything ready and in place when it should be, they will feel more 
relaxed, confident, and happy in their work. Does this sound like you? If so, congratulations. If not, let’s 
identify ways to make better use of your time, and learn how to structure and improve the way you can 
organise yourself. 

Time management 
According to Wikipedia, ‘time management’ is the act or process of planning and exercising conscious 
control over the amount of time spent on specific activities, especially to increase efficiency or 
productivity. Time management may be aided by a range of skills, tools, and techniques used to manage 
time when accomplishing specific tasks, projects and goals complying with a due date. This encompasses 
a wide scope of activities which include planning, allocating, setting goals, delegation, analysis of time 
spent, monitoring, organising, scheduling, and prioritising. Initially, time management referred to just 
business or work activities, but eventually the term broadened to include personal activities as well. A 
time management system is a designed combination of processes, tools, techniques, and methods. 
Usually time management is a necessity in any project development as it determines the project 
completion time and scope. Daily ‘to do’ and checklists are invaluable. 
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Contingency planning 

Basic contingency planning 

Alternative venue 

These days an outdoor venue is planned for many marriage ceremonies conducted by Commonwealth-
registered marriage celebrants, both civil and religious. It is essential that a back-up venue is planned in 
case bad weather prevents the ceremony being held outdoors. Your booking form should include a 
question about an alternative venue (Plan B). 

What are some things to consider if the alternative venue is used? 

• You and parties to the marriage need to agree in advance on a time on the wedding day to liaise as 
to when a final decision will be made to move the ceremony to the alternative venue. 

• If a rehearsal was held at the outdoor venue, was a rehearsal also held at the alternative venue, or at 
least discussions took place regarding details as to how the ceremony would be staged? 

• Certificates of Marriage are to record the actual place where the marriage was solemnised. This 
means it is best practice to complete the Form 15 Certificate of Marriage as close as possible to when 
you depart for the ceremony. 

• If you are unfamiliar with the alternative venue, and no back-up rehearsal was held, it is sensible for 
you to visit the venue before the wedding day to ensure there are no health and safety issues, you 
can transport your equipment without difficulty to the site, and you won’t have any parking problems. 

• Will you incur extra travelling costs to the alternative venue (possible extra fee to negotiate), or other 
extra outlays such as parking or ferry fees? 

• It is not your responsibility to inform guests of the changed venue. 

Rehearsals 

As discussed in a previous section, rehearsals will ensure the wedding party understands how the 
ceremony will evolve, and it is one of the best times to work on contingency plans. 

Scenario: A couple were to arrive together and enter together from a distance just out of earshot from 
the ceremony site. It was decided that the groom would wave when the music was to begin for their 
entrance. The couple arrived, several people saw the groom ‘wave’, and the music started. But the couple 
stayed where they were. Apparently they were enjoying a final smoke before the ceremony. The 
celebrant was dismayed when their feedback said their day was ruined because the music began before 
they were ready to make their entrance. The groom was later adamant that he never signalled and did 
not admit that he had waved to anyone. Could this incident have been prevented? Would another signal 
for the music to begin have been better? 

Scenario: A couple planned their wedding by a beautiful lake with gliding swans adding to the picturesque 
landscape. The bride was in her early forties and had never been married. Her wedding day was going to 
be perfect and her wedding planning book was full of pictures, notes, samples, and ideas. It seemed 
nothing had been overlooked. At the rehearsal, the celebrant suggested that: 

• as there were several elderly guests (friends of the couple’s parents), it would be a good idea to 
provide some seating 

• due to the hot season, water be made available as guests arrived to prevent dehydration  

• the bridal party arrives on time. 

The bride didn’t think seating and water were necessary, and she didn’t make any promises about 
whether she would arrive on time. The wedding day arrived. Firstly the ceremony was delayed due to the 
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bridal party arriving late, then there was a further considerable delay by the amateur photographer 
taking a long time to photograph the bridal party before they made their entrance. Finally the ceremony 
began, but a few minutes later an elderly guest collapsed. The ceremony was paused and an ambulance 
called. Could contingency plans have prevented this incident? What would you have done? 

Some suggestions: 

• As you have a duty of care to try and keep everyone at the ceremony safe and free from harm, and 
you know there will be elderly guests standing in the heat, you could insist that some seating and 
water be made available. Dehydration is a real issue in hot weather.  

• Explain to the bride that being ‘fashionably late’ is no longer fashionable. 

• If something goes wrong which could have been prevented, guests will remember the ‘bad stuff’ 
before they remember how beautiful the bride looked on her wedding day.  

• If there is a delay in the ceremony (such as a guest fainting), arrange for music to be played until the 
ceremony is resumed. 

• Remain calm and let guests know what is happening. 

As rehearsals unfold, the need for contingency plans will become apparent. Alternative arrangements can 
be decided and agreed in case they are needed. 

Celebrant Institute: Rehearsals; to have them or not to have them 

Celebrant Institute: How to make a great ceremony without a rehearsal 

Celebrant unavoidably prevented from conducting wedding ceremony 

Once you have accepted a NOIM and booking fee from a couple, you have entered into a contract to 
provide marriage celebrant services. This includes solemnising their marriage. If you enter into a written 
agreement with couples, your CSA may state that if you are unable to conduct the ceremony for any 
reason, a replacement authorised marriage celebrant will conduct their ceremony. You may also have this 
notation on your invoice, or another handout. 

However, this is not as simple as it may sound. It is likely the replacement celebrant is able to obtain the 
NOIM from you, but before the marriage can be solemnised the second celebrant must also sight the 
parties’ original documents (evidence of place and date of birth, evidence of identity, divorce order or 
death certificate as appropriate). The replacement celebrant needs to be in possession of the ceremony 
script and ensure it contains the minimum legal requirements for a valid marriage. 

Prior to the ceremony, the second celebrant also needs to satisfy themselves that the parties are giving 
real consent to the marriage. If the DONLIM and the OCMs have been prepared by the original celebrant, 
then the second celebrant should: 

• have the parties re-sign the DONLIM prior to the commencement of the ceremony. This is because 
the declarations must be made before the celebrant who will solemnise the marriage. 

• ensure that the OCMs have been completed correctly. 

What contingency plan will ensure that the above criteria is achieved? How can you ensure that the 
replacement celebrant is able to sight original documents, and ensure the parties re-sign their 
declarations prior to the ceremony? 

If there is sufficient time before the wedding day for a replacement celebrant to fulfil their responsibilities 
prior to the ceremony, then there is unlikely to be any problem. The second celebrant may choose to 
prepare a new DONLIM for the parties to sign prior to the ceremony, as well as the OCMs, Form 15 
Certificate of Marriage, and Record of Use of Form 15 Marriage Certificates. 

But what if you are on the way to a ceremony and become involved in an accident and simply cannot get 
to the ceremony? Or you are unavoidably prevented from conducting the ceremony at the last minute, 
what then? 
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If it is impossible to arrange for a second marriage celebrant and the marriage is not solemnised, the 
parties may consider bringing a civil claim against you for the entire cost of their wedding day. If a 
replacement celebrant is located but is unable to fulfil all necessary requirements prior to the ceremony 
(sighting original documents etc.), what alternative ceremony can be offered to the couple? What are the 
repercussions if the marriage is not solemnised? 

If the marriage cannot be solemnised, an option is for the couple to be offered a commitment ceremony 
by another celebrant, and their marriage solemnised later. 

Even if a commitment ceremony is held and the marriage is solemnised later, the parties may still sue 
you for the entire cost of their wedding day. Therefore it is essential that you have sufficient professional 
indemnity insurance. 

Keeping accurate file notes of telephone or face-to-face discussions as soon as possible is also 
professional practice and will help avoid disagreements about verbal arrangements. 

Emails which contain advice and agreements should also be stored. 

Other sensible contingency plans could include: 

• weather: contingency plans for heat/rain/wind (alternative venue) 

• knowing when the bridal party are about five minutes away from arriving. This will allow you time to 
manage guests, and the groom and his attendants 

• ensuring the person playing the music knows the correct order of music and volume, when to start, 
and when to fade to a stop. Arrange signals if appropriate 

• access for wheelchairs or other special needs 

• liaise with other wedding professionals prior to ceremony, i.e. live musicians, photographer, 
videographer, venue manager 

• find out if there is family conflict (diplomacy required) 

• confirm whether pets are involved in the ceremony 

• confirm if any participant has a medical condition or considerations 

• ask if there are any exes or family members who oppose the marriage 

• know if any unusual or inappropriate outfits will be worn (but not by you). 

• take a spare, blank Form 15 Certificate of Marriage to ceremonies, and either a calligraphy pen or a 
USB stick with your template on the Form 15. There may be a last-minute change, or the certificate 
could blow into the pond, or have wax dripped on it 

• keep a record of the spare Form 15 certificate number, so that if it is used you know what number to 
write on the Record of Use form 

• take your CSA with you to the ceremony. You may need to quickly settle a dispute if a term or 
condition of the CSA is challenged 

• take spare batteries for your PA/microphone 

• check for road works prior to leaving for the ceremony, and if necessary, allow time for a detour 

• enclose a tissue or two in the ceremony folder you are reading from. Where there is emotion, there 
are tears, and although a teardrop glinting on the cheek adds to the wedding photos, discharge from 
a nose on the upper lip does not  

• check your intended attire with the parties to ensure you will meet the couple’s expectations 

• check with the parties if you can have a photo taken with them, using your own camera 

• if you would like to use a photo of the couple on your website, ensure you have written permission 
from the parties. Any photo used for publicity or shown to others needs the written permission of the 
parties and the copyright holder of the photos 

• become a member of at least one professional celebrant association 
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• ensure you network with other celebrants in your area. You may need to ask for help if you have an 
accident, are held up or sick and cannot attend the ceremony 

• ensure someone at your home, or somebody else you trust, knows how to access your files and 
documents in an emergency 

• ensure your CSA includes clear terms and conditions to avoid misunderstandings 

• forms: 

o don’t sign the NOIM off at the bottom of page 4 until after the marriage has been 
solemnised and all details have been entered. Sometimes a NOIM is transferred to 
another celebrant for a variety of reasons, and it is the officiating celebrant who signs the 
bottom of page 4 and adds their authorisation number 

o DONLIMs are to be signed before the ceremony begins, as close to the wedding day as 
possible, in the presence of the officiating celebrant 

o prepare the two official certificates of marriage in advance and ask the parties to carefully 
check their accuracy prior to the wedding day 

o when preparing the Form 15 Certificate of Marriage, wait until venue is certain if bad 
weather results in plan B venue being used 

• ensure you have sufficient professional indemnity insurance 

• use checklists 

• rehearsals are recommended to ensure all participants know what is expected of them 

• advise couples that they and their witnesses are not to have drinks at the signing table. A celebrant 
witnessed a glass of champagne knocked over, which ran over the documents and the bride’s dress 

• have your ceremony script secure in your presentation book. Wind is not kind to loose pages 

• ensure you have a pen handy at all times in case there are last minute edits to the ceremony script 

• note names of ‘important people’ on a page in your ceremony folder so that you can use the correct 
names when speaking to parents, the wedding party, or witnesses 

• when signing documents outside after the ceremony, use weights to ensure the table cover stays in 
place 

• use paper weights on documents to prevent them blowing away during the signing. 
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Animals at weddings 
Karen Faa has been conducting ceremonies for over 20 years. She says that working with animals is 
always a wonderful experience. We are grateful to her for permission to share her handout Personalising 
with Pets. 

‘They are family, they have to be in the wedding’ 

Increasingly, man’s best friend is sometimes also man’s best man. Dogs, cats, miniature pigs and birds 
are getting outfitted with ornate wedding gear, including miniature tuxedos, veils and top hats. Trainers 
are prepping them for a top performance on the day. 

Including pets or animals in the ceremony is a trend which brings in the personality of the couple.  

Ideas to include your animals: 

• the couple could ride in on horseback; the bride could arrive by horse and cart 

• dogs, pigs, birds can be bridesmaids or ring bearers (China, the barn owl has been trained to fly in 
with the rings) 

• posing with pets and animals for unique photos 

• have your wedding at the zoo, photos with pythons, tigers and elephants. 

Some points to consider: 

• accidents can happen even at well-planned ceremonies 

• guests could be offended 

• appoint an ‘attendant’ for the pet 

• some wedding venues may have a no-pets policy 

• pets could also potentially upstage the bride on what is supposed to be her big day. 

If your pet does not have the right temperament for a wedding, you can still include them in other ways: 

• Have a photo of your pet with you or on the bridal table. 

• Have a custom cake topper including your pet. 

• Your celebrant can include special mention of your pet in the ceremony wording. 
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Children in ceremonies 
Including children in marriage ceremonies can be risky. However, if they are the marrying couple’s 
children, then the parties are usually more tolerant of the children’s behaviour during the ceremony. 

The age and general behaviour of children need to be taken into account. There is no guarantee that a 
beautiful three-year-old flower girl with golden ringlets and the face of an angel will walk up the aisle at 
the right pace, stand in the allocated space, and remain still during the ceremony. In reality she may be 
shy, catch sight of her parents, and run away to sit with mum and dad. 

It is worth suggesting that small children do sit with their parents or a trusted relative or friend during 
the ceremony after they have made their entrance. 

You will get some idea of how children will react at the rehearsal, and also gauge the couple’s attitude. 
Would they be happy for the ceremony to continue if children begin to wander about? Or do they want 
their ceremony to be flawless? You might feel it best to suggest that children be part of the bridal 
entrance but then sit with parents during the ceremony. You may need to exercise tact if making this 
suggestion. 

My personal philosophy on children at weddings is that their only job is to look adorable; it doesn’t 
matter if they don’t walk the aisle properly or stay seated the entire time. I can easily talk over the top of 
them, and cute kids are always a delight. 

Celebrant Institute: Creating an intimate ceremony, and including kids 

The Celebrant Talk Show: Written to elicit a response, 50:27 
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Ethical requirements 
‘Ethical’ is defined as: moral / principled / right / fair / decent / just 

Work ethics include not only how one feels about their job, career or vocation, but also how one carries 
out their job or responsibilities. This involves attitude, behaviour, respect, communication, interaction, 
and how one gets along with others. Work ethics demonstrate many things about whom and how a 
person is. 

Work ethics involve such characteristics as honesty, integrity, and accountability. Essentially, work ethics 
break down to what one does or would do in a particular situation – what is right and acceptable versus 
what is wrong. 

Work ethics, such as honesty (not lying, cheating, and stealing), doing a job well, valuing what one does, 
having a sense of purpose and feeling, being a part of a greater vision or plan is vital. Good work ethics 
include treating others with decency and respect, valuing others and knowing they have worth. 

Recognising ethical dilemmas 
If you identify a potential ethical issue/dilemma, you will need to call upon your problem-solving skills 
and techniques. This may require discussion with an appropriate person / mentor. The matter will also 
require discretion, and you should treat all parties with dignity. It will depend on the nature of the 
situation what action you will deem necessary. 

You will recognise a potential ethical issue or dilemma when your views and morals clash with others. If 
you are open-minded and non-judgmental, no problem may arise. 

Unfortunately, from time to time celebrants encounter situations they believe are unethical or where they 
believe legislation has been breached by another person or celebrant and are unsure whether or not to 
take any action. 

Reporting may be verbal, such as telephone or face-to-face, non-verbal (written), such as progress 
reports, case notes or incident reports. 

If you have positively identified unethical conduct, then you will need to report it to an appropriate 
person. An appropriate person may include: 

• colleagues 

• law enforcement officers 

• advocates / family members 

• AGD / BDM 

• external agencies (complaints and advocacy services, professional registering authorities, child 
protection authorities). 
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Other relevant legislation affecting celebrants 
The role of the marriage celebrant is complex, and experience will increase the range of information that 
a celebrant retains. It is not as simple as reading the Act and the Regulations and the Guidelines. 
Celebrants will need to think through a variety of situations that could present themselves, and build a 
bank of information in order to know how to deal with a situation they encounter. Apart from the 
marriage legislation, celebrants need to be aware of other legislation that impacts on marriages and 
marriage celebrants, and sometimes on funerals and funeral celebrants. 

Please note there is currently no industrial relations legislation that applies to celebrants that I am aware 
of, as celebrants are self-employed sole traders. 

NB: Websites change from time to time. Therefore, the websites for various government departments 
may have changed since this manual was compiled. If this is the case, you will easily be able to search 
and find the current website. 

This information regarding other legislation provides general information only and is not a substitute for 
professional legal advice. 

Anti-discrimination laws 
Celebrants have a responsibility to be open-minded, sensitive, non-judgmental, and respect the views, 
opinions, beliefs, age, gender, attitudes, individual differences, and cultures of others. Failure to do so is 
unethical and the celebrant could also be in breach of anti-discrimination laws. Celebrants should create a 
‘client orientated’ culture, with a non-discriminatory approach to all individuals using or accessing their 
services. 

In Australia, it is unlawful to discriminate on the basis of age, disability, race and sex. The federal 
parliament has passed a number of laws which aim to protect people from certain kinds of discrimination 
in public life and from breaches of their human rights by Commonwealth departments and agencies. 
Discrimination is governed by federal legislation set out in the: 

• Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1985 

• Age Discrimination Act 2004 

• Disability Discrimination Act 1992 

• Racial Discrimination Act 1975 

• Sex Discrimination Act 1984 

The Australian Human Rights Commission has statutory responsibilities under these laws. States and 
territories also have their own legislation, based on federal law. 

Celebrants must: 

• prevent and avoid unlawful discrimination in the provision of marriage celebrant services 

• respect and consider differences in views in a way that values and encourages the contributions of 
others, and 

• demonstrate respect for individual, cultural and social differences, needs and rights in communicating 
with clients and colleagues; ensure the planned ceremony is sensitive to client’s social, cultural and 
linguistic needs, values and ideals. 

Website: www.humanrights.gov.au/employers/good-practice-good-business-factsheets/quick-guide-
australian-discrimination-laws 

Website: www.ag.gov.au/RightsAndProtections/HumanRights/Pages/default.aspx 

Broadly, the function of the above legislation is as follows. 
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Age Discrimination Act 2004 (Cth) 

Protects both younger and older Australians. 

Helps to ensure that people are not treated less favourably on the ground of age in various areas of 
public life including employment; education; access to premises; provision of goods, services and 
facilities; renting or buying a house or flat; administration of Commonwealth laws and programs; and 
requests for information. 

Disability Discrimination Act 1992 

Major objectives include: 

• eliminating discrimination against people with disabilities 

• promoting community acceptance of the principle that people with disabilities have the same 
fundamental rights as all members of the community, and 

• ensuring as far as practicable that people with disabilities have the same rights to equality before the 
law as other people in the community. 

Grounds for unlawful discrimination include physical, intellectual, psychiatric, sensory, neurological or 
learning disabilities; physical disfigurement; disorders, illness or diseases that affect thought processes, 
perceptions of reality, emotions or judgement, or results in disturbed behaviours; presence in body of 
organisms causing disease or illness (e.g. HIV virus). 

Covers employment; education; access to premises; accommodation; buying or selling land; activities of 
clubs; sport; administration of Commonwealth laws and programs; provision of goods; and services and 
facilities. 

Racial Discrimination Act 1975 

Major objectives include: 

• promoting equality before the law for all persons, regardless of their race, colour, or national or 
ethnic origin, and 

• making discrimination against people on the basis of their race, colour, descent or national or ethnic 
origin unlawful. 

Covers employment; provision of goods and services; right to join trade unions; access to places and 
facilities; land, housing and other accommodation. 

Sex Discrimination Act 1984 

Major objectives include: 

• promoting equality between men and women 

• eliminating discrimination on the basis of sex, marital status or pregnancy and, with respect to 
dismissals, family responsibilities, and 

• eliminating sexual harassment at work, in educational institutions, in the provision of goods and 
services, in the provision of accommodation and the delivery of Commonwealth programs. 

Covers employment; partnerships; qualifying bodies; registered organisations; employment agencies, 
education; goods, services and facilities; accommodation; land; clubs; awards; superannuation and 
enterprise agreements. 
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State and Territory anti-discrimination laws 

• Australian Capital Territory Discrimination Act 1991 (ACT) 

• New South Wales Anti-Discrimination Act 1977 (NSW) 

• Northern Territory Anti-Discrimination Act 1996 (NT) 

• Queensland Anti-Discrimination Act 1991 (QLD) 

• South Australia Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (SA) 

• Tasmania Anti-Discrimination Act 1998 (TAS) 

• Victoria Equal Opportunity Act 1995 (VIC) 

• Western Australia Equal Opportunity Act 1984 (WA) 

Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 and the Australian Human Rights 
Commission 

Grounds for discrimination include breaches of human rights by any Commonwealth body or agency and 
discrimination in employment on the basis of race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national 
extraction, social origin, age, medical record, criminal record, marital status, impairment, disability, 
nationality, sexual preference, trade union activity. 

Covers Commonwealth bodies or agencies; employment and occupation. 

Website: http://www.hreoc.gov.au/human_rights/about_human_rights.html 

Every person has inherent dignity and value. Human rights help us to recognise and respect that 
fundamental worth in ourselves and in each other. 

Amongst other things, the Human Rights Commission deals with:  

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social justice 

• age discrimination 

• disability rights 

• human rights 

• race discrimination 

• sex discrimination 

• education.  

Australia has agreed to uphold the human rights standards set out in a number of international treaties 
and declarations, including: 

• the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 

• the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

• the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 

• the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 

• the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) 

• the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

• the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). 
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Statutory declarations 
Statutory declarations are often required in relation to a marriage. The only statutory declaration to be 
used in relation to marriage is a Commonwealth statutory declaration, under the Statutory Declarations 
Act 1959. 

S6 of the Statutory Declarations Act: Authority to make and use statutory declarations: 

(1) A person may, if he or she so desires, make a statutory declaration in relation to any matter. 

(2) Subject to the next succeeding subsection, a statutory declaration may be used: 

a. for the purposes of a law of the Commonwealth or of a Territory, unless the contrary intention 
appears in that law; 

b. in connexion with any matter arising under a law of the Commonwealth or of a Territory, 
unless the contrary intention appears in that law; or 

c. in connexion with the administration of any Department of State of the Commonwealth. 

(3) The last preceding subsection does not authorize a statutory declaration to be used as evidence in 
a judicial proceeding but nothing in this section prevents a statutory declaration from being so used. 

A person who intentionally makes a false statement in a statutory declaration is guilty of an offence 
against the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 and is liable to four years imprisonment. 

The Statutory Declaration form under the Statutory Declarations Act 1959 can be downloaded from the 
AGD’s website. 

Website: https://www.ag.gov.au/publications/pages/statutorydeclarations.aspx 

This is a Commonwealth statutory declaration and is the only statutory declaration accepted in relation to 
marriages. If a party was to provide a marriage celebrant with a statutory declaration under a 
State/Territory’s Act, then the celebrant would not accept it and the party would need to make a 
declaration on the correct form. 

If a person making a statutory declaration cannot write or speak English, then he/she needs to make the 
declaration in their own language and have it translated into English, preferably by an accredited NAATI 
translator. The Guidelines recommend that the translator is accredited at Level 3 or higher. Both original 
declarations are given to their marriage celebrant. 

Common errors when making statutory declarations 

• Occupation of declarant not stated 

• Witness to declarant’s signature not an authorised witness 

• Declarations made on incorrect form 

To ensure statutory declarations are completed correctly, the prompts on the left-hand side should be 
read first and directions followed. For example: 

• Declarant’s details: I, Felicity Jane Baker of 2 Brisbane Road, Toowong, Queensland 4066, 
Hairdresser 

• Paragraphs are to be numbered 

• Authorised witnesses are listed on the back of the statutory declaration form 

• Only the correct form may be used in relation to marriages 

• The place where the declaration is made only needs to be the town/suburb etc, not the full physical 
address. 
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Competition and Consumer Act 2010  

Website: http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Details/C2011C00774/Download 

The Competition and Consumer Act 2010 aims to promote competition, fair trading, and consumer 
protection. Marriage celebrants, along with every other business in Australia, are obliged to conduct their 
business in line with the CCA regulations. The CCA is a lengthy publication. The Australian Competition 
and Consumer Commission, who administers the CCA, also have simplified consolidated fact sheets 
available that summarise key areas. 

Under this legislation, celebrants are not to: 

• engage in anti-competitive conduct 

• have a conflict of interest 

• attempt to price-fix fees 

• practise any exclusive dealings 

• promote misleading/false advertising/misleading misrepresentation 

• include unfair terms in a contract. 

Marriage celebrants operate in an open market. They are not to lessen, hinder or prevent competition 
from other marriage celebrants. 

Available on the AGD’s webpage ‘Information for marriage celebrants’ are helpful Guidelines on Conflict of 
Interest and Benefit to a Business under paragraphs 39C(2)(e) and (f) of the Act. These guidelines fully 
explain conflict of interest and benefit to a business as it may impact on you, and how to avoid finding 
yourself in this situation. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Conflict of interest guidelines 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We accidentally created a podcast, 6:27 

Marriage celebrants are not to attempt to price-fix. For example, celebrants in the same area should not 
get together and decide that they will all charge the same price for a ceremony. Marriage celebrants are 
not to enter into any exclusive dealing such as making of a contract, arrangement, or an exclusionary 
understanding with just one other wedding provider which will restrict dealings or affect competition. For 
example, you and a wedding photographer should not enter into an arrangement where you only 
recommend each other (you would only recommend that photographer to your clients, and the 
photographer only recommends you as their marriage celebrant). This is anti-competitive conduct and is 
illegal. 

Also available on the AGD’s website are Guidelines on Advertising. These Guidelines caution marriage 
celebrants to (amongst other things): 

• ensure advertising material is accurate (consumer protection laws make it illegal to mislead or 
deceive) 

• be aware of federal and state/territory fair trading laws relative to your business 

• be clear about the types of ceremonies you offer, for example the phrase ‘registry weddings’ may be 
misleading 

• preferably enter into a written service agreement with the parties with clear terms and conditions to 
avoid misinterpretations and disagreements 

• do not plagiarise other people’s advertisements, text, images, or audio visual material without written 
permission (a copyright licence is unlikely to cover copying material from other celebrants’ websites) 

• do not create a conflict of interest 

• do not provide advice when you are not authorised to do so, e.g. about prospective marriage or 
spousal visas. 
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If you have not already done so, we strongly recommend that you read these Guidelines on Advertising 
and familiarise yourself with the content. 

Document: Marriages/AGD documents/Advertising guidelines 

Misleading representation means representing something that is contrary to fact or is incorrect.  

We consider the summarised general information below relevant to celebrants. It includes information on 
handling of services, advertising, pricing, and possible legal outcomes. 

Services 

Under the statutory warranty provisions of the Competition and Consumer Act, services must be carried 
out with due care and skill. There is also an implied warranty that any materials used in connection with 
the services will be fit for the purpose for which they are supplied. 

Remedy or appropriate action 

If consumers believe that one of these conditions or warranties has not been met, they have a choice of 
possible actions that may be available depending on the circumstances. If they find they have a problem 
with goods or services, they should stop using the goods and approach the service provider as soon as 
possible to explain the fault or problem. They can also explain their preferred remedy to the situation or 
problem, taking into account that the Competition and Consumer Act is not designed to protect 
consumers who are careless or unreasonable in their demands. They may want to ask the service 
provider to repeat the service, or pay for the service to be repeated. 

What the ACCC can and cannot do about warranties and refunds 

The ACCC cannot bring an action against any corporation for a breach of the conditions and warranties 
implied into consumer transactions by the Act. This means that the consumer must negotiate with the 
service provider or, when necessary, pursue legal action on their own behalf. The ACCC can provide the 
consumer with information to help them negotiate. 

Migration Act 1958 

Website: https://www.legislation.gov.au/Series/C2004A07412 

Section 240: Offence to arrange marriage to obtain permanent residence 

(1) A person must not arrange a marriage between other persons with the intention of assisting one 
of those other persons to get a stay visa by satisfying a criterion for the visa because of the 
marriage. 

(2) Subsection (1) applies whether or not the intention is achieved. 

(3) It is a defence to an offence against subsection (1) if the defendant proves that, although one 
purpose of the marriage was to assist a person to get a stay visa, the defendant believed on 
reasonable grounds that the marriage would result in a genuine and continuing marital relationship. 

Penalty: $100,000 or imprisonment for 10 years, or both. 

Note: A defendant bears a legal burden in relation to the matter in subsection (3) (see section 13.4 of the 
Criminal Code). 

Under s280 of the Migration Act 1958, it is an offence (of strict liability) for a person who is not a 
registered migration agent to give immigration assistance. 

Students should note that marriage between a non-Australian party and an Australian resident/citizen 
does not automatically grant the non-Australian party the right to become an Australian resident. It is not 
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the role or responsibility of marriage celebrants to provide legal advice outside their responsibilities under 
the provisions of the Act and Regulations. Marriage celebrants therefore are not to answer questions 
about immigration issues, and should refer clients to the Department of Home Affairs. 

There is nothing to prevent people from overseas marrying in Australia as long as there is no legal 
impediment for them to do so. Like all marrying parties, they need to provide their marriage celebrant 
with official evidence of place and date of birth, evidence of the termination of any prior marriage, and 
evidence of their identity. Any documents not in English must be translated into English, preferably by an 
accredited NAATI translator who is accredited at Level 3 or higher. 

Copyright Act 1968 

Website: http://www.comlaw.gov.au/Series/C2004A07378 

In Australia, original musical, artistic, literary and dramatic works, as well as sound recordings, films, 
broadcasts and published editions, are protected by the Copyright Act 1968. Copyright is a bundle of 
exclusive economic rights granted to copyright owners for a limited period. Copyright owners have 
exclusive rights in relation to the publication, reproduction, public performance, communication and 
adaptation of their work, and can licence the use of this material by others. Some of these rights are also 
often managed for owners by publishers or copyright collecting societies. 

The basic principle is that if you are exercising one or more of the exclusive rights listed above in relation 
to a work in which copyright subsists you will usually require permission or a licence from the copyright 
owner. 

The right to reproduce (copy) material (such as a sound recording) and the right to publicly perform a 
work (such as a song or poem) are the rights that are most commonly exercised by celebrants and for 
which a copyright licence is likely to be required. 

Permission is not required for the use of copyright material that is no longer protected by copyright. 
Copyright in published material, where the author died before 1 January 1955, has already expired. Such 
copyright material may be used freely. As of 1 January 2005, the term of copyright protection for 
published works was extended to 70 years after the death of the creator. Sound recordings and films are 
protected for 70 years after their publication. Also, certain limited uses may be made of works which are 
still in copyright without the need to obtain permission. 

Section 31 of the Copyright Act sets out information relevant for celebrants. 

Section 31 - Nature of copyright in original works 

(1) For the purposes of this Act, unless the contrary intention appears, copyright, in relation to a 
work, is the exclusive right: 

a. in the case of a literary, dramatic or musical work, to do all or any of the following acts: 

i. to reproduce the work in a material form; 

ii. to publish the work; 

iii. to perform the work in public; 

iv. to communicate the work to the public; 

v. to make an adaptation of the work; 

vi. to do, in relation to a work that is an adaptation of the first-mentioned work, any of 
the acts specified in relation to the first-mentioned work in subparagraphs (i) to (iv), 
inclusive; and 

b. in the case of an artistic work, to do all or any of the following acts: 

i. to reproduce the work in a material form; 

ii. to publish the work; 

iii. to communicate the work to the public; and 
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c. in the case of a literary work (other than a computer program) or a musical or dramatic work, 
to enter into a commercial rental arrangement in respect of the work reproduced in a sound 
recording; and 

d. in the case of a computer program, to enter into a commercial rental arrangement in respect 
of the program. 

(2) The generality of subparagraph (1)(a)(i) is not affected by subparagraph (1)(a)(vi). 

(3) Paragraph (1)(d) does not extend to entry into a commercial rental arrangement in respect of a 
machine or device in which a computer program is embodied if the program is not able to be copied 
in the course of the ordinary use of the machine or device. 

(4) The reference in subsection (3) to a device does not include a device of a kind ordinarily used to 
store computer programs (for example, a floppy disc, a device of the kind commonly known as a CD 
ROM, or an integrated circuit). 

(5) Paragraph (1)(d) does not extend to entry into a commercial rental arrangement if the computer 
program is not the essential object of the rental. 

(6) Paragraph (1)(c) does not extend to entry into a commercial rental arrangement if: 

a. the copy of the sound recording concerned was purchased by a person (the record owner) 
before the commencement of Part 2 of the Copyright (World Trade Organization Amendments) 
Act 1994; and 

b. the commercial rental arrangement is entered into in the ordinary course of a business 
conducted by the record owner; and 

c. the record owner was conducting the same business, or another business that consisted of, or 
included, the making of commercial rental arrangements of the same kind, when the copy was 
purchased. 

(7) Paragraph (1)(d) does not extend to entry into a commercial rental arrangement in respect of a 
computer program if: 

a. the copy of the computer program was purchased by a person (the program owner) before the 
commencement of Part 2 of the Copyright (World Trade Organization Amendments) Act 1994; 
and 

b. the commercial rental arrangement is entered into in the ordinary course of a business 
conducted by the program owner; and 

c. the program owner was conducting the same business, or another business that consisted of, 
or included, the making of commercial rental arrangements in respect of computer programs, 
when the copy was purchased. 

Note: There is no breach of copyright if copied work does not exceed 10%. 

The following information was posted on the MLCS website in recent years to assist marriage celebrants. 

How does copyright affect marriage celebrants? 

Playing sound recordings at weddings and receptions 

Usually, public performance licences are required for the playing in public of sound recordings 
(administered by the Phonographic Performance Company of Australia (PPCA) http://www.ppca.com.au/) 
and the public performance of recorded and live music (administered by the Australasian Performing 
Right Association (APRA) http://www.apra.com.au). 

APRA has waived the requirement to obtain a licence for the performance of music within a wedding 
service or reception irrespective of the location of the wedding (i.e. whether the ceremony is conducted 
on church premises or in a public park or other indoor or outdoor venue) but a licence is still required 
from the PPCA for public playing of sound recordings at wedding receptions. While the owner/occupier of 
premises is responsible for obtaining a licence in most cases, celebrants should inquire whether a licence 
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has been obtained (the responsibility for obtaining a licence may rest with the marriage celebrant under 
the agreement relating to the hire of the reception premises). The applicable licence will depend on the 
type of venue in which the reception is held. 

A celebrant also needs to be aware that wedding receptions are often treated differently from 
ceremonies, and a licence may be required for both the service and the reception (e.g. making video 
recordings, see below). 

Making video recordings of weddings 

If you wish to make a video recording of a wedding and either dub sound recordings of music later, or 
record live music as it is being played at the service, you will need some type of licence if the music 
and/or sound recordings are in copyright. This also applies in cases where music is played in the 
background and may not be the main feature of the video. Australasian Mechanical Copyright Owners’ 
Society (AMCOS) http://www.amcos.com.au/ and the Australian Recording Industry Association (ARIA) 
http://www.aria.com.au/ offer a joint domestic use video licence (available as a single event or annual 
licence) which allows video operators to make videos for special occasions and include music or sound 
recordings. 

Making audio recordings of weddings 

If you wish to make an audio recording of a wedding, for example of musical performances at the 
wedding, you will need to apply for a manufacture licence from AMCOS for making a mechanical 
reproduction of the music publishers’ musical and literary works if the music is in copyright. Also see 
performers’ rights (below). 

Recording weddings— performers' rights 

It is important to remember that any type of live video or audio recording at a wedding, for example 
filming the wedding with a video camera or recording the sounds from the wedding on audio equipment, 
also requires the performer’s consent. This is in addition to any licence that is taken out for the 
reproduction of the music. It would be a very good idea to make sure, prior to the wedding, that the 
performers agree to their performance being recorded (by video or audio equipment). Although the 
performer may have given permission for the recording of their performance, the performer may still be a 
joint copyright owner for any sound recording that is made. A ‘performer’ in this context also includes a 
minister, marriage celebrant, a musical performer, instrumentalist, vocalist or dancer etc. 

Making recordings to play during the wedding or reception 

If you wish to copy an existing sound recording (such as making a back-up copy or compilation CD), you 
will need to get permission from the owners of copyright in the recording. In most cases the owner of 
copyright in sound recordings is the record company, however, the Australian Recording Industry 
Association can assist in locating the owner. In addition, you may also need a manufacture licence from 
AMCOS. 

Although exceptions to allow for the private copying of sound recordings have been recently implemented 
into Australian law, these only cover private and domestic use.  

Reproducing poetry or literature 

Copyright in published works subsists for the life of the author plus 70 years (or 50 years from the date 
of death where the author died before 1 January 1955). 

It is important to note that reproducing a literary or dramatic work on a printed order of service (as 
opposed to merely reciting it) requires the permission of the copyright owner (author or publisher). If the 
work is out of copyright and you are copying from a publication, such as a book (e.g. a modern edition of 
the poetry of Keats), the published edition may be protected by copyright (copyright in a published 
edition lasts for 25 years from the date of publication). Taking one short poem or extract from a large 
edition is unlikely to require permission from the owner of copyright in the edition. 
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Reading or reciting an extract from a book 

Reading or reciting a reasonable portion of a published literary or dramatic work in public (provided the 
work is acknowledged) is an exception to copyright, and no permission needs to be obtained.  

Copying sheet music 

Sheet music, copied for use by choirs, singers and instrumentalists, also involves separate copyrights in 
the music, in the lyrics, in any translation or arrangement of the music or lyrics and in the published 
edition of the print music. The term of such copyrights is 70 years from the date of the death of the 
author (or 50 years from the date of death where the author died before 1 January 1955). Permission to 
copy sheet music should be sought from AMCOS for the copying of the musical work in the recording. 
Copyright may also subsist in sound recordings of the works of traditional composers, such as J.S. Bach, 
as copyright subsists in sound recordings for 70 years from the date of the publication of the recording. 

Reproducing traditional hymns or song lyrics in wedding booklets 

As hymns are protected for the life of the lyricist plus 50 years, where the author died before 1 January 
1955, copyright would have expired in many older hymns, in which case they can be freely used. Many 
hymn books list the date of death of composers or lyricists under the hymns, so expired copyright can be 
easily calculated. If the lyricist of a song is still alive (or died after 1 January 1955) permission to reprint 
the lyrics may also be required. If there is doubt about who the music publisher is, or their contact 
details, AMCOS may be able to assist. For example, to reprint the words of ‘I will always love you’ by 
Dolly Parton in an order of service, the copyright owner should be contacted to obtain permission because 
the song is still in copyright. 

Religious organisations can purchase a ‘Worship licence’ from the Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) 
(http://www.copyright.com.au/) which allows the copying of lyrics for songs and hymns, poetry and 
other literary works by CAL members. Further information on the licence is available on the CAL web site. 
The licence does not cover copying of print music, which is covered by licences issued by AMCOS. 

Other organisations that collect royalties and grant licences for the use of Christian music published by 
their members include Christian Copyright Licensing International (http://www.ccli.com.au), LicenSing 
(http://www.mediacom.org.au) and Word of Life International (http://www.freelink.com.au). 

Using older musical compositions (e.g. hymn melodies) that are out of copyright 

These may be copied as long as they are not in the form of a modern arrangement or transcription that is 
still in copyright. 

Downloading material from the Internet 

Caution should be taken in purchasing or downloading materials via the Internet. Downloading music 
from another person’s computer via a peer-to-peer network will infringe copyright if the music in question 
is still under copyright and the copying is not authorised by the copyright owner. However, it is possible 
to legally purchase copyrighted music and other material via the Internet. Licensing conditions may apply 
in such transactions with respect to how the music or other material can be used. Marriage celebrants 
would be well advised to check the terms of such licenses, if they exist, for provisions that are relevant to 
them. 

Moral rights 

In addition to economic rights, authors of works also have ‘moral rights’ over their works. This means 
that where material is reproduced, although a licence or permission from the copyright owner may not be 
necessary or has been obtained, there are still requirements to acknowledge the author and to not falsely 
attribute the work. Moral rights also protect the author against the derogatory treatment of their work. 
Caution should be exercised when making changes to hymns, literary pieces and musical works. Moral 
rights over literary, dramatic, musical or artistic works last for the duration of copyright protection. 
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Copyright Agency Licences (CAL) and Copyright Insurance 

There are some celebrant associations that offer their members CAL and copyright insurance. A copyright 
licence can be sourced from certain companies such as CAL that can issue rights to a large selection of 
material allowing the celebrant or permission seeker the ability to use covered pieces legally. A licence 
can also be referred to as a singular permission for one piece or a series of pieces from the same 
author/writer/photographer etc. A licence just means official permission. 

Copyright insurance is generally covered under liability insurance (there are companies that also 
specialise in copyright and intellectual property). Insurance will cover accidental breach of copyright 
where a piece may have been used incorrectly or unintentionally. It will not cover a person if they 
illegally download a song or video, use a piece against a person’s request or wishes etc. 

Who is responsible for obtaining a copyright licence or permissions – celebrant or 
couple? 

The celebrant is responsible for obtaining licences and permissions for any poems, songs, lyrics, videos or 
images that they use in inspirational material given to clients as inspiration folders (lending is different, 
one written copy may be lent and destroyed), on their websites, brochures, social media websites and 
such. If the couple approach the celebrant and wish to use specific pieces, poems, lyrics, printed in 
wedding programs, playing songs at large public or televised ceremonies, videos or photos then they are 
responsible for obtaining their own copyright licence or permission. Songs can be played at personal 
weddings without permission as it falls under the same idea as a birthday or family gathering. 

Celebrant Institute: Ceremonies and public spaces 

Celebrant Institute: How to protect the copyright of your ceremony scripts 

The Celebrant Talk Show: I’ve watched celebrants read a newspaper, 54:33 

Work Health and Safety Act 2011 

Website: https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2016C00887 

The WHS Act and Work Health and Safety Act 2011 provide a framework to secure the health and safety 
of workers and workplaces by protecting workers and other persons against harm to their health, safety 
and welfare through the elimination of risks arising from work, in accordance with the principle that 
workers and other persons should be given the highest level of protection against harm to their health, 
safety and welfare from hazards and risks arising from work as is reasonably practicable. 

Duty of care 

Celebrants need to adhere to specific principles underpinning their duty of care obligations. A legal 
definition of duty of care is the requirement that a person acts towards others and the public with 
watchfulness, attention, caution and prudence that a reasonable person in the circumstances would. If a 
person’s standards do not meet this standard of care, then the acts are considered negligent, and any 
resulting damages may be claimed in a lawsuit for negligence. Therefore, celebrants need to ensure they 
conduct themselves in accordance with the duty of care standards. A breach of duty of care is a common 
law matter. 

The Work Health and Safety Act 2011 replaced the former occupational health and safety regime and 
became effective on 1 January 2012. The Act, Regulations and Codes of Practice enact statutory 
protection against hazards and risks arising from the conduct of work, and extend the provisions from 
persons other than employees to that of a ‘person conducting a business or undertaking’.  

Section 14 of the WHS Act states that the duty of care is not transferable, and the person conducting 
their business at a venue has the responsibility for workplace health and safety. Therefore, celebrants 
engaged in their work (conducting a business) have a duty of care to their couples and their wedding 
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party and guests to eliminate or minimise risks to health and safety so far as reasonably practicable, 
practicable, and celebrants cannot transfer their responsibilities to anyone else. You cannot simply 
include a term or condition in your service agreement with marrying parties that you will not take any 
responsibility for ensuring the health and safety of the wedding party or guests. 

Other people conducting a business at a ceremony who also have a duty of care may be wedding 
decorators, venue staff, photographers, videographers, musicians etc. They are responsible for ensuring 
that they do not put other people at risk from the conduct of their business or undertaking, particularly in 
relation to their services, plant, fixtures and fittings. For example, if anyone is injured at a private venue 
due to the venue’s unsafe facilities or equipment that does not meet safety standards, then the venue is 
responsible. 

s18 of the WHS Act defines the meaning of what is ‘reasonably practicable’: 

‘In this Act, reasonably practicable, in relation to a duty to ensure health and safety, means that 
which is, or was at a particular time, reasonably able to be done in relation to ensuring health and 
safety, taking into account and weighing up all relevant matters including: 

• the likelihood of the hazard or the risk concerned occurring; and  

• the degree of harm that might result from the hazard or the risk; and 

• what the person concerned knows, or ought reasonably to know, about: 

o the hazard or the risk; and 

o ways of eliminating or minimising the risk; and 

o the availability and suitability of ways to eliminate or minimise the risk; and 

• after assessing the extent of the risk and the available ways of eliminating or minimising the risk, 
the cost associated with available ways of eliminating or minimising the risk, including whether 
the cost is grossly disproportionate to the risk.’ 

Given this ‘reasonably practicable’ test for hazard/risk reduction at the workplace under s18 of the WHS 
Act, if you do not know the site (especially if it is outdoors) it may be sensible for you to inspect the site 
as soon as possible. You could assess the site and consider if the site is safe. If you feel that the site 
poses too much risk to the health and safety of people who will attend the ceremony, and because of 
your duty of care to ensure sites are safe under the WHS Act, you need to advise couples of any risks at 
the site and point out the dangers.  

You have the right not to conduct a ceremony if you believe the site poses a danger to you, the wedding 
party, and/or the guests. This includes sites with difficult access, no shade, uneven surfaces, fire risk, or 
flooding. 

Even if you have verbally advised couples of the potential risks at a site, your advice should be then 
confirmed in writing (email is ideal). 

We recommend that your standard CSA includes a term and condition regarding your duty of care 
responsibilities. A suggested clause for consideration could be:  

The Parties acknowledge that the Celebrant has a duty of care under the Work Health and Safety Act 
2011 to eliminate or minimise risks to health and safety of everyone attending the ceremony so far 
as reasonably practical. 

The following is an extract from the MLCS’s Summer 2012 Newsletter. Note the last paragraph which 
states the Registrar will support celebrants who make common-sense decisions regarding safety. 

Summer is often the season for natural disasters in Australia such as bushfires, cyclones and floods. 
Many celebrants ask what they should do if they have a wedding booked and there is a nearby threat 
of a natural disaster. Always put safety first. Discuss a contingency plan with your clients and listen 
to local authorities in the event that a natural disaster may risk the wedding and guests. Celebrants 
have every right to refuse to put the safety of themselves, the bridal party and guests at risk. The 
Registrar will always support a celebrant who has made a common sense decision with regard to 
safety and the suggestion of alternatives. 
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Generally, the celebrant spends more time at the ceremony site than most, if not all, of the guests and 
wedding party. Heat stress can result, and it can be life-threatening. Most WHS regulations limit the 
amount of time a worker can be out in the heat in temperatures over 35 degrees before a rest in a cool 
place is mandated. 

Frankly, many couples don’t consider the comfort and safety of their guests. However, they do take 
notice if you stress that YOU will not conduct the ceremony in a situation that poses a danger to you, to 
the bridal party, and/or to the guests, and this includes sites with no shade on hot days. 

It is worth noting that under s28 of the WHS Act, guests must also take reasonable care for their own 
health and safety, and take reasonable care that their acts or omissions do not adversely affect the 
health and safety of others. For example, if a female guest wears high heels and trips and falls on a 
public gravel path on her way to the ceremony, she is responsible for her fall, not the celebrant.  

The Celebrant Talk Show: The one where we throw eggs at Sarah, 1:00 

Key concepts for work health and safety  

Hazard means a situation or thing that has the potential to harm a person. A hazard may be a source of 
danger which can be defined as ‘a condition or situation that exists in the environment that could result in 
physical harm, injury and/or damage’. Hazards may include physical activities, tasks and how they are 
performed, or equipment, materials, and substances. 

Risk is the possibility that harm (death, injury or illness) might occur when exposed to a hazard. 

Risk control means taking action to eliminate health and safety risks so far as is reasonably practicable. 
Eliminating a hazard will also eliminate any risks associated with that hazard.  

Risk assessment / management 

The process of minimising risk will help you decide what is reasonably practicable in particular situations 
so that you can meet your duty of care under WHS laws. This means you should carry out your own due 
diligence when assessing ceremony sites for any potential risk. 

A safe place doesn’t happen by chance. All hazards have the potential to cause different types of 
severities of harm, ranging from minor discomfort to a serious injury or death. You need to think about 
what could go wrong and what the consequences could be. Then you must do whatever you can (in other 
words, whatever is reasonably practicable) to eliminate or minimise health and safety risks. 

Four steps for risk management 

• Identify hazards: find out what could cause harm. As the person conducting the ceremony, you are 
required to inspect the area and identify any hazard. Ask two questions: ‘What can happen?’ and 
‘How/Why might it happen?’ You may like to consider developing a basic hazard identification 
checklist that you review upon arrival at any ceremony venue. 

• Assess risks: understand the nature of the harm that could be caused by the hazard, how serious the 
harm could be, and the likelihood of it happening. If a hazard is identified, you must then assess the 
associated risk. 

• Control risks: implement the most effective control measure that is reasonably practicable in the 
circumstances. If possible, eliminate the risk. If the risk cannot be eliminated, then control measures 
must be put in place: then identify the nature of the risks associated with the hazard, the severity of 
the risk, the duration and frequency of exposure to the risk, and the probability of an event 
occurring, and put risk mitigation strategies in place. Different levels of control measures/mitigation 
strategies are called the hierarchy of control; eliminating the hazard and risk is the highest level of 
control in the hierarchy, followed by reducing the risk through substitutions or elimination controls, 
followed by reducing the risk through administrative controls, finally followed by the lowest level of 
control, reducing the risk through the use of personal protective equipment. 

• Review control measures to ensure they are working as planned. 
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At this stage you may decide that the risk is too great to hold the ceremony where the marrying parties 
have chosen, and you do not want the responsibility of ensuring people are safe – even though you may 
take reasonable care to ensure that people are not adversely affected. 

When planning a ceremony, you should communicate your safety requirements and policies with 
marrying parties, review the ‘job’ to be undertaken, discuss any safety issues that may arise, and how 
they will be dealt with. If you enter into a written service agreement with the parties, it is worth including 
a term and condition to the effect that due to your responsibilities under the WHS Act, you will not 
conduct a ceremony at a place you consider to be unsafe. 

Hazard identification and management 

You must take steps to ensure that no one can be injured, by identifying the hazard and preventing or 
stopping anyone from being able to injure themselves before the hazard has been rectified. This is 
particularly the case where you identify a hazard once you arrive at the venue in readiness for the 
ceremony. 

Consider the following when identifying hazards: 

• Can a person be struck by or contacted by anything? 

• Can they strike against or make contact with anything? 

• Can anyone be caught in, on or between anything? 

• Can a person strain or overexert? 

• Can a person slip, trip or fall? 

• Can anyone be exposed to gas, heat, dust, fumes, chemicals, pressure, asbestos, etc.? 

• Can the person performing the job injure a fellow employee? 

• Can damage to equipment occur? 

There are three types of hazards: visible, hidden and developing. 

Visible hazards are the obvious defects that can be readily seen and identified by inspection such as 
broken or damaged equipment, or missing or damaged fixtures. 

Hidden hazards are not readily seen without your attention being prompted. For example, inspecting 
electrical equipment requires specialist knowledge to detect these hazards. If you are using AC power at 
a venue, then your electrical cords should be tagged and tested regularly by a qualified electrician. 

Developing hazards are the type of hazard which, if not fixed, could become worse. They may also 
represent a hidden hazard. Some examples of developing hazards are: 

• building and structural damage due to vibration or moisture 

• corrosion and weathering of metal components 

• exposure to constant noise which is above the recommended levels 

• abnormal wear and tear on critical parts of machinery, plant and equipment, and 

• deterioration from ultra-violet radiation or chemical reaction. 

To help you identify hazards, they are grouped into six general categories. They are: 

• physical (noise, vibration, temperature) 

• substance (exposure to cyanide, acids, caustic soda, lead) 

• ergonomic (work area layout, equipment design, instrument layout) 

• radiation (ultraviolet exposure from the sun or, infra-red from drying or heating processes) 

• biological (viruses, bacteria, parasites), and 

• psychological (work load, shift arrangement, workplace violence). 
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Within these general categories there will be visible, hidden and developing hazards. Inspections should 
try to identify and correct all hazard types and categories. You should: 

• set up and store items correctly 

• post hazard warning signs 

• barricade the work area if a short-term hazard exists (such as, wet floors) 

• operate equipment correctly 

• follow the specified safe work procedures, and 

• not walk away from a hazard: fix it or report it. 

When a hazard has been identified it should be reported to the person in charge, whether that is a venue 
manager or home owner. All venues will have their own processes for reporting hazards, incidents and 
injuries, and it’s useful to be aware of them when you work at a new venue for the first time.  

Risk management is part of everybody’s responsibility to ensure a safe workplace. It is an aid to 
everyday decision-making and must be applied at all stages during a project or activity within all areas of 
the venue. The levels of risk (i.e. low, medium or high), will determine what scale of management is 
required. 

Please note that risk management processes and procedures for managing events can also be applied to 
other parts of your business such as business and marketing planning.  

Summary 

• Understand your duty of care responsibilities under the WHS Act. 

• You cannot transfer your responsibilities to another person or persons. 

• Inspect the site and carry out a thorough risk assessment when you arrive to conduct the ceremony. 

• Eliminate or minimise risk if possible: consult with venue, local authorities if necessary. 

• Communicate your safety requirements and policies with marrying couples. 

• Do you have public liability insurance? Are you able to produce an insurance certificate if requested to 
do so by a venue manager? 

Local and other by-laws regarding public sites 
Local by-laws differ throughout Australia. Although it is the parties who are responsible for booking public 
gardens or parks for their ceremony, it is helpful for celebrants to know what their local Council 
regulations are in relation to the use of public parks and reserves and so on – application forms, fees, 
permits, and restrictions. Sometimes restrictions may impact on the celebrant’s role, or example there 
may be a ban on the use of music and/or using a PA system. 

Public spaces are usually administered by local councils, which may require sites to be booked and a fee 
paid for events such as marriage or other ceremonies. It is up to the parties to arrange a booking. The 
local authority will advise whether there are any restrictions such as noise, glass, alcohol, time restraint, 
food, and so on. Some councils allow bookings for exclusive use; others will make a booking but still 
allow the site for anyone’s use. If this is the case, we suggest that couples arrange for friends to go early 
to the ceremony venue to ‘claim’ the particular site by spreading items around such as sporting material, 
picnic items etc. and remain at the site. If anyone challenges the friends at the site and asks them to 
move because they have paid a booking fee, but the council regards the site as a public space, then the 
‘claimers’ do not need to move. 

It is useful for celebrants to know things like: 

• name of local body and contact details (phone, physical address, websites) 

• where and how to obtain information 
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• whether or not local bodies require ceremonies to be booked, and if so, conditions of use such as: 

o how to book 

o cost 

o if there are time limits on sites 

o restrictions (parking, noise, glass, food, alcohol, music, seating, size of audience etc.) 

o insurance (public liability) 

o penalties for breaching conditions of use. 

National parks have laws to protect wildlife and the natural environment, and it is likely that a permit is 
required before a ceremony may be held within a park. National park guidelines are seen as necessary to 
ensure that activities are consistent with the intended usage of national parks and do not affect the 
enjoyment of other park users. Examples of restrictions may be dates, times, no amplified music, no 
fresh or dried flowers or plants allowed, nor structures erected, nor confetti or balloons, and no animals. 
It is very likely a substantial fine will apply if a permit has not been obtained, and/or a breach of national 
park regulations is made. 

Summary of relevant legislation 

Legislation Area of concern for the celebrant 

Statutory Declarations 
Act 1959 

(See Section 6) 

Marriage celebrants can only accept a Statutory Declaration under the 1959 
Act that has been witnessed by someone authorised to do so. 

The celebrant must ensure that the witness is authorised, and that the 
declarant includes his/her occupation. If the declarant cannot speak or 
understand English, the Statutory Declaration may be made in his/her own 
language, and then translated into English by a NAATI accredited translator. 
Both originals are given to celebrant 

Migration Act 1958  

(See Section 240) 

It is advisable for a marriage celebrant to be aware of parties who do not 
have permanent residency in Australia and wish to marry Australians. 

Marriage does not automatically entitle parties to permanent residency in 
Australia. 

The celebrant cannot assist anyone to arrange a marriage in order to obtain a 
stay visa for Australia. 

Residency does not impose any restrictions on any person wanting to be 
married in Australia. 

Copyright Act 1968 

(See Section 31) 

The use of music and writings (readings, poems and verses) is copyrighted. A 
wedding is viewed as a private rather than public function and is therefore not 
liable for infringement of copyright. We have included substantial information 
in this book. 

Competition and 
Consumer Act 2010  

(See Section 151AJ) 

Celebrants cannot fix prices as a method of controlling the market. Celebrants 
cannot enter into an exclusive use arrangement. 

Anti-discrimination 
laws 

Celebrants are not to breach anti-discrimination laws (Federal/State/Territory) 
which protect citizens in relation to: 

• age 

• disability 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 261 

Legislation Area of concern for the celebrant 

• race 

• human rights and equal opportunities 

• sex. 

Work Health and 
Safety Act 2011 

Celebrants engaged in their work (conducting a business) have a duty of care 
to their clients and their guests to eliminate or minimise risks to health and 
safety so far as reasonably practicable. Responsibility cannot be transferred. 

Additional guidelines provided for marriage celebrants 
The following sets of guidelines (on conflict of interest/benefit to business and advertising) were 
developed by MLCS to provide guidance for Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants. 

Guidelines on conflict of interest and benefit to a business – Updated April 2018 

What is the purpose of these guidelines? 

Whether someone has a conflict of interest or a benefit to business are factors to be considered when 
assessing the person’s entitlement to be a Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrant (Marriage Act 
1961 (Cth), paragraphs 39C(2)(e) and (f)). 

The existence of a conflict of interest or benefit to business does not necessarily mean a person is not 
entitled to be registered as a marriage celebrant. Rather, these are factors the Registrar must weigh 
against the other considerations in subsection 39C(2), when determining the person’s suitability for 
registration. The existence of a single factor is unlikely on its own to support a conclusion that someone 
is not a fit and proper person. 

This paper aims to provide guidance to applicants for registration, and to Commonwealth-registered 
celebrants, about how to manage potential conflicts of interest, and the kinds of benefits to business that 
the Registrar considers would not raise concerns. 

These guidelines are also intended to assist celebrants to identify, disclose and avoid conflicts of interest 
and benefits to business that may be of concern to the Registrar. 

Principles of administrative law require that policies used to assist the Registrar in exercising his/her 
discretion under section 39C need to be applied flexibly. The Registrar must always have regard to the 
individual merits of the particular case being considered when applying this policy. 

What is a conflict of interest/benefit to a business? 

A conflict of interest is a situation where your interests or activities would make it difficult for you to 
fulfil your legal duties and functions as a marriage celebrant in good faith. 

A benefit to a business is a situation where your registration as a marriage celebrant is likely to result 
in a benefit to another business you own, control or carry out. 

How can I manage a potential conflict of interest/benefit to business situation? 

• Provide couples with a choice about whether or not to purchase additional services. 

• Declare your business and other interests to the couple (this may include declaring any commissions 
you are receiving for referring couples to other businesses). 

• Agree up front with couples the arrangements to be followed if a legal impediment meant the 
marriage could not be solemnised on the planned wedding day. This could include, for example: 

o clearly indicating in your quote or contract that the ceremony cannot proceed, and 
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o the couple’s fees may be forfeited (including fees for additional services), if legal obligations 
are not satisfied 

o offering to perform a commitment ceremony, with the legal marriage solemnised at a later 
date, perhaps at additional cost. 

If you wish to work as an in-house celebrant for a venue, you should discuss this with the Registrar of 
Marriage Celebrants first. The Registrar will need to be satisfied that appropriate arrangements are in 
place between the celebrant and the employer to manage any potential conflict of interest arising out of 
the employer-employee relationship. 

What can I do under this policy? 

Marriage celebrants are permitted to offer additional services or products to the couples they are 
marrying, at an additional cost. 

Celebrants are required, under the Code of Practice, to respect the importance of the marriage ceremony 
to the parties, and to assist a couple to choose a marriage ceremony. 

A celebrant should not limit their celebrancy services in such a way that couples are not able to tailor 
their ceremony or package to their needs, or choose their own suppliers if they wish to do so.  

Marriage celebrants should allow couples to choose which services they wish to purchase, or to refuse 
additional services. 

Some activities are restricted by other regulatory rules. For example, if a celebrant is also a migration 
agent, they should not provide migration assistance to the couples they marry, as it is a breach of the 
Migration Agents Code of Conduct for a migration agent to accept a person as a client if they have or 
intend to act as the person’s marriage celebrant. 

Summary of conflict of interest and benefit to business guidelines 

CONFLICT OF INTEREST 

GENERALLY ACCEPTABLE* 

Solemnising marriages of family members and friends. 

Solemnising marriages of couples to whom you are providing additional services for a fee, so long as 
you manage any potential conflict of interest, for example by declaring your interests, offering couples 
a choice on which services they purchase, and clearly indicating your cancellation terms and conditions 
to couples (e.g. in your quote or contract). 

GENERALLY NOT ACCEPTABLE** 

Solemnising marriages for couples to whom you have provided or will provide migration assistance, 
consistent with the Migration Agents Registration Authority (MARA) Code of Conduct for Registered 
Migration Agents. 

Solemnising marriages in your capacity as an in-house celebrant for a venue without satisfying the 
Registrar of the arrangements you have in place to effectively manage any conflict of interest. 

BENEFIT TO BUSINESS 

GENERALLY ACCEPTABLE* 

In addition to your celebrancy fee, offering to and charging couples for other services, including, but 
not limited to: 

• accessories for the ceremony (sand, jars, ribbons, chairs, runners, arches etc) 
• fees for same-day lodgement of paperwork 
• venue hire 
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• MC or DJ services 
• wedding planning 
• photography 
• hair and makeup 
• catering 
• flowers 
• dress hire 
• car hire 
• counselling, including pre-marriage counselling 

Working in partnership with your spouse or others to provide marriage-related services. 

GENERALLY NOT ACCEPTABLE** 

Offering celebrancy services only where your other business would benefit. For example, by not 
allowing couples a choice to refuse particular goods/services offered by the celebrant. 

* ‘Generally acceptable’ means that performing these activities generally will not mean that a person is 
not a fit and proper person to be a marriage celebrant under section 39C of the Act. 

** ‘Generally not acceptable’ means that performing these activities generally will mean that a person is 
not a fit and proper person to be a marriage celebrant under section 39C of the Act. 

As stated above, each case must be assessed on its individual merits. 

Further information 

If you require further guidance please contact the Marriage Law and Celebrants Section of the 
Commonwealth Attorney-General’s Department: 

Email: marriagecelebrantssection@ag.gov.au 

The Celebrant Talk Show: We accidentally created a podcast, 6:27 

Guidelines on advertising for Commonwealth-registered marriage celebrants – Updated 
April 2018 

Celebrants often advertise their services 

Advertising can occur through newspapers, magazines, internet and social media. 

Done properly, advertising can benefit you and the broader community by making your services and 
terms clear. 

The way you advertise reflects your approach to your duties under the Marriage Act 1961. You must be a 
fit and proper person and act in accordance with the Code of Practice for marriage celebrants. 

From 9 December 2017, in all documents relating to the performance of your marriage celebrancy 
service, including advertisements, online media (website, social media etc) and business cards, you must 
clearly indicate whether you are: 

• a religious marriage celebrant (if you are listed as a 'religious marriage celebrant' on the Register of 
Marriage Celebrants), or 

• a marriage celebrant (if you are not a religious marriage celebrant). 

What should celebrants do? 

Make sure you disclose, in your advertising and any other documents relating to your role as a marriage 
celebrant, what type of celebrant you are (from 9 December 2017). 

The type of celebrant you are—a marriage celebrant or a religious marriage celebrant—must be included 
in all your advertising materials, online media (website, social media etc), business cards and any other 
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documents you make available about your services to solemnise marriages (paragraph 39G(1)(d) of the 
Marriage Act). 

Handy hint – This will assist couples to identify those celebrants who solemnise marriages in accordance 
with their religious beliefs. 

Make sure any advertising material is accurate. 

Consumer protection laws make it illegal to mislead or deceive. 

You should be aware of federal consumer protection and state and territory fair trading laws relevant to 
your business. 

If you set out the legal requirements for solemnising a marriage, make sure they are correct (see the 
Guidelines on the Marriage Act 1961 for Authorised Celebrants). 

Be clear about the types of ceremonies you offer. 

Marrying couples are more likely to have realistic expectations if you are clear about the types of 
marriage services you provide. 

Example – the phrase ‘Registry weddings’ is often used to mean small, less formal weddings; but it could 
also mean weddings performed by officials at state and territory registries of births, deaths and 
marriages. Use ‘registry-style weddings’ instead to make it clear what services you offer.  

Give couples sufficient contact information. 

Provide several alternatives if possible. 

Handy hint – If you change your contact details, inform the Registrar of Marriage Celebrants by email 
[marriagecelebrantssection@ag.gov.au]. This is a requirement under the Marriage Act; you must do this 
in order to stay registered. 

Set out your standard terms and conditions. 

A standard agreement, while not obligatory, can help the couple to have realistic expectations and may 
prevent disagreements. 

Consider putting your standard agreement on your website or giving it to couples upfront. 

A service agreement may include: 

• When and how a deposit will be refunded if arrangements fall through. 

Handy hint – Celebrants sometimes say in their service agreements that the couple’s deposit is not 
refundable after ‘lodgement of the notice of intended marriage (NOIM)’. 

In this situation, celebrants usually mean that the deposit will not be refunded once they have 
received the NOIM from a couple. Couples, on the other hand, often take this to mean that a refund 
of the deposit will not occur after the NOIM has been lodged with the registry of births, deaths and 
marriages. 

Simply replacing the words ‘lodgement of the NOIM’ with ‘receipt of the NOIM’ may prevent future 
disputes. 

• How and when rehearsals will occur. 

• Whether you charge for travel to the wedding venue. 

• What equipment you will or will not provide. 

The Registrar receives many complaints each year about issues which could be addressed in service 
agreements. A comprehensive agreement can help you avoid disagreements and complaints. 

Do not copy or plagiarise other people’s advertisements, text, images or audio-visual material without 
permission. 

Contravening copyright law can have significant civil and criminal penalties. 

Other celebrants may also be able to take legal action against you for ‘passing off’ (or pretending to be 
another celebrant’s business). 
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A copyright licence is unlikely to cover copying material from other celebrants’ websites. 

Do not provide advice when you are not authorised to do so, for example, about prospective marriage or 
spouse visas. As a marriage celebrant, you should not provide advice on migration matters. Section 280 
of the Migration Act 1958 states that a person who is not a migration agent must not give immigration 
assistance. You should be aware that heavy penalties apply. You can refer couples to the Department of 
Home Affairs website for information on visas and immigration-related matters. Alternatively, you may 
suggest that couples seek the advice of a registered migration agent for information on applying for 
marriage visas. 
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Appendix 1: Ceremony samples 

Marriage ceremony samples 
Simple sample ceremonies to demonstrate how a marriage ceremony may be structured. I did not 
prepare these samples, although I have adapted them to comply with legal requirements. 

Marriage ceremony 1 
Family and friends, I would like to welcome you all here today to share this most important occasion with 
Party 1 and Party 2. We are here as relatives and friends who have come to share with this couple on this 
day, when they pledge a commitment to each other. They have honoured us by inviting us to share this 
special occasion with them. 

Who brings Party 2 here today to marry Party 1? I do/we do. 

At this moment, consider the joy and happiness that stretches out ahead, for there is little that contains 
greater promise than the linking of lives in marriage. 

We who are sharing this moment with you both, hope that despite the stresses evident in life, your love 
and support for each other, and your trust and understanding of each other, will increase your 
contentment and heighten your joy in living. 

I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before you are joined in marriage 
in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding 
nature of the relationship into which you are about to enter. Marriage according to the law in Australia is 
the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life. 

To Party 1: Party 1, do you love and trust Party 2 and want to be with him/her no matter what happens, 
respecting his/her individuality, understanding his/her needs, accepting his/her changes, and enjoying 
his/her love for the rest of your life? I do. 

To Party 2: Party 2, do you love and trust Party 1 and want to be with him/her no matter what happens, 
respecting his/her individuality, understanding his/her needs, accepting his/her changes, and enjoying 
his/her love for the rest of your life? I do. 

I will now ask you both to exchange your marriage vows and rings, by repeating after me. 

Party 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 1 full name], take you, [Party 2 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage, to have and to hold, from this 
day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, 
till death us do part. With this ring I thee wed. Wear it with love and joy. 

Party 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 2 full name], take you, [Party 1 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage, to have and to hold, from this 
day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, 
till death us do part. With this ring I thee wed. Wear it with love and joy. 

Today, as the two of you join together and commit your love to each other, remember the lessons of love 
that you have always known. Let your love support and encourage you. Let your love be the best part of 
your lives. Always know that it will make everything better and it will make your world a place of 
happiness. 

As you have consented together in lawful marriage in the presence of witnesses, your family and friends, 
and by the joining of hands, the taking of vows, and the giving and receiving of wedding rings, I now 
pronounce you husband and wife/married. May you give each other happiness, comfort and contentment. 
May you share your life with love and happy memories. Before we move to sign the marriage documents, 
please celebrate your marriage with a kiss. 

Marriage documents signed 
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Before we conclude our ceremony, I would like to share a small verse with you all. 

May you always find joy in the goodness of things, 
And have faith in your future, whatever life brings 
May the dawn of each day be the bright hopeful start, 
To accomplish whatever is dear to your heart. 
May you always know, because it is true, 
You are loved and valued, for just being you. 

It is now my great privilege and pleasure to introduce to you, Mr and Mrs …………………………. 
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Marriage ceremony 2 
Family and friends, we are here today to witness the marriage of Party 1 and Party 2 as they pledge their 
commitment to each other. I know that you will join with me in wishing them well in their future life 
together.  

Marriage is for companionship, consideration and love, which a husband and wife/married partners have 
for each other. Within the framework of commitment and loyalty, marriage enables the establishment of 
a home where, through tolerance, patience and courage, the love and affection of two people develops 
into a deep and rewarding relationship. Party 1 and Party 2 have chosen to confirm their commitment to 
each other by their marriage here today. They have honoured us by inviting us to share this special 
occasion with them. 

Real love is something beyond the warmth and glow and the excitement of being deeply in love. It is 
caring as much, or more, about the welfare and happiness of your partner as about your own. Love 
means looking together in the same direction. It makes your burdens lighter to bear because you can 
divide them, and makes your joys more intense, because you can share them. 

Who brings Party 2 here today to marry Party 1? I do/we do. 

I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before you are joined in marriage 
in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding 
nature of the relationship into which you are about to enter. Marriage, according to the law in Australia, is 
the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life. 

Party 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 1 full name], take you, [Party 2 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I affirm my love for you, as I 
invite you to share my life. I will love and cherish you, and will be true to you. I will stand by you, in 
sickness and in health, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer. As we go through life together, 
I will respect your needs and individuality. I will endeavour, through love and kindness, unselfishness and 
trust, to achieve the life we plan together. With this ring I thee wed. Wear it as a pledge of the vows 
made between us. 

Party 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 2 full name], take you, [Party 1 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I affirm my love for you, as I 
invite you to share my life. I will love and cherish you, and will be true to you. I will stand by you, in 
sickness and in health, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer. As we go through life together, 
I will respect your needs and individuality. I will endeavour, through love and kindness, unselfishness and 
trust, to achieve the life we plan together. With this ring I thee wed. Wear it as a pledge of the vows 
made between us. 

Celebrant: We trust that you will be united in love throughout your married life and that your love will be 
patient and gentle. Always be grateful for the gift of each other. We all wish you a long and happy life 
together. 

As you have consented together in lawful marriage by the joining of hands, the taking of vows, and the 
giving and receiving of a wedding ring, I now pronounce you husband and wife/married. Please celebrate 
your marriage with a kiss! Friends and family, it is now my great pleasure to present to you the newly 
married Party 1 and Party 2! 
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Marriage ceremony 3 
Family and friends, we are gathered here today to join together Party 1 and Party 2 in marriage, which is 
an honourable estate, instituted in antiquity and revered since time began, as the noblest and most 
tender of all of human relationships. It is therefore not to be entered into lightly. Party 1 and Party 2 
come here now to be joined in marriage. 

I now ask you both, as you stand in the presence of your family and friends, to remember that love and 
loyalty alone will avail as the foundation of a happy and enduring home. No other human ties are more 
tender, no other vows more sacred, than these that you now pledge. If these solemn vows are adhered 
to, and if you live according to the best that is within you, your lives together will be full of joy, and the 
home that you are establishing will abide in peace. 

Party 1 and Party 2 have made this day possible because of their love for each other … 

As your married life starts together, 
Let there be love in both of your hearts. 
Love to cherish and to share; Love to lighten every care 
Love that is based on faith and trust; Forgiving freely, when it must. 
Let there be love like this for both of you, 
And let happiness come with it, too. 

Party 1 and Party 2 would like me to make special mention today of both of their parents. They have 
chosen a verse that they would like me to read for them. 

Mum and Dad, 
Your tenderness is a memory that will last my whole life through. 
Your touch has always been there, with everything I do. 
From my earliest days you’ve always been my guardian and friend; 
Your voice is always near, a comfort that will never end. 
We may never say it enough, Mum and Dad, but we love you with all our hearts 
We can never thank you enough for all the things that you have done. 

OR 

Thank you for loving us even when we were not very lovable. 
Thank you for being our support in times of need, 
For guiding us from your experience and for showing us a beautiful and exciting world. 
Thank you for showing us what love is, and how special it can be. 

OR 

You’ve given me so much, and have asked so little in return. 
You guided me, yet let me go my own way. 
You set a fine example, as you patiently taught me your lessons in life. 
You taught me about love, with your own gentleness and openness and warmth. 
You have enriched my life forever, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. 
You have made me proud and happy to have parents as fine as you. 

As a symbol of their support and acceptance of this marriage, I will now ask the two mothers, Name and 
Name, to come forward and light a candle representing their two families. I would then ask them to light 
the centre, marriage candle, signifying the new family about to begin. 

I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before you are joined in marriage 
in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding 
nature of the relationship into which you are about to enter. Marriage, according to law in Australia, is the 
union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life.  

To Party 1: Will you Party 1 take Party 2 as your wife/husband? Will you promise to love and cherish 
her/him, respect her/him, and he honest with each other? I will 

To Party 2: Will you Party 2 take Party 1 as your wife/husband? Will you promise to love and cherish 
her/him, respect her/him, and he honest with each other? I will 
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Party 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 1 full name] take you [Party 2 full 
name] to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage, in equal love, to be the 
mother/father of my children, to be the companion of my heart. I will honour and cherish you, in sickness 
and in health; I will laugh with you in joy, grieve with you in sorrow, and grow with you in love, from this 
day forward, as long as we both shall live. This is my solemn vow and my promise to you. 

Party 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 2 full name] take you [Party 1 full 
name] to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage, in equal love, to be the 
mother/father of my children, to be the companion of my heart. I will honour and cherish you, in sickness 
and in health; I will laugh with you in joy, grieve with you in sorrow, and grow with you in love, from this 
day forward, as long as we both shall live. This is my solemn vow and my promise to you. 

Celebrant: The vows that you have exchanged have been offered in our presence. But words are fleeting, 
and the sound of them is soon gone. Therefore the wedding ring becomes an enduring symbol of the 
promises you made to each other. May your wedding rings be a reminder of the vows you have shared 
here today, and be a witness to all the world of your commitment to each other.  

Party 1: Please receive this ring, as a symbol of my love for you, and my commitment to you, throughout 
our lives. I promise to support and comfort you, in the years ahead, and I promise to love and respect 
you, as long as we both shall live. 

Party 2: Please receive this ring, as a symbol of my love for you, and my commitment to you, throughout 
our lives. I promise to support and comfort you, in the years ahead, and I promise to love and respect 
you, as long as we both shall live. 

Celebrant: 

Tender words have been spoken; Heartbeats answer in tune 
Love has blossomed slowly, for today they are bride and groom. 
Let the years roll over peacefully; Let love be your closest friend; 
May the sun follow your footsteps till time comes to an end. 

Party 1 and Party 2, you have declared before us all that you will live together in marriage. You have 
made special promises to each other. You have symbolised this by the joining of hands, the exchanging 
of vows, and the giving and receiving of wedding rings. It is now with great joy and much happiness that 
I pronounce you to be husband and wife. You may kiss the bride! 

Marriage documents signed 

Friends and family, it is now my great privilege to introduce to you, Mr and Mrs ………………… 
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Marriage ceremony 4 
Family and friends, this is a happy occasion as Party 1 and Party 2 stand before us now to declare and 
celebrate their love by this marriage, and to confirm their commitment to each other. They value their 
commitment and their happiness. They know that they can never take their relationship for granted. 

The union of Party 1 and Party 2 will be one based on mutual respect and trust. Importantly, they will 
build upon their experience to grow and live together. They know that they have found in each other that 
unique, yet mysterious quality whereby they know that they are meant for each other. This marriage 
encourages us because when two people find joy and happiness in giving and caring, in cooperating and 
compromising, it says something to all of us. It is to celebrate Party 1’s and Party 2]’s love, to be 
influenced by it, and to take it into our lives, that we are assembled here today. 

EVERY TWO UNIQUE 

No human relationship gives one possession of another 
Every two persons are absolutely different 
In friendship or in love, the two side by side raise hands together 
To find what one cannot reach alone. 
Learn to see the greatness and the loveliness in one another 
And tell one another of it when you see it. 
If you accept the sunshine and the warmth, 
You must also accept the thunder and the lightning. 
The surest basis for marriage is friendship – the sharing of real interests 
and the ability to work out ideas together 
and understand each other’s thoughts and dreams 

I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before you are joined in marriage 
in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding 
nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. Marriage, according to law in Australia, 
is the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life. 

In ancient times, it was the custom for a woman to be under the authority and protection of the man who 
was the head of her household, usually her father. When she married, the responsibility – and authority – 
passed to her husband. This was the origin of the ‘Giving Away’ ceremony. Times have changed, and so 
indeed have women, but we still remember this ancient custom. Nowadays, however, we like to make it 
the occasion when the families and friends of both parties show their approval of the marriage. 

Since you are here, we may take it that this is token enough, and invite Party 2’s father to speak on 
behalf of all present. Who, then, on behalf of all of us, presents this woman to be married to this man? I 
do. 

Party 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 1 full name], take you, [Party 2 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I promise always to respect 
your needs and accept you as you are. I will talk to you and listen to you. I will learn from you and share 
with you as we live our lives together. Your success and happiness will also be mine. Take this ring and 
wear it, as a pledge of my love, and as a symbol of all we share. 

Party 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 2 full name], take you, [Party 1 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I promise always to respect 
your needs and accept you as you are. I will talk to you and listen to you. I will learn from you and share 
with you as we live our lives together. Your success and happiness will also be mine. Take this ring and 
wear it, as a pledge of my love, and as a symbol of all we share. 

Celebrant: May life enrich you both more than you can ever imagine, and may your united influence bring 
joy and happiness to both of you, to your family, and to your friends. Please celebrate your marriage with 
a kiss! 

Marriage documents signed 

Family and friends, it is now my great pleasure to introduce to you, Mr and Mrs ………………… 
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Marriage ceremony 5 
Family and friends, marriage is a bond to be entered into only after considerable thought and reflection. 
As with any aspect of life, it has its cycles, its ups and downs, its trials and triumphs. With full 
understanding of this, Party 1 and Party 2 have come here today to be joined together in marriage. 

Above you are the stars, below you are the stones. As time passes, remember that like the stones, your 
love should be firm. And like a star, your love should be constant. True love does not mean being totally 
absorbed in each other, excluding and ignoring all else from your life. It is being able to look forward 
together in sharing many years of happiness within a loving and stable relationship.  

Marriage is an everlasting commitment between two friends. It is a union of the spirit where each person 
encourages and inspires the other towards individual and mutual understanding and growth. It is two 
people standing together to comprise part of something greater. It is a relationship where each person 
has the freedom to be his or her true self, while helping the other to achieve that same goal. It is 
companionship and sharing, and love – togetherness in the discovery of truth in life, and the acceptance 
and living of that truth. 

Others would ask at this time, who gives this woman in marriage, but as a person is not property to be 
bought and sold, given and taken, I simply ask if you both come here today of your own free will? We do 

Marriage is that relationship between two people in which the independence is equal, the dependence 
mutual, and the obligations reciprocal. Marriage is a union between two spirits, and the intention of that 
bond is to perfect the nature of both. If the secret of life is to enjoy the passage of time, then we hope 
that you will share your time together from this day forward. 

Your miracle lies in the path you have chosen. You both enter into this marriage knowing that the true 
magic of love is not to avoid changes, but to navigate them successfully. May you commit to the miracle 
of making each day work together. You undertake that journey together as a new being, no longer two, 
but one. 

I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before you are joined in marriage, 
in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of the solemn and binding 
nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. Marriage, according to law in Australia, 
is the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered into for life. 

I will now ask you both to exchange your marriage vows, by repeating after me. 

Party 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 1 full name], take you, [Party 2 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I give you my promise to stay 
by your side, whatever the future may bring. I promise to love you without reservation, to comfort you in 
times of distress, and encourage you to achieve all your goals. This ring is made precious because you 
are wearing it for me. 

Party 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, [Party 2 full name], take you, [Party 1 full 
name], to be my lawful wedded wife/husband/spouse/partner in marriage. I give you my promise to stay 
by your side, whatever the future may bring. I promise to love you without reservation, to comfort you in 
times of distress, and encourage you to achieve all your goals. This ring is made precious because you 
are wearing it for me. 

Celebrant: Party 1 and Party 2, your lives are now joined in one unbroken circle. Wherever you go, may 
you always return to one another. May you find in each other the love for which all people long. May you 
grow in understanding and in compassion. May the home that you establish be a place of sanctuary to 
others. May these two rings symbolise the spirit of undying love in both your hearts. 

Before you leave this chosen place to walk one path and to start your new life together, remember that 
no one else in all the world could ever fill the special place each of you have in each other’s heart – and 
know that you will come to mean more to each other with every passing day of your marriage. I now 
pronounce you husband and wife/married. Please celebrate your marriage with a kiss! 

Marriage documents signed 

Family and Friends, may I present for the first time, the newlyweds, Mr and Mrs …………………….. 
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NOTE: Many couples have children from previous relationships, and depending on the couple’s particular 
circumstances, it is recommended the children are included by name in the ceremony. A suggestion for 
this is:  

Today it is not just about the joining together or two individuals, but encompasses Romeo’s children, 
Adam and Eve, and Juliet’s daughter, Mary. Romeo and Juliet want to raise their family in a loving 
environment, and their marriage today will give the children a stable atmosphere in which each can 
grow. 
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Marriage ceremony 6 
Family and friends, on behalf of Party 1 and Party 2, I would like to welcome you here today. 

I am Celebrant Name and I am duly authorised by law to solemnise marriages according to law. Before 
you are joined in marriage in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to remind you of 
the solemn and binding nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. Marriage, 
according to law in Australia, is the union of two people, to the exclusion of all others, voluntarily entered 
into for life. 

Who brings Party 1 to be joined in marriage with Party 2? 

FATHER (or other): I do 

(Passes Party 1’s right hand to Party 2’s right hand) 

CELEBRANT: Have you a wedding ring? 

PARTY 2: Yes 

CELEBRANT: It is now my pleasure to invite the couple to share their wedding vows. Now Party 2, do you 
wish to take this woman in marriage to be your lawful wedded wife? 

PARTY 2: I do 

CELEBRANT: Now Party 1, do you wish to take this man in marriage to be your lawful wedded husband? 

PARTY 1: I do 

CELEBRANT: That being so please repeat after me: 

PARTY 2: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, Party 2, take thee, Party 1, to be my 
lawful wedded wife. 

PARTY 1: I call upon the persons here present to witness that I, Party 1, take thee, Party 2, to be my 
lawful wedded husband. 

CELEBRANT: Party 2, as you place the ring on Party 1’s finger repeat after me: 

PARTY 2: Party 1, with this ring I thee wed, take it and wear it as a pledge of my love and a symbol of all 
we shall share. 

PARTY 1: Party 2, with this ring I thee wed, take it and wear it as a pledge of my love and a symbol of all 
we shall share. 

CELEBRANT: As you, Party 1 and Party 2 have consented to live together in lawful marriage, in the 
presence of these witnesses, by exchanging vows and by the giving and receiving of these rings, I 
pronounce you husband and wife. You may seal your marriage with a kiss.  

We will now proceed to sign the Marriage Register. 

CELEBRANT: Family and Friends, it is my honour and privilege to introduce to you Mr and Mrs Surname. 
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Marriage ceremony 7 

This is one of mine. I provide it for you (de-identified) so you can see exactly how I set out a wedding 
ceremony script. All names have been changed. 

 

Groom and groomsmen [groomsmen’s names] stand at end of aisle 

Good afternoon. Can everyone hear me? Up the back? Just nod if you can! Great! 

On this special occasion, Groom and Bride would like to invite you to be truly present. So for the duration 
of the ceremony, please turn off your phones and put down your cameras. They've hired an amazing 
wedding photographer who will be capturing the way the wedding looks, and so they'd like you to sit 
back, relax, and just enjoy how the wedding feels. Of course they will be happy to share their photos with 
you afterwards! 

After the ceremony, feel free to go crazy, and for any Facebookers and Instagrammers, make sure you 
tag all your photos with the couple’s hashtag. 

Before I start the ceremony I’d like to make sure you all know we’re here to celebrate today. So I want 
you to know that you are allowed to laugh at any time, applaud when you feel the urge to do so (or when 
I tell you to), and even feel free to shed a tear if you feel the need. Most of all enjoy the day and revel in 
the love! 

Music: Helium, Sia 

Flower girls walk the aisle together 

Bridesmaids walk the aisle 

Please stand for the bride. 

Bride walks the aisle alone 

Please be seated. On behalf of the happy couple, welcome to Immerse Winery on this beautiful Saturday 
afternoon! My name is Sarah Aird and I am delighted to be the authorised celebrant to officiate at this 
marriage between Groom Full Name and Bride Full Name. I am duly authorised by law to solemnise 
marriages according to law. 

I would like to introduce the wedding party who are here in special support of Groom and Bride: our 
groomsmen are [groomsmen’s names]; our bridesmaids are [bridesmaids’ names]; and our junior 
attendants are [juniors’ names]. 

We would like to give a shout out to those of you who’ve travelled a long way to be here today; we have 
guests from Queensland, Malaysia, Hong Kong, and the UK! Groom and Bride genuinely appreciate that 
you’ve gone to such an effort to be here with them on their special day.  

Groom and Bride are also very mindful today of people in their lives who are not here today, particularly 
[family members]. While they may not physically be with us, Groom and Bride feel their love and 
support. 

It means so much to Groom and Bride to have their parents here with them today. Can [parents’ names] 
please stand? Groom and Bride would like to thank you for all that you have done for them in their lives 
and humbly ask you today to bless their marriage. Do you promise to continue to support, love and 
encourage Groom and Bride as they venture forward together as husband and wife? 

Parents: We do. 

Celebrant: Thank you.  

Today we have come together to witness the joining of two lives, specifically of Groom and Bride. For 
them, out of the ordinary life of work, the extraordinary happened. They met each other and fell in love. 
We are gathered here, not to witness the beginning of what will be, but rather what already is. We do not 
create this marriage, because we cannot. We can and do, however, celebrate with Groom and Bride a 
commitment that was made in two hearts a long time ago. They are delighted that you, their closest 
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family and friends, can be here today to celebrate, witness, laugh, sing, eat, dance and generally be 
happy that these two have found each other. 

Groom and Bride have asked Groom’s mum to share a reading with us today. Please come forward. 

Mother: 

On Your Wedding Day, Anonymous 

Today is a day you will always remember 
The greatest in anyone’s life 
You’ll start off the day just two people in love 
And end it as Husband and Wife. 

It’s a brand new beginning, the start of a journey 
With moments to cherish and treasure 
And although there’ll be times when you both disagree 
These will surely be outweighed by pleasure. 

You’ll have heard many words of advice in the past 
When the secrets of marriage were spoken 
But you know that the answers lie hidden inside 
Where the bond of true love lies unbroken. 

So live happy forever as lovers and friends 
It’s the dawn of a new life for you 
As you stand there together with love in your eyes 
From the moment you whisper ‘I do’. 

And with luck, all your hopes, and your dreams can be real 
May success find its way to your hearts 
Tomorrow can bring you the greatest of joys 
But today is the day it all starts. 

Celebrant: Thank you. 

Now we all know a day like today doesn’t just happen, so I’d like to spend a few moments reminding you 
how we got here. 

Groom and Bride met in 2013 when they were both working on the ANZ EDU project. Groom’s first 
impression of Bride was purely professional; he was impressed at her dedication to the work, and at her 
ability to remain bubbly and keep a smile on her face despite the difficulties of the project. 

Bride’s first impression of Groom was slightly less professional. She thought he was a dorky nerd who 
was a bit full of himself. Luckily she quickly figured out he’s actually very relaxed and easy-going, and 
she was impressed by his intelligence and how amazing he was to work with. 

They started out as friends, working closely together. Over time their conversations became less about 
work and more personal. Groom knew he was in trouble when he started yearning for the weekend to be 
over, so he could go back to work and have an excuse to talk to her again. Bride realised she was 
scheduling a few more meetings with Groom than were probably required. Groom won some Gold Class 
tickets and asked if Bride would accompany him, and even though he’s adamant it wasn’t a date, it was 
the beginning of them hanging out together more outside of work.  

They tried to keep their relationship a secret from their colleagues until they knew it was serious, but no 
one was surprised when they finally announced they were a couple; it had been obvious for a long time. 

So they were in love, and it was glorious! They moved in together in May 2015, and in September that 
same year Bride moved to Hong Kong for a job opportunity and stayed there for 15 months. They 
experienced the difficulties of a long-distance relationship during this time, but they did everything they 
could to nurture their love. They talked to each other every night, even if that did mean Groom had to 
stay up late. They also took every opportunity to catch up in person, with Groom flying to Hong Kong 
several times, and the two of them heading to Malaysia and Bali a few times. At the beginning of 2017 
Bride came home, and everything was easier again. 
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They spent a month travelling Europe together in August 2017, for which Bride planned an incredible 
itinerary that ended up being one of the most remarkable times of their lives. Although it was one of their 
best times together, there was one moment during the month that tested their relationship to its limits, 
when it took them eight attempts to get out of a roundabout in Italy. There was a lot of yelling going on 
in that car! Thankfully they survived to tell the tale. 

In April 2018, they headed to Port Stephens to celebrate Bride’s birthday. They had been out for a sunset 
sail the evening before her birthday, drinking champagne and eating oysters and cheese. Afterwards 
Bride looked at Groom and said, ‘this is one of my favourite moments’. Minutes later he got down on one 
knee and proposed, which I’m guessing made it her very favourite moment. 

Groom, Bride smiles the most when you come home and give her a huge hug and a kiss. She would 
never change your sense of curiosity and love for solving problems, although she could do without your 
obsession with everything in the house being perfectly straight and aligned. She loves your calm and 
analytical personality, your young, playful nature that keeps life fun, your support of everything she 
wants to do, your selflessness, your caring nature, your love of researching and learning new things, your 
hotness, and your creativity. She is so excited for the next chapter of your lives and where it will take 
you together. 

Bride, it’s lucky you fell in love with the size of his Excel formulas, because Groom smiles the most when 
you ask him to help you with an Excel problem. He would never change your organisation and proactive 
nature. He adores it when you curl up next to him on the couch and fall asleep while he watches TV; he 
even finds it adorable that you drool all over him when you do so. Just the way you could do without his 
obsession with keeping your home neat and tidy, he could do without your haphazardness in this regard; 
he’s not entirely sure why he built you a desk when you prefer to spread out over the kitchen bench. 
Nevertheless, he loves you for being literally the nicest person he knows, for laughing at his Dad jokes, 
for being absolutely gorgeous, and for enriching his life simply by encouraging him to try new things and 
have new experiences. He can’t wait to start a family with you, and to share many more adventures 
together. 

So now it’s time to get married! 

Marriage is more than the exchange of rings and the sharing of a household; it is much more than just 
living together. It is the desire to truly want to know and understand another person, to feel and share in 
that person's happiness, as well as their pain. Marriage is to never feel alone, but rather to know that you 
always have a friend, a partner in life that you can laugh and cry with. It means having one person who 
will be there, no matter what, to share the adventure of life with you. At the end of this ceremony, legally 
you will be husband and wife, but you still must decide each and every day that stretches before you that 
you want to be married. Make such a decision and keep on making it, for the most wonderful thing in life 
is just to love and be loved in return. 

Before you are joined in marriage, in my presence and in the presence of these witnesses, I am to 
remind you of the solemn and binding nature of the relationship into which you are now about to enter. 
Marriage, according to law in Australia, is the union of two people to the exclusion of all others, 
voluntarily entered into for life. 

Please face each other and hold hands. 

Sarah hands vow card to Groom 

Groom: I ask everyone here to witness that I, Groom, take you, Bride, to be my lawful wedded wife, to 
have and to hold, from this day forward. I give to you my unending love and devotion. I promise to be 
true to you, to cherish you, and to share my thoughts, hopes, and dreams with you. May our lives 
together be an amazing adventure filled with happiness, laughter, encouragement and support. I choose 
you above all others to share my life in marriage and I look forward to spending the rest of my life with 
you, my best friend. I will love you forever. 

Sarah hands vow card to Bride 

Bride: I ask everyone here to witness that I, Bride, take you, Groom, to be my lawful wedded husband, 
to have and to hold, from this day forward. I give to you my unending love and devotion. I promise to be 
true to you, to cherish you, and to share my thoughts, hopes, and dreams with you. Comfort you in times 
of distress, encourage you to achieve all of your goals, laugh and cry with you, knowing we will walk 
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together hand in hand, heart to heart. You are my best friend and I look forward to spending the rest of 
my life with you. I will love you forever. 

Celebrant: Best Man, please bring Bride’s ring to Groom. Groom, please repeat after me. 

Groom: I marry you with this ring, as a token of my love and a sign that you are the one that I wish to 
share life’s journey with. I give you this ring to wear with joy, so you and the whole world will know how 
much I will always love you. 

Celebrant: Best Man, please bring Groom’s ring to Bride. Bride, please repeat after me. 

Bride: I marry you with this ring, as a token of my love and a sign that you are the one that I wish to 
share life’s journey with. I give you this ring to wear with joy, so you and the whole world will know how 
much I will always love you. 

Celebrant: Before I pronounce you married partners, I have just one more thing I want you to do. Your 
wedding day is one that seems to fly. It's a day filled with emotion, friends, rings and dances. Many 
people remember how fleeting their own wedding day was. So I want you to take a few seconds to look 
into each other's eyes. Think about the happiness that you're feeling in this place, in this moment. Really 
let that feeling register in your heart and your mind. Yoko Ono once said, ‘a dream you dream alone is 
only a dream; a dream you dream together, now THAT is reality.’ That new reality starts now. 

Family and friends, we have been privileged witnesses here today as Groom and Bride have declared 
their love for one another and committed their lives to each other. We have seen and heard them 
exchange both the symbolic wedding band and their vows. It is with much pleasure that I now pronounce 
you husband and wife! Please celebrate your marriage with a kiss! 

Kiss, applause 

The couple and their witnesses will now sign the marriage certificates. We’ll be back shortly to conclude 
the ceremony. 

Music: Here Comes the Sun, The Beatles; You’re My Best Friend, Queen 

Rose petals to be handed out during signing 

After the certificates are signed, we move back to the centre for the conclusion 

After we’re done here, please listen out for the photographer's instructions, as we will be taking a group 
photo. Canapés and drinks will be served shortly in the courtyard. Please remember to use the hashtag 
to capture moments from today's ceremony. Now get your rose petals ready, because you’ll be throwing 
them over the couple when they walk the aisle in just a moment. 

But first, a few more words from me. Groom and Bride, I would like to thank you for having me as your 
celebrant and letting me share this happy moment with you. On behalf of everyone here I would again 
like to congratulate you. I ask just this: that no matter how old you both get, never stop holding hands, 
never stop dancing, and never stop saying ‘I love you’. 

Family and friends, please put your hands together for the first time for Mr and Mrs Surname! 

Music: Love on Top, Beyoncé 
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Excerpts from marriage ceremonies 

Basil and Felicity 

It is said that there is a time and a place for every event under Heaven. And this is the time, and this is 
the beautiful place, to celebrate the joining in marriage of Basil and Felicity. When Felicity first met Basil, 
she thought he was quite serious. But as their friendship grew and she came to love Basil, she found him 
very kind and generous and caring. Felicity loves Basil’s lovely smile, his good heart, and the fact he 
would do anything for anyone. 

Basil and Felicity enjoy spending quality time together, even when they are working. They both love 
beaches, travelling and seeing new things, and dining at special places. They have similar tastes in 
music, and they like to share cooking, something they are both good at. 

And Basil and Felicity know that a happy marriage just doesn’t happen. But they have those essential 
elements for a successful marriage – an appreciation and respect for each other’s individuality and 
interests, and perhaps most important of all, they are best friends. And so, dear family and friends, today 
marks a new beginning for Basil and Felicity. In a moment we will witness their solemn words of 
commitment to each other, and their lives will never again be quite the same, because marriage begins a 
new journey in their relationship… 

Lee and Sue 

Lee and Sue particularly want to take this opportunity to honour their mothers and fathers – Deirdre and 
Colin, and Charles and Mamie. Mamie was very much looking forward to today, but as we all know, she 
sadly passed away a few days ago, and her presence is felt. However, Mamie did leave a couple of 
messages to be included in the ceremony. Firstly, she wished a very happy life for Sue and Lee. Her 
second message was for the rest of you – she wishes you all health and happiness as well, and says she 
will see you all again one day! 

Sue and Lee would like to sincerely thank their parents for all their love and support throughout their 
lives, and as a gesture of appreciation they have asked Kylie and Rowan to present a flower to their 
mothers. 

The first flower is for Mamie, and Kylie will present a flower to Molly on Mamie’s behalf. 

And now Lee and Sue have a flower for Deirdre as a token of their appreciation. 

Dear family and friends, this is indeed a happy day. Marriage is not established in a brief moment of 
time. It has to be worked at, and it deepens as two people grow together. Lee and Sue know these 
things. Over the years they have learned love’s greatest lessons – how to become one as a couple, how 
to meet challenges to their relationship in constructive ways, and how to reach greater levels of trust, 
passion, and closeness. And it all began when Lee and Sue were just 15 years old and met at high 
school. Sue thought Lee was cute, funny, and caring, and Lee thought Sue had a great personality, great 
hair, and nice legs. 

That was 18 years ago, and now here we are – celebrating their wedding day. Right from the beginning, 
being together just seemed right and natural, and Sue liked being part of Lee’s big family. Lee and Sue 
feel their joint strengths complement each other, and they are great partners who are working well 
together to build a future for their family. They are still in love with each other after 18 years, and they 
love their entire family. 

The birth of Kylie nine years ago, and Rowan six years ago has brought them happiness beyond words. 
Sue says that Lee is a fabulous father. He is fun loving, enjoys getting out and doing things, and he is 
loving and romantic. Lee says that Sue is a caring and wonderful mum who is always there for him and 
the children. They see their marriage today as confirmation of their family unit and that they belong 
together. 

Dear family and friends, let our hearts be glad for Sue and Lee, for there is little that offers greater 
opportunities than the linking of lives in marriage. 
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Peter and Marlene 

Probably not surprising to you who know and love them, their journey reads like a romance novel, except 
this is real life. And it began like this… 

Once upon an evening, a boy goes to a nightclub with some friends. His eyes focus on a beautiful girl in 
the corner. He is so smitten his stomach turns. But he lacks the confidence to speak to her. Then, in an 
attempt to move closer, he trips and sends a table full of drinks flying across the room. He is 
embarrassed. The girl looks at him and laughs. He thought he had blown it. She thought what beautiful 
blue eyes he had. And so, dear family and friends, here they are, three years later, making the deepest 
commitment that two people can make to one another. 

After their fortuitous meeting, Peter and Marlene learned that they had a lot in common, starting with a 
motor bike ride the next day. Marlene liked that Peter was a bit of a dare devil who liked to have fun. 
Peter liked Marlene’s personality, and that she was a petrol head. Before long they had fallen deeply in 
love, and they both recognised that they wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. 

Marlene and Peter are soulmates and best friends who enjoy doing everything together. They love the 
ocean and being outdoors, all sorts of water sports, motor bikes, camping, mountain climbing and bush 
walks. They feel their meeting was meant to be. They are profoundly happy together, and having a lot of 
fun ranks high on their priorities. 

Marlene says Peter is everything she has always wanted, wrapped up in a perfect package. He has high 
standards and morals, and she loves his mature attitude to what matters in life. Peter simply says of 
Marlene: What more could a man ask for? Peter and Marlene came together as friends. Today they 
pledge to each other not only their love and lives, but also the strength, warmth, and most importantly to 
them, the fun of true friendship. 
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Funeral ceremony samples 
Simple sample ceremonies to demonstrate how a funeral ceremony may be structured. I did not prepare 
these samples. 

Funeral ceremony 1 – Ava, a 12-year-old who died as the result of 
meningococcal infection 
Welcome everyone. My name is Celebrant and on behalf of Ava’s family I would like to thank you all for 
coming to the ceremony today. 

We can see amongst you also the faces of many of Ava’s school friends. We particularly thank them for 
making the effort to show Ava’s family, by their attendance, the special place that she holds in their lives. 
It will be a great comfort to Louise and Ken to be able to recall, in the future as they bring themselves 
back to this tragic time, what a fine group of young friends Ava had. She must have been extremely 
happy to have been included in their numbers. 

Today we are all united as we share memories of Ava as a wonderful daughter, a talented dancer, a keen 
hockey player, and simple a good friend. In whatever sphere Ava touched us, those impressions are 
there to stay and will be carried with us as a little treasure from now on. 

Last year, when one of Ava’s friends asked about Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, her mother 
overheard Ava reply, ‘Of course I believe in Santa Clause and the Easter Bunny. If you don’t believe, you 
don’t receive!’ This was one mark of Ava as a very trusting girl. As a two-year-old, she would be whirled 
around and around by Ken as he held both of her hands. She trusted that he wouldn’t let her go. 

Ava was born Ava Edith Fox. She was named after each of her grandmothers. She was born in San Diego 
while Ken was transferred to the USA for work. That was on the 3rd of April 1996. Louise and Ken were 
over the moon with Ava’s arrival and in return, Louise and Ken report that Ava was a very good-natured 
baby. She saw her fourth birthday in San Diego and went to kindergarten where she enjoyed playing with 
the other children. Some of them attended dancing classes and Ava, with an enthusiasm for being active, 
quickly joined them. For her first performance she danced the part of a rose fairy. Louise claims that Ava 
was the only child who danced correctly in time to the music.  

In the year Ava started elementary school, Ken was recalled to Australia. They came to Melbourne. Ava 
settled into primary school at East Ridge, but often got ribbed for her American accent, which, for the 
sake of surviving, she rapidly lost. 

Ava fitted in well. She continued with her dancing, which she enjoyed immensely, and won many awards 
for troupe work and solos. Ever active, Ava was a member of the Lower Valley Under 11s hockey team. 
She practised twice a week. Louise says she never had to chase Ava up to get ready for hocky matches; 
Ava just loved to chase that ball around and she was quite proud of herself when her team won, which it 
often did. 

Besides getting on well with people, Ava also had an affinity for animals. She had a lizard, two Siamese 
fighting fish, a tabby cat named Pig, and a Labradoodle named Jack. She cared for these animals 
admirably and took Jack for a romp in the nearby park nearly every day. 

When Ava took Jack on his daily excursion, it was a good opportunity for her to listen to music through 
earphones as she walked. Ken says that Ava loved listening to music. Her favourite singers were The 
Spice Girls, S Club 7, Delta Goodrem, Britney Spears, and many other pop groups. The walls of her 
bedroom were covered in posters of her favourite singers and actors. 

Ava was keen on movies and always looked forward to going to the cinema during the school holidays 
with her friends. The Little Mermaid and 101 Dalmatians were among her top movies. 

Nobody understands what went wrong when Ava suddenly became ill and she was diagnosed with a 
meningococcal infection. Although she was given full medical attention, complications arose. On the 15th 
of August, Tuesday last week, Ava’s brief illness came to an end. Her going has left many with an empty 
space in their lives.  
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The love and affection that those who were close to her felt causes heartache. The following are words of 
consolation that may serve to lessen the pain. 

A Child of Mine, by Edgar Guest 

I'll lend you for a little while 
A child of mine, God said 
For you to love the while she lives 
And mourn for when she's dead 

It may be six or seven years, 
Or forty-two or three 
But will you, till I call her back 
Take care of her for me? 

She'll bring her charms to gladden you 
And, should her stay be brief, 
You'll have her lovely memories 
As a solace for your grief 

I cannot promise she will stay 
For all from earth returns 
But there are lessons taught below 
I want this child to learn. 

I've looked the whole word over 
In my search for teachers true 

And from all beings that crowd life's land 
I have chosen you 

Now, will you give her all your love 
Nor think the labour vain 
Nor hate me when I come to take 
This lent child back again. 

I fancied that I heard you say 
Dear Lord, Thy will be done, 
For all the joys Thy child will bring 
The risk of grief we'll run 

We will shelter her with tenderness 
We'll love her while we may – 
And for the happiness we have now known 
Forever grateful stay. 

But should the angels come for her 
Much sooner than we'd planned 
We'll brave the bitter grief that comes 
And try to understand. 

Now is the time for our thoughts to travel inwards. In the one minute of silence, please contemplate what 
Ava has meant in your life. Think of a positive impact she has had in your life and linger over that 
memory. 

This part of the ceremony gives rise to music. We will listen to a nursery turn that used to comfort Ava as 
she would try to fall asleep as a very young child. 

One minute of silence followed by song 

While the body of Ava will leave us now, we still keep alive in our hearts the joyful memories of a dear 
daughter, granddaughter, niece, cousin and schoolmate. 

Please stand as I say the words of committal. 

Ava – her presence will remain with us for our lifetime. We don’t know why she went offstage so early. 
We thought she should have been there for longer. It was a brilliant performance. Tragically, her season 
could not be extended. We cannot see, hear or touch Ava, but she will encore each time she inspires us 
in our daily lives. 
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Funeral Ceremony 2 – David, a 26-year-old who died after an assault 
We are gathered her today to remember and celebrate the life of David Rowlands. On behalf of David’s 
family, I thank you for coming to this ceremony. 

Each of us has a different connection with David. Ted and Diana think of him as a loving son; Sienna as 
an older brother whom she could look up to for advice; for grandmother, Dawn, he was the apple of her 
eye as her very first grandchild; for his other relatives, David was the scallywag getting into scrapes on 
the big family holidays combined with aunts, uncles and cousins, in the country or at the beach; for a 
number of you, David was a conscientious colleague, likeable for his sense of humour, except for those 
moments, apparently, when Essendon weren't playing so well. 

While our images of David are different, we are united in one purpose today: to see him as others saw 
him and to draw a complete picture of the young man who has been among us. Although David can no 
more joke with his workmates, nor drive his grandmother to the shops, nor play backyard cricket with his 
cousins, nor enjoy Sunday roast dinners with the family, we know that he held a place in our lives. And 
David has not lost that place, either. 

This is our time, therefore, to create for the gallery that exists in our minds, a portrait of David that we 
can come and visit whenever we wish to. 

David was born David Richard Ballantyne on 21 January 1970 in Perth. His father was Andrew Ballantyne. 
David did not have strong recollections of his father or of their relationship; sadly, Andrew Ballantyne 
died when David was three years old. 

For the sake of having better family support, David moved with his mother from Perth to Darwin. David's 
late grandparents, Christine and Frank Wright, looked after David while their daughter, Diana, worked. 
They took him to swimming lessons twice a week to help his asthma. 

David's mother met Ted Rowlands at work. They got married. David found in Ted the paternal qualities 
that he had earlier lost. David readily changed his family name to Rowlands. There was another move 
ahead for David. Ted was transferred to Brisbane with his job. The timing was good, as David was just 
about to start primary school. 

David's sister, Sienna, was born when David was in grade two. They got on well. At Sienna's bedtime, 
David liked to read her stories from picture books. As the years went on, Sienna often sought help from 
her older brother. David fared well academically and so was able to give Sienna good pointers for her 
schoolwork. Sienna remembers that compared to her friends’ brothers, David was a good model; 
considerate in driving her places after he obtained his driver's licence, and patient in explaining maths 
and science problems. Many of Sienna's girlfriends at high school thought that David was good looking 
and would make a nice boyfriend. 

Graduating from Monash University in architecture with top class results, David won a scholarship to 
study in Italy. Diana, Ted and Sienna visited him. Diana says that she will never forget what a great time 
they had with David showing them around Vicenza. Not only did they take in the best tourist spots such 
as nearby Verona, but they also enjoyed the rustic countryside, markets and outdoor street cafes. 

Two years ago, David returned to Brisbane. He was immediately successful in finding a job with 
Andrewander Strachan and Associates. Sienna, Ted and Diana were thrilled to have him at home while he 
was looking for a house of his own. David caught up with his old buddies and they often used to go out 
together. 

Although the circumstances of David's stabbing and subsequent death are a tragedy and the question of 
why it happened to David is one that is not able to be answered in a way that sets people's minds at rest, 
Diana is grateful that David did not suffer with a lingering illness in the same way that his father, Andrew 
Ballantyne, did. 

But we don't want the last words here to be about that incident. It is far better to cherish the fond 
memories of how David lived his 26 years of life than to dwell on how he was taken from us. David was a 
model brother, a loving son and a good-hearted, fun-loving friend and colleague. As we listen to the 
following words of comfort, let us use them to reinforce our bright and happy memories of David. 
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The Broken Chain, author unknown 

We little knew that morning, 
that God was going to call your name. 
In life we loved you dearly, 
in death we do the same. 

It broke our hearts to lose you, 
you did not go alone; 
for part of us went with you, 
the day God called you home. 

You left us peaceful memories, 
your love is still our guide; 
and though we cannot see you, 
you are always at our side. 

Our family chain is broken, 
and nothing seems the same; 
but as Gpd calls us one by one, 
The Chain will link again. 

Now it is fitting for each one of us to reflect upon our own special memories of David, time that he shared 
individually with us. Do this in your own way. If you would like to pray for David, you might like to do this 
now. Otherwise, let your thoughts flow inwards to the places that David occupies in your mind. We will 
have one minute of silence and then we will hear a song, one of David’s favourites. 

One minute of silence, followed by a song 

The physical body of David will be taken from us now. This is something in the course of nature that has 
to be done. Even so, the spirit of David stays with us. Having joked and laughed, and joined in ordinary 
occasions and special occasions with us, David is a part of our lives and continues to be so.  

Please stand as I say the words of committal. 

With tenderness and respect, we commit the body of David Rowlands to the realm from which he 
originated. It is the fate of humans for their bodies to come from the earth and to return to it. Where the 
spirit resides, we do not know. 

We cherish the companionship that we have known with David, as we continue our journeys. We give 
thanks for David's life: his sense of humour, his patience, his kindness and consideration, the 
contribution he has made to architectural designs around this city, his deep friendship and his strong 
bond with his family. 
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Funeral ceremony 3 – Roseanne, a 46-year-old who died from breast 
cancer 
On behalf of Rosanne Wilson's family, I thank you all for taking the time to attend this ceremony today. 
My name is Celebrant. 

Rosanne's husband, Geoff, and children, Penny, Mandy and Luke, have asked me to express their deep 
appreciation for your being here to support them in their grief. 

We each have our own outstanding memories of Rosanne. Every one of those surely illuminates the 
beauty that was Rosanne's life. I'll leave time open to you after I've told you about Rosanne in these 
words. 

There were already three boys in the Wilson family: Peter, Timothy and Russell. They called her Rosanne 
Alannah. When Rosanne was three, her sister Sarah arrived. Of all her brothers and sisters, Rosanne was 
closest to Russell, so much so that the Brewer-Wilson house and Russell's house are in the same suburb, 
making it easy for the families to get together. 

Russell was the one who walked with Rosanne to school when she started at the primary school just 
around the corner from their house, Forestville West, where she made a lot of friends, including Joanne 
Hart. I’ll come back to that later. Rosanne did well at school. Her interests were chess, the piano, tennis 
and collecting Barbie dolls. She excelled in all of those pursuits, especially at tennis. She represented her 
school on several occasions. Her daughters, Penny and Mandy, inherited her extensive collection of 
Barbie dolls and accessories. 

Rosanne's academic success was rewarded by a scholarship to Methodist Ladies' College, where she had 
the time of her life. Sarah recalls that Rosanne spent much of her spare time with friends – at their 
places, in town, at Glenferrie Road or at her own house. 

It was in Rosanne's so-called 'gap year' that her career became defined. After she finished studies at 
MLC, she headed off to England for the year before she started at university and worked at a boarding 
school as an assistant. While there, in a coffee shop in London, Rosanne bumped into Joanne Hart. 
Joanne was also in England, completing her gap year. During the 12 months overseas, Rosanne travelled 
to many places outside England, accompanied by Joanne. 

Back in Melbourne, Rosanne completed a Bachelor of Arts/Accountancy degree at the University of 
Melbourne. For a year, she worked with Season Investments Pty Ltd; however, the experience abroad 
had developed the travel bug in her. With that realisation, Rosanne decided that the only sensible course 
of action to work and play at the same time was to study as a travel agent. She began work for Happy 
Days Travel Agency, where she worked for about two and a half years. Alter Rosanne left Happy Days 
Travel Agency, she saw a lot of changes in her life. First of all, she teamed up with Joanne, her old 
schoolmate, and they started their own small-scale travel agency called Singles Travel. 

At a travel and tourism conference, Rosanne met Geoff. As we know, Rosanne married Geoff in 1986 and 
they subsequently produced three children. There was time off from her business for childbirth, but 
Rosanne continued to build up Singles Travel. Often there was a baby in the back room. Rosanne capably 
juggled school drop offs and pick-ups with agency work. Luckily, home, school and work were in the 
same Heathcliff vicinity. 

Five years ago, Rosanne underwent treatment for breast cancer. Joanne, for a while, took on more than 
her share of running the agency. But not for long. Rosanne was soon back at work. She regularly 
attended travel and tourism conferences around the world. This was one aspect of the job that she 
particularly enjoyed. 

Unfortunately, around the beginning of this year, Rosanne was feeling unwell. Cancer in her vital organs 
was confirmed. It was a brief but brave battle. Rosanne passed away peacefully in North East Area 
Hospital on Tuesday 23rd April. 

Rosanne's life was devoted to travel. We will listen to one of her favourite songs. Naturally, it has a travel 
theme. After this, Joanne Hart, Rosanne's business partner, will say a few words. 

Song 'Leaving on a Jet Plane' by Peter, Paul and Mary 
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Joanne Hart speaks 

Rosanne's earthly body will be taken from us now. Rosanne said earlier this year, when she was 
diagnosed with cancer, that she thought that the zest that she felt for travel – meeting different people 
and seeing new sights – was some kind of spiritual experience. She declared that she didn't want people 
to think of her as gone, just travelling on. She hoped to catch up with every one of her family, friends 
and clients in another lifetime. 

Would you please all stand now as I say the words of committal. 

We commit the body of Rosanne Wilson to the earth to which all living things must eventually return. Her 
vibrancy for travel and being with people remain. The love we feel for her is in our hearts and journeys 
on with us in our lifetimes. 

We are thankful to have known Rosanne Wilson as a devoted wife, an adoring mother, a loving sister, a 
loyal· and fun-loving friend, and a travel agent who went out of her way to ensure that her clients got 
maximum value and pleasure from their trips. 

Rosanne has touched us. In our daily lives, let us think of Rosanne when we feel we need a flight of 
fancy. 
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Funeral ceremony 4: Andrew, a 21-year-old who took his own life 

This is one of mine, and I provide it for you (de-identified, without personal tribute speeches) because 
suicide funerals are exceptionally difficult, and it’s worth having some ideas you can work with.  

This ceremony is structured differently from my usual ceremonies; usually I dot the personal tributes 
throughout the eulogy at the time they’re most appropriate in the chronology of the person’s life. But 
that simply wasn’t going to work for this one, so I clumped them all together after the eulogy was 
finished.  

This was a memorial service with no coffin present, so there is no committal wording. All names have 
been changed.  

There are some notes throughout the ceremony to explain to you why I made certain choices or 
ceremony inclusions. 

Pre-ceremony music: Etude in E major, Op. 10, Chopin; The Lass of Patie’s Mill; Enigma Variations, Op. 
36, Nimrod, Elgar; Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini in A Minor, Op. 43, Rachmaninov; Impromptu, 

Yirum 

All guests and family seated 

Music: Piano Sonata No. 14 in C# minor, Op. 27, No. 2, ‘Moonlight Sonata’, Beethoven 

If you love something, love it completely, cherish it, say it, but most importantly, show it. Life is finite 
and fragile and just because something is there one day, it might not be the next. Never take that for 
granted. Say what you need to say, then say a little more. Say too much. Show too much. Love too 
much. Everything is temporary but love. Love outlives us all. 

Welcome everyone. My name is Sarah Aird and I am honoured to be the celebrant invited by Andrew’s 
family to conduct this commemoration of his life today. 

After the service you are all invited to join the family for refreshments. If you didn’t have a chance to 
sign the memorial book when you arrived, it will be available to you afterwards. If you haven’t yet turned 
off your mobile phone, would you do so now please? 

Today is a celebration of Andrew’s life, but it is also an opportunity to grieve. It is a time to let go of the 
emotions you've been holding in since he died. It is a time to set aside the jobs, the responsibilities and 
the tasks that have taken up every waking hour since he left you. It is a chance for you to think, to 
reflect, to remember, and to start to heal. Feel free to cry, but also to laugh and smile at your memories 
of Andrew. Any and all of your feelings and reactions to what you will hear today are valid and real, so 
give yourselves permission to feel your feelings, to have your reactions, to celebrate, and to grieve. 

As you all know, Andrew took his own life. Although his family and closest friends were aware of how 
much pain he was in, many of you were not. Try as you might to understand his decision, it is almost 
beyond understanding, and yet you must come to accept that he is gone. Some of you may be asking 
yourselves, ‘how did I fail him?’ ‘what more could I have done to help him?’ But you didn’t fail him, and 
you could not have done any more. Andrew made a conscious decision to end his life. He made the 
decision, and it was one he had been contemplating for a long time. No one else is to blame. It was his 
choice, and just as you respected his choices in life, so you will respect his choices in death. Let us reflect 
on Andrew’s life, and remember the sensitive soul he was. 

Andrew Full Name, known as Andrew, was born on the 12th of September 1994 in Mitcham, the younger 
son of Liam and Carly, and little brother of Rowan. The family lived in East Doncaster, and Andrew 
attended [Primary School]. He was an excellent student, and many of his sporting pursuits started during 
this time. We’ll talk about those more a little later. It was while at primary school that he met three boys 
who were to become his best friends: Jason, Billy and Lewis.  

Andrew went to [Secondary School] for secondary school, and the family moved to their Warrandyte 
home while he was in Year 7. He again excelled academically at [Secondary School], taking mostly 
science and maths subjects for his VCE; English didn’t come naturally to him, but he was determined to 
succeed at it and worked hard until he did. He attained an exceptionally impressive ATAR score. He also 
continued with his sporting pursuits during high school, and I think it’s now time we heard about those. 
There were many… 
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He was speed skating with his family from about the age of two, and eventually got so good that he 
represented Victoria. He started playing basketball in about Grade 2 and continued right through until he 
was about 19. He was a great team player, less concerned about scoring the points himself than about 
ensuring his teammates were well supported. Although if you played him one on one, that concern for 
others went out the window; it was ALL about scoring ALL the points himself. 

He played cricket and volleyball, ran cross country, took up boxing to build his self-confidence, and 
participated in swimming and gymnastics. Liam started taking him to the gym after school when he was 
about 13, and he took to that just as quickly as he took to everything else he had a go at. Jason 
remembers one time when they were about 14, and Andrew suggested he try and lift the weight he’d just 
been using. Jason couldn’t lift it even one inch, but to Andrew it was almost easy.  

The family were lucky enough to go on many varied family holidays over the years, to everywhere from 
Anglesea and Port Fairy to Vanuatu and Thailand to the US several times. Their US trips included New 
York (where a then 16-year-old Andrew was determined to go for a run around Central Park at midnight 
and couldn’t possibly understand why his parents wouldn’t let him), Washington, camping through the 
Southwest region, both Disneyland and Disneyworld, and dude ranching in Colorado, where they finally 
found something that Andrew was NOT good at: horse riding (he was far too concerned about being kind 
to the horse to really get the hang of it). Andrew also enjoyed skiing trips to New Zealand and Japan, 
Scuba diving trips to Osprey Reef off Cairns, and ship wreck diving in Vanuatu. They loved travelling 
together and had many epic adventures on their travels. 

Like many young children, Andrew had started learning the piano when he started school, but by the 
time he got to Grade 2 he really wasn’t enjoying it anymore and gave it up. When he was in Year 11, he 
announced one night that he’d signed up for a music elective; Marissa is going to tell us a bit more about 
this later. 

For his 18th birthday, Andrew asked for a camera, and photography became a new passion after high 
school finished. He loved spending time setting up a scene so that it was just perfect before taking the 
shot, and he was a talented and creative photographer. His preference was to photograph nudes, but 
probably unsurprisingly he had some trouble finding too many people to model for him. So instead he 
photographed whatever caught his eye. 

In the second half of 2017, Andrew and Lewis suddenly decided to drop everything and take off to 
Europe, and with two weeks’ notice they did just that. They had an incredible adventure for almost five 
months, ticking things off the bucket list, eating incredible food, and discovering music. Lewis had played 
the guitar for many years, and Andrew had fiddled with it once or twice, but while in Europe they listened 
to a lot of Led Zeppelin, and Andrew decided he needed to learn how to play properly. So he did. He went 
from barely having touched a guitar to coming home a few months later owning two of them. Again, he 
excelled at it; he would go into music shops and play a guitar, and random people would tell him how 
good he was. He would start playing a riff and Liam would ask him who it was by, and he would say it 
had just popped into his head. 

Andrew was talented, handsome, polite, caring, and energetic. He was empathetic, always the mediator, 
always trying to help others, always looking out for the person sitting on their own. He had a quirky 
sense of humour, enjoying TV shows such as The Office (the original UK version, of course), Monty 
Python and Fawlty Towers. He simply wasn’t like anyone else, and everyone loved him. 

The Andrew I have just talked about is the Andrew most of you knew, the way you saw him: talented, 
creative, handsome, happy. Unfortunately, Andrew didn’t know or see himself the same way. 

Bullied at school from a young age, but unwilling to talk about it for fear of burdening those around him, 
Andrew was sad. Deeply, deeply sad. When he went to Melbourne Uni in 2015 to study science, with a 
plan of becoming a biologist, he lived on campus at St Hilda’s College. He found it difficult to fit in, and 
figured the easiest way to make friends would be to drink as much as everyone else did, and take part in 
all the social activities on offer. None of that was particularly conducive to study, and he dropped out at 
the end of his first year. 

He started working at TGI Friday’s in Doncaster in 2016, where he quickly moved up the ranks to become 
a bartender. As with everything, he excelled at his work there. The bosses were so impressed with his 
work ethic, knowledge and efficiency that he was awarded a coveted Hammer Pin in his first month. 
Everyone was amazed; no one they’d known had ever gotten one of those. But he simply wasn’t happy, 
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and he was drinking heavily to deal with the pain. It was about August 2016 when his family worked out 
that something wasn’t right, and they started searching for some help for him. In February 2017 he was 
hospitalised for the first time, and after three weeks he came out sober and happier than he’d been for a 
long time. Later that year there was the epic Europe trip with Lewis, and although he started drinking 
again while away, it was only for pleasure and perfectly responsible. 

At the start of 2018 Andrew decided he wanted to be a photographer, and found a university course that 
was due to start in semester 2. He whiled away the months before then playing music, going to the gym 
for hours every day, and hanging out with his friends and playing with his new puppy Zep, but in May the 
school announced they would not be running the course. That’s when everything went downhill again. He 
couldn’t see a future for himself, and he started self-medicating again with marijuana and alcohol. 

In August Carly and Liam left for a long-planned trip to Europe. They ummed and ahhed about whether 
or not to go, but Andrew was determined that they should enjoy their holiday and not worry about him. 
It was while they were at Singapore Airport waiting to board their flight for the second leg of their trip 
that the extremely dark text messages from Andrew started coming. Andrew was the hospitalised but 
broke out and attempted to take his life for the first time. Andrew’s Aunt Marissa was an enormous help 
to Andrew during this time. Carly and Liam will always be grateful for the care and love that she gave 
Andrew before they could get home from Europe. 

After Liam and Carly arrived back from Europe, they found that Andrew was positive and talking openly 
about the future and the past. Carly and Andrew went and bought him clothes for the look he wanted to 
convey. Liam and Andrew checked out electric pianos to purchase so they could set up a studio at home. 

Liam took Andrew to Anglesea for five days, along with his much-loved dog, Zep, and then to New 
Zealand to take photos. He was trying to show Andrew that life was worth living, that there were reasons 
to go on, that things could get better. But it wasn’t enough. Hospitalised again in New Zealand, Andrew 
tried hard to make plans, to recognise the good things about himself, and to see that there was indeed a 
bright future in store. But it still wasn’t enough, and he made the decision to take his own life, a decision 
he had been considering for a long time. He died on the 28th of October, leaving a huge hole in the lives 
of his family and friends. Shortly we will hear tributes from those closest to him, but first, a song. 

Reflection: Somewhere, Barbra Streisand with Josh Groban 

I would like to introduce Marissa, Andrew’s aunt, to tell you about her memories of Andrew. 

Marissa speaks 

Thank you. 

The rest of the friends and family members who wrote tributes for Andrew didn’t feel strong enough to 
read them themselves, so I read them on their behalf. There were tributes from his three best friends 

and his parents 

While suicide is almost never the answer, while there are almost always other options, in Andrew’s case it 
seemed almost inevitable. He was in such deep pain, suffering so much, and nothing anyone did seemed 
to make a difference. He was surrounded by a loving family who sought help from the best doctors and 
hospitals they could find, but even Andrew’s psychologist and psychiatrist were somewhat stumped as to 
how to help him. He was surrounded by an incredible group of mates, and although he knew they were 
there for him if he ever wanted or needed to talk, just as importantly they provided him with a chance to 
escape his demons; the time he spent with the boys was time he could just be Andrew and not have to 
think about his problems. His family, although grieving his loss terribly, are relieved that he is no longer 
in such tremendous pain. 

During the past few months, Andrew had started to write poetry, and his family have asked his uncle, 
Alistair, to share one of them with you. I think it provides a good indication of his state of mind in recent 
times. It’s called ‘Ace up my Sleeve’. 

Ace up my Sleeve 

Living day by day 
Barely scraping by 
Stuck in my routine 
Stuck in all my lies 

How long can I last for 
I need some space to breathe 
Death becomes my saviour 
A hidden ace up my sleeve 
Maybe not today 
Maybe not tomorrow 
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But one day coming soon 
I’ll put an end to all this sorrow 
I know it doesn’t solve anything 
And you probably can’t relate 
But it’s still a comforting thought 
One last great escape 
I hope I’ll never need it 
I hope the right cards come out 
But it’s out of my control 
The cards that I get dealt 
So I keep pushing on for now 
Bags packed to leave 

One day at a time 
With my ace up my sleeve 
When your life seems too far gone 
The night is darkest just before the dawn 
All of your love has been wasted 
And all of your strength has been taken 
Look back and see only regrets 
Look forward and see nothing but death 
No point wasting time to grieve 
When I can make death the ace up my 
sleeve 

 

It felt like the air had been sucked out of the room after this poem was read. It gave a real, tangible 
understanding of Andrew’s frame of mind, and it was very distressing for many in attendance. But that’s 
almost why I encouraged the family to include it; I wanted people to know he hadn’t made a split-second 

decision, he’d been feeling this way for a while, and it was unlikely there was anything anybody could 
have done to prevent what happened 

We are currently experiencing an epidemic of male suicide in this country, with three times as many men 
as women dying by their own hand. Although there wasn’t the right support to save Andrew, please, all 
of you, know that there is support available for you. Beyond Blue is an excellent place to start if you don’t 
know where to turn. Please ask for help if you need it; you won’t be a burden, you won’t be too much 
trouble, you will simply be loved. 

I thought it was important to speak about the help that is available for anyone in attendance who was 
struggling with their own mental health, which is why I included the preceding paragraph 

This is the time that we call reflection and it is just that, a time to reflect and remember. As you’ve 
heard, Andrew loved Beethoven, and he asked several weeks ago that this next piece be played at his 
funeral. As the music fills the room allow your love and memories of Andrew to fill your hearts and 
minds. Remember him and think of him, as you always will, with love. 

Photo slideshow 

Music: Symphony No. 7 in A major, Op. 92: II. Allegretto, Beethoven 

On behalf of Andrew’s family, I would like to thank you all most sincerely, not only for coming today, but 
also for your words of comfort, your acts of support and your expressions of love. Please remember the 
family’s very genuine invitation to join them for refreshments and allow them the opportunity to thank 
you personally. 

It is worth remembering that sadness comes out of caring, out of loving someone. Sadness then is a 
measure of love and therefore, in its way, a kind of privilege. Be glad you felt the pressure of his hand, 
the warmth of his hugs; remember his beautiful smile, his laughter, and his kindness. Be glad for all the 
joys and happiness that Andrew experienced. Be glad for what he gave you and taught you. Tenderly and 
reverently, bid him farewell. 

Music: Run, Liana Lewis 
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Naming ceremony samples 
Simple sample ceremonies to demonstrate how a naming ceremony may be structured. I did not prepare 
these samples. 

Naming ceremony 1 
Good afternoon everyone, and thank you for joining us on this special day as we honour and bless the 
little miracle that is Baby. 

Mother and Father have invited you here today as you are the community that has welcomed Baby into 
your lives, and your love and care is important to the Surname family. They wish to take this opportunity 
to thank each and every one of you. 

The more I get to know members of this extraordinary family, the more amazed I am at the extent of the 
genuine care and devotion you have for each other. Baby is certainly blessed to have found himself 
amidst you all. 

Children are a social responsibility, and many of us here today are possibly not just parents, but we are 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, neighbours and friends. In a myriad of little ways, and by example, we 
are all teachers and mentors. The rewards are not always immediate or obvious, but like all long-term 
investments, the initial input of time, patience, understanding and caring examples will give an ultimate 
return of a balanced and responsible human being – plus a few warm fuzzy feelings of interest along the 
way. 

One tangible way that we can provide this guidance and care is with a wish or kind sentiment. We have a 
book for Baby that we hope to fill with pages of your kind thoughts, and we’d like to ask that each of you 
take the opportunity to write something especially for him. 

Godparents play a direct role and Mother and Father have thought hard about the people in their life to 
whom they entrust their most treasured son. This was never going to be an easy decision, as Mother and 
Father are blessed with so many of you who are loving and caring, and would make excellent mentors for 
Baby. 

Many of you are well aware of the role that Godfather has played in Father’s life, and the impact that 
Godfather had on his formative years. It’s important in the choice of a godparent that you have a similar 
approach, outlook on life and values for the raising of children. In so many ways Godfather raised the bar 
for a brother, a father, a mentor and a friend, and so in the end of it was an obvious choice for he and his 
wife to be given this trust. 

Godfather and Godmother, would you join us please? 

Godfather and Godmother move forward and join Mother and Father 

Godfather and Godmother, you have been asked to accept the privilege of becoming godparents to Baby. 
Mother and Father ask that you always welcome this child if he comes to you for company, advice or 
help, and that will listen to him and respect his confidences, no matter how great or small. They ask that 
you show Baby understanding and love and let him know that he will always have a special place in your 
heart. 

Godfather and Godmother, are you willing to accept the responsibility of being godparents to Baby? 

Godfather and Godmother: We are 

We now come to the ritual within this ceremony, which demonstrates and strengthens the bonds between 
parents, child and godparents. 

Mother passes Baby to Godfather. Father takes up the candle and lighter and lights the candle 

The light and warmth from this candle are symbolic of the warmth of your love for your son and the 
growing bond between you. Each year at this time, you can relight this same candle and as the years 
pass, and the candle becomes shorter, the love that is expressed in the candlelight about you now will 
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become stronger. May the coming years bless your family with good health, with happiness, and with an 
appreciation always of your good fortune in each other. 

Mother would like to read a short poem. Any of you with children may recognise yourself in this, and I’m 
sure it will bring a smile. 

Mother’s Poem 

He is the child I wanted 
The source of all delight 
The reason that I haven’t slept 
For many a long night. 

Our social life is fading 
Our money goes through the door 
With keeping up with all his needs 
It really seems like a thankless chore. 

We knew he would be demanding 
And life would never be the same 
I never knew that mother love 
Is just one other name. 

With just a pile of washing 
All his breakfast on the floor 
Baby food behind the cushions 
And things written on the door. 

And just when I think, ‘This is enough, 
I can handle this no more!’ 
A little hand creeps, touches me 
A hand that I adore. 

A little smile that’s full of love 
Reminds of all I’ve done 
I succeeded in my dream 
Of having a beautiful son. 

I cannot describe my feeling 
As we become to know each other 
Shared smiles, laughs and secrets 
Are the joys of being a mother. 

Good fortune and chance 
Have looked on us and smiled 
I cannot now imagine 
Where I’d be without this child. 

Thank you, Mother. 

Baby, we now bestow upon you the names of Baby Full Name. 

Baby, young as you are, you also carry the futures of your siblings, and so their blessings will watch over 
you. We wish you a long life and happiness in a loving and secure world. May you bring joy to your 
parents, your godparents and to all of us, your family and friends. May you make them proud, and may 
you contribute to making this world a better and happier place. 

Father, you may now blow out the candle. 

On behalf of everyone here, I welcome Baby Surname and congratulate Mother and Father, his parents, 
and Godfather and Godmother, his grandparents. 

This ceremony today has been held in recognition of the marking the special events in our lives, to 
witness the giving of a name and in honour of the newcomer amongst us. May we all benefit from our 
involvement with this child and with each other. 
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Naming ceremony 2 

Welcome and acknowledgements 

Welcome and thank you all for being here with us today. Please gather around and form a circle. In this 
circle, bound together by love and respect, together we will form a sacred space for this special 
ceremony. 

My name is Celebrant and today we are here to celebrate Parents’ Names beautiful daughter, to formally 
name and welcome her into the loving care of her extended family, friends and community, and to 
acknowledge the important role everybody here will play in helping her find her place in this world. 

Godparent lights a candle 

This light symbolises the light this child brings to the world and to her family. Here is a child who has 
enriched her family and their lives with her beautiful gifts of love. Her laughter, smiles, unabashed 
affection, gentle nature and passionate curiosity are a joy and a delight. 

This light is a symbol for all of us to nurture and support her on her journey, and to enrich her way with 
ongoing rituals and celebrations. May her light always be encouraged to shine. 

Everyone speaks: May her light always be encouraged to shine. 

Naming 

Our name represents the uniqueness and individuality of self. It is how we identify ourselves and how 
others identify us. Today we bestow the chosen name upon this child. 

The name Baby has many roots. First and foremost, she is named Baby because [baby name meaning]. 

Her second name, Baby Middle Name, carries the meaning [baby name meaning]. 

Everyone speaks: We all agree to call you Baby Full Name. We wish you long life and happiness. We trust 
you will be kind and compassionate. May your life be inspired by love.  

Parent vows of commitment to Baby 

Family life creates a sense of purpose and fulfillment for both children and parents. It is where children 
learn about relationships, communication, feelings, respect and love. The greatest act of love parents 
have to give their children is the love they express for one another. 

As parents, our duty is not to make our children like us, but to see they do their best. To guide, nurture, 
protect and advise. We love them for who they are, unique and special, and as they grow, we grow with 
them. Family is a bond that lasts forever and is lovingly reflected in your attendance today. 

I would like to invite Parents to affirm their commitment to Baby. 

Father lights a candle and speaks: This light celebrates the warmth of our love from which this child was 
created. Baby is still very young and has yet to show her true strengths and talents. I am eager to see 
her grow into a beautiful child and then into an exceptional adult. Mother and I will be there to support 
her always. 

Mother lights a candle and speaks: This light celebrates the birth of this child, a new light in our hearts 
and in this home. Dearest Baby, I love you very much and I am so glad you’ve come into our lives. You 
are a very precious gift. I promise to do the best I can to provide a loving, stimulating and nurturing 
home, to instil in you a love for life, and to encourage you to shine in whatever you choose to do. I wish 
for your life to be filled with joy, and for you to grow up happy and confident knowing you are very 
special and loved with all my heart. 

Thanks to others 

To the grandparents: The relationship of trust and mutual enjoyment between grandparents and their 
grandchildren is a great bonus and a special blessing. To Baby’s grandparents and to her great-
grandparents, who are all here today, Parents thank you for your active involvement in their child’s life. 
Your important roles in passing on family cultural values and inheritance will add great meaning to their 
lives and provide the foundation blocks child will use in finding her identity. 
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To all guests: You are Baby’s extended family and friends, the community with whom she will celebrate 
life’s special moments, and to whom she will turn in times of need. Whether central or peripheral, each of 
you is an important influence and inspiration upon this child, bringing to her a unique perspective on 
being in this world. She will look among you for companionship, leadership and support. As she forms her 
own identity and learns about her place in the world, she will weave into the fabric of her being a part of 
each of you. From these impressions, from everything she sees and feels and experiences through you, 
she is deciding the values she will incorporate into her life. By watching you, she will learn how life works. 
Parents thank you for your support and your commitment to this family. 

Blessing 

I would now like to take the opportunity to bestow a blessing on Baby on behalf of you all present today. 

Baby Full Name: 

May your life shine with the greatest distinction and freedom 
May you always have strength of mind, a strong heart and conviction 
May you be one of many thoughts and curious in nature 
May you be wise and fair, cautious and careful, courageous and strong 
May you be blessed with the wish to inspire 
May your life always reflect the light inside 
May you always be happy, at ease and joyous 
May your life be filled with both giving and receiving of cherished moments 
May you be a special daughter to your parents and loving niece to your uncle 
And may you always know that you are in our hearts. 
Today we dedicate the goodness of all around to you 
We give this baby to each and every one of you 

We give this baby a loving home and family 

We commit to this baby to share our values and create new ones. 

Conclusion 

On behalf of everyone present, I congratulate Baby and Parents. Thank you all for joining us today and 
being part of Baby’s naming ceremony. You are invited to write a wish or blessing for Baby to contribute 
to her ceremonial box. We will now hand Baby around the circle. 

 

  



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 295 

Naming ceremony 3 

This is one of mine, although I don’t do many naming ceremonies at all. I have provided it to you (de-
identified and without any personal tribute speeches) so you can see how I set out a naming ceremony. I 
have kept the child’s name the same because I discuss the meaning of the name in the script. All other 
names have been changed. 

Welcome and thank you all for being here with us today. Please gather around. In this circle, bound 
together by love and respect, together we will form a sacred space for this special ceremony. 

At this time I will also ask you to turn your mobile phones off or to vibrate. 

We gather today to bless a child, 
A new life that has become part of our world. 
We gather today to name this child. 
To call a thing by name is to give it power, 
and so today we shall give this child a gift. 
We will welcome her into our hearts and lives 
and bless her with a name of her own. 

My name is Sarah Aird and today we are here to celebrate Bonnie and Jim’s beautiful daughter Mia 
Elizabeth, to formally name and welcome her into the loving care of her extended family, friends and 
community, and to acknowledge the important role everybody here will play in helping her find her place 
in the world. 

We would particularly like to acknowledge the presence of [grandparents, aunts and uncles]. You all give 
Mia unconditional love, and we hope that never changes. 

Our name represents the uniqueness and individuality of self. It is how we identify ourselves and how 
others identify us. Today we bestow the chosen name upon this child. 

I have talked to Bonnie and Jim about how they came up with the name Mia. Bonnie told me Mia was a 
name she fell in love with as a teenager, and she pretty much threatened her family not to take the 
name away from her! Elizabeth is Bonnie’s middle name, granted after her Nan. 

The name Mia has many meanings. A shortened version of Maria, its Latin origins mean ‘wished-for child’, 
which of course is a perfect description of Mia's place in her family. In the Italian of Bonnie’s heritage, the 
word Mia means ‘mine’, another apt description for Bonnie and Jim’s feelings about her. According to 
numerology people with the name Mia are excited by change, adventure and excitement. They fight 
being restricted by rules and conventions. They are optimistic, energetic, and intelligent. 

Born on the 21st of August, Mia is a Leo. Those born under the sign of Leo are known for being active, 
ambitious and honest. They are never able to sit still, and are always pushing to challenge themselves. 
They lead from the heart and wear their emotions on their sleeves. They are courageous, kind, generous, 
loyal, protective and entertaining. 

When I asked Bonnie and Jim about these descriptors, they told me they suited Mia to a tee! Mia was 
already showing signs of an energetic personality during Bonnie’s pregnancy; she was always on the 
move! That has carried on in the first year of her life, as she is always in a rush. Bonnie and Jim also 
describe Mia as perfection, cheeky, demanding, bossy, and gorgeous. 

Bonnie and Jim, we know how important being parents is to both of you. When a child comes into your 
life, she fills a special place inside your heart. It is a place that grows day by day and is filled firstly with 
amazement, followed by love, pride, a sense of achievement, and a sense of awe at the responsibility 
that having a child entails. Becoming a parent is both a wonderful and indescribable feeling. 

What pleasure there is in the feel of a newborn baby nestling in our arms, the smile of a toddler 
responding to our love, the small, outstretched arms reaching for a hug, and a tiny upturned face 
planting a wet kiss on our cheek. But while a child is a demanding responsibility that often tests our 
patience and our understanding, it is also much more than that. Time will bring toys on the floor and 
balls on the lawn; a happy, healthy child playing in the yard. There will be bruises to kiss, school reports 
to praise, and drawings to display on the fridge door. A child brings pleasure and wonder into the lives of 
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those who bring it into this world. But it also means great responsibility; for what the child becomes is 
largely what you, as parents, bring into her life. 

Bonnie and Jim, as parents of this small child, you already have a strong sense of love and commitment 
towards your daughter. I know your hopes for both your children are that they have the strength to be 
free, to be their own person, to be individuals, and to follow their dreams. 

I now ask you both as the loving parents of Mia, do you promise to nurture, to love, and to encourage 
her always? 

Bonnie and Jim: We do. 

Celebrant: Will you allow her the strength and freedom to develop her own personality, and will you 
endeavour to give her a strong sense of identity, confidence and self-esteem? 

Bonnie and Jim: We will. 

Celebrant: Thank you. An important friend and role model for any child is their sibling, and Mia's big 
brother William is already doting on his little sister. Bonnie and Jim told me one of their favourite parts of 
being parents is seeing the bond grow between their kids. As with many sibling relationships, there will 
be times of conflict, however there will also be moments of immense pride and joy as the blood bond of 
family will forever develop and evolve into a loving relationship between them as they grow from small 
children into young adults and on into adulthood. 

The bond between parents and their children is of course very strong, but the support and 
encouragement of others is vital for the development of this child. Bonnie and Jim have chosen 
Godparents for their child for whom they have the highest regard, who they hope will help shape their 
baby’s life. Children need role models who are not their parents. Godparents should be willing to take a 
special and lifelong interest in the moral and ethical development of this child. Bonnie and Jim recognise 
that there will be times when they do not have the answers. Their hope is that when that time arrives, 
their son will be able to turn to his Godparents for support.  

I'd now like to welcome the Godparents and ask [godparents’ names] to come forward. 

[Godparents], you have been asked to accept the privilege of becoming Godparents to Mia. Bonnie and 
Jim ask that you always welcome this little one if she comes to you for company, advice or help, and that 
you will listen to her and respect her confidences, no matter how great or how small. They ask that you 
show her understanding and love, and let her know he will always have a special place in your heart. 

Will you accept this commitment and responsibility? Will you be kind to Mia, help look after her, and 
surround her with love and affection? Will you give her your guidance, friendship, and inspire her to do 
her best always? 

Godparents: We will. 

Celebrant: Bonnie and Jim, let us name your child. Mia, we now bestow upon you and confirm your 
name: Mia Elizabeth. We hope that you will wear your name with pride, happiness and strength. We wish 
you a long life with a loving family around you. May you bring joy to your parents, grandparents, your 
godparents, and to us who are lucky to know you. 

We will now sign the certificates for presentation to Mia and her Godparents. 

Sign certificates 

Celebrant: We came today to welcome a child, to recognise a family, and to acknowledge our 
responsibility to the next generation. We have achieved all this and more. We are blessed by the spirit of 
joy here today, the intertwined lives of family and friends, and the love and support for Mia and her 
parents. Thank you all for being here. 
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Vow renewal ceremony samples 

Vow renewal ceremony 1 

Simple sample ceremony to demonstrate how a vow renewal ceremony may be structured. I did not 
prepare this sample. 

Good afternoon. My name is Celebrant and I welcome you all to this vow renewal ceremony that 
celebrates the reaffirmation of vows Name and Name made XX years ago on this day the Date. 

Name and Name stand facing each other, holding hands 

We gather here today to celebrate not only the life these two have already shared, but to look forward to 
the many more loving years they have ahead of them. Their commitment to each other is as strong now 
as it was all those years ago, and I am honoured to be invited to share in this day with you all. 

In a relationship we give ourselves freely and generously into the hands of the one we love, and in doing 
so each of us receives the love and trust of the other as our most precious gift. This trust and love grows 
stronger over the years and it not only touches the couple, but it extends to the family members and 
friends who, in various ways, support and contribute to this relationship. 

[The main body of the ceremony can include the story of how they met and married, and important 
milestones in their relationship or significant memories] 

Name and Name are overjoyed today to have their original bridesmaid here, Name, who is going to do a 
reading. 

What Makes a Good Love Story? 

We must insert forgiveness 
With a touch of passion 
A pinch of cheekiness 
A cup of lust 
A teaspoon of delicacy 
A bowl of soul 
A lot of trust 
And one big smile 
Mix all the ingredients together very well 
No other recipe would come close to this result 
Add Name and Name for proper effect 
Then stir the whole mixture and create a desire to succeed. 

Thank you, Name. 

Name, will you continue to have this man as your husband, your life long partner, to remain honest with 
him and faithful to him alone? I will 

Name, will you continue to have this woman as your wife, your life long partner, to remain honest with 
her and faithful to her alone? I will 

Name and Name, you have decided to reaffirm the vows you made to each other XX years ago and have 
decided to repeat new vows today that are in celebration of how far you’ve come together in life. You 
both have written your vows separately and I would now ask that you take each other’s hands and repeat 
after me. 

Wife: Name, we have been friends for a very long time. Over the years I realised that no matter where 
my road led me, what circle of people I was frequenting, what great successes I enjoyed, you were at the 
centre of my whole journey. It occurred to me that in my most difficult times, had I not had you there to 
encourage me never to give up, that my journey may not have been as rewarding. Today though, in the 
presence of everyone here, I thank you for choosing me to be your wife, friend and life partner for the 
rest of our days. 
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Husband: Name, yesterday we were new at this and took care to make good impressions. After many 
yesterdays we reached a place where our bond has led to today. Today we come together as a couple 
who, after XX years, are promising to continue being true to ourselves as individuals, and to one another, 
knowing that in that truth lies the love that will see us through the many tomorrows. I loved you 
yesterday, as I love you today, as I will love you through all of our tomorrows. 

Name and Name have decided to exchange new rings today as a symbol of the beginning of this new 
stage in their lives. The ring is a symbol of the love you have for each other. Its unending circle 
represents the eternal quality of your love, and the gold represents the purity of that love. It serves as a 
seal of the vows you have made before each other, and finally, it is a ceaseless reminder of the time you 
first gave rings to each other. 

Wife places ring on husband’s finger and repeats: I give you this ring as a sign of my commitment to 
you. Wear it alongside your original ring as a constant reminder of my continuing love and faithfulness. 

Husband places ring on wife’s finger and repeats: I give you this ring as a sign of my commitment to you. 
Wear it alongside your original ring as a constant reminder of my continuing love and faithfulness. 

Name and Name have declared before me and before all of you, their family and friends, the people they 
love best, that they will continue to live together in marriage. They have made special promises to each 
other. These have been symbolised by the joining of hands, the taking of vows, and the presentation of 
rings. I call upon all present here today to witness with me this reaffirmation. I declare that they have 
been, and will remain, husband and wife. 

Kiss 
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Vow renewal ceremony 2 

This is one of mine, and I provide it to you (de-identified) so you can see how I structure vow renewal 
ceremonies. This ceremony was a surprise for the guests at the couple’s 30th anniversary party. All 
names have been changed. 

Celebrant: Good evening everyone! My name is Sarah Aird and I am your MC for this evening’s festivities 
tonight. Usually the acronym MC stands for Master of Ceremonies, but tonight it stands for Marriage 
Celebrant! I would like to welcome you all to this vow renewal ceremony that celebrates Jim and Sophie’s 
reaffirmation of the vows they made 30 years (and 12 days) ago on 8 August 1988! 

Wild applause and excitement 

We gather here today to celebrate not only the life Jim and Sophie have already shared, but to look 
forward to the many more loving years they have ahead of them. Their commitment to each other is as 
strong now as it was all those years ago, and I am honoured to have been invited to share in this evening 
with you all. 

In a relationship, we give ourselves freely and generously into the hands of the one we love, and in doing 
so, each of us receives the love and trust of the other as our most precious gift. This trust and love grows 
stronger over the years and it not only touches the couple, but also extends to the family members and 
friends who, in various ways, support and contribute to the relationship. That's why you're all here 
tonight; to not only witness this vow renewal, but also as a thank you to you all for your support and 
contributions over the years. 

Now I know some of you will know the story of Jim and Sophie’s relationship, but I'm going to give a brief 
recap for those of whose memories aren't quite what they once were J 

Jim and Sophie met in in the mid-1980 when they were both involved with the amateur theatre company 
Cheltenham Light Opera Company (C.L.O.C.). Jim worked backstage, and Sophie was in the corps as a 
dancer. 

They started dating in October 1986, and they both knew it was serious when Jim said Sophie could drive 
his car. They were engaged 6 months later, in early 1987. After saving for a deposit, they bought their 
first house in McDonald’s Road, Epping, which settled six weeks before their wedding. 

They really wanted to go to Hawaii for their honeymoon, and although Jim worked his fingers to the bone 
servicing cars after hours, they couldn’t afford it. So Byron Bay Beach Resort was their second choice. It 
was exciting for them to finally be able to head to Hawaii 30 years later. 

They started their own business in January 1990. In September that year they welcomed their first child, 
Jodie. 21 months later Florence joined the family. One year later they moved to South Morang (to the 
house we are currently standing in) and Marnie was born the following February. Their family was 
growing fast! 

Life was very busy, what with running their own business and three lively children to chase after. They 
holidayed most Easters and Christmases in a family owned paddock beside the Kiewa River, Tawonga. 
They also had a few road trips, children in tow, to Queensland to visit Jim’s family. 

On Friday the 13th of December 2006 Jim was electrocuted while helping at a car accident. Over the next 
eight or nine years, life was full of ups and downs with Jim’s health, the business and the general day to 
day living with three young kids. With the help of their friends, family and the community, they were able 
to survive when Jim was unable to work. 

Things were looking up and after going through all of this they decided to finally have the fourth child 
they always wanted, and John joined their family. In 2015 they received a pay out from the TAC for Jim’s 
accident, and while it really only covered the debt they had accrued with the bank and family, they were 
able to take the kids on an adventure to Fiji. 

Life bubbled along, but over time the stress caused by the almost continuous battle with the TAC, 
running a business and growing a family took its toll. Jim and Sophie lost their connection, and for a 
while thought of separating. 
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During this painful process, they discovered they did actually still have a deep connection. The thought of 
not being together was devastating to them both. They were incredibly lucky to be surrounded by caring 
friends and family as they worked through to where they are today, stronger, and more in love than 
ever. 

So with all that in mind, Jim, knowing Sophie’s love for you, acknowledging her strengths and 
weaknesses, yet loving her as she is, do you continue to take her to be your wife?  

Jim: I do. 

Celebrant: Sophie, knowing Jim’s love for you, acknowledging his strengths and weaknesses, yet loving 
him as he is, do you continue to take him to be your husband? 

Sophie: I do. 

Celebrant: Jim and Sophie, you have decided to reaffirm the vows you made to each other 30 years ago 
and have decided to repeat new vows today that are in celebration of how far you’ve come together in 
life. 

Sarah hands vow card to Jim 

Jim: Sophie, when we exchanged vows 30 years ago we were full of optimism and the love that youth 
brings. With our life together ahead of us, we embarked on the journey that has brought us to this point 
in time, in front of all our friends and family. Our journey together has been an interesting one, but the 
joy it has given both of us far outweighs the trials and troubles we have both endured. 

I still believe that I loved you the first time I set eyes on you, and with each passing year, I love you 
more. I am humbled that you stand before me today, willing to renew our vows. With 30 plus years with 
you as my wife, lover and the mother of our children, it is easy for me to renew my commitment to you. 

I love all that you are, all you will ever be, with my whole being, and I give to you all that I am, and all I 
will ever be, unreservedly. 

Sarah hands vow card to Sophie 

Sophie: Jim, I cannot imagine any version of my life without you in it. Whenever anything happens, good 
or bad, you are the first person I want to speak to. You help me through the tough times and help 
celebrate the good. 

A few years ago I told you that I forgave you for stopping to help at the accident. For me it was the 
beginning of being able to move forward. The fact that you were willing to do whatever it took to come 
with me, made that journey so much easier. We learned to listen to each other again and become the 
partners we were always supposed to be. 

You are my best friend and soul mate, and I am excited to see what the next 30 years brings us. I love 
you with all my heart. 

Celebrant: On the 8th August 1988, Sophie and Jim exchanged rings during their marriage ceremony. 30 
years later, the wedding bands exchanged that day have been remade. Sophie's engagement ring, 
wedding band and eternity ring have been combined with the gold from Jim's wedding ring and made into 
what you see today. Jim's wedding ring has been made containing four diamonds from Sophie's original 
settings, representing the four jewels of both their lives, their children. Combining their old rings 
represents where they are today, stronger, more in love and, just like their new rings, combined forever. 

Ring exchange 

Just some instructions for you before we close the ceremony. Each of you will be given a stone after the 
ceremony, collected by Sophie’s sister and nephew, from Mt Beauty, a place of great significance to Jim 
and Sophie. They would like each of you to write a word or a message for them on one side, and your 
name on the other side, and place them in this beautiful bowl that they purchased on their recent trip to 
Hawaii. Together these stones will show them how much they are loved as a couple, and they will share 
your advice for them going into their new future with their vows reaffirmed.  

Jim and Sophie have declared before me and before all of you, their family and friends, the people they 
love best, that they will continue to live together in marriage. They have made special promises to each 
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other. These have been symbolised by the joining of hands, the taking of vows, and the presentation of 
rings. Jim and Sophie, I repronounce you husband and wife! Please celebrate your marriage with a kiss. 

Kiss, applause 

Everyone, it will shortly be time for you all to grab a drink and get this party started, but I just have a 
few more words to say before you do. Jim and Sophie, I think Michael Leunig said it best: love one 
another. It is as simple and difficult as that. 

Family and friends, put your hands together for Mr and Mrs McWilliams! 
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Appendix 2: Further information on 
symbols in marriage ceremonies 

Warming / blessing of wedding rings 

Scenario: Aaron and Annie want to have their wedding rings blessed by all of their 65 guests. They are 
excited to think their guests will each have an opportunity to hold their rings and make a wish for them 
before they put the rings on each other’s finger. They realise the rings will be passed around during the 
ceremony. Annie has had a small pouch made with a left-over piece of fabric from her wedding dress. It 
has a drawstring which will be knotted so that the rings do not fall out while the pouch is being passed 
amongst their guests. Aaron and Annie’s ring bearer is 10 years old, and they feel he is sensible and 
responsible enough to keep an eye on the ring pouch as it is being passed among the guests. 

The size of the audience needs to be taken into account when planning how long the pouch will take to 
pass from guest to guest. The pouch may need to begin its round near the beginning of the ceremony, so 
the celebrant needs to make an appropriate introduction to this lovely ritual quite soon, to explain the 
meaning. This gesture also invites everyone in the audience to feel valued as a significant part of the 
ceremony. 

Exchange of wedding rings 

Wedding rings mean different things to different couples. They are given, and they are received. Wedding 
rings can be viewed as a seal of marriage vows; an outward symbol of a sacred moment in time. They 
are tokens of love. They are precious because they are made of some of the earth’s finest metals. 
Wedding rings are whatever they mean to individual couples. 

Scenario: Brian and Bonnie’s wedding rings were deeply symbolic and meaningful to them, because Brian 
proposed to Bonnie when they were backpacking in Canada. In memory of such a special moment, they 
had their wedding rings made by a First Nations artist before returning to Australia. Bonnie’s ring was 
engraved with an orca, the symbol of strength and travel, plus a humming bird which symbolises love, 
fidelity, and healing. Brian’s wedding ring was engraved with an orca and an eagle – the eagle being a 
symbol of family. They asked their celebrant to explain the background of their wedding rings before they 
exchanged them in their marriage ceremony. 

Giving away / presenting the bride 

Traditionally, fathers (or brothers) are the protectors of their daughters (or sisters) until their daughters 
marry. Therefore, it is traditional for fathers to present, or ‘give’, their daughters in marriage, or entrust 
them into the care and protection of the groom. Many first-time brides still prefer their fathers to ‘give 
them away’, although some like their mothers included as well. Some fathers are shy and prefer to 
simply escort their daughter and present her directly to the groom without any formality while the 
entrance music continues to play. The traditional custom is for the father to be formally asked if he brings 
his daughter in marriage. The words can be as casual or formal as the couple prefer. Second time brides 
often like one or more of their children to present them in marriage. Some brides don’t have anyone give 
them away. Whatever the couple prefer is the right decision. 

Scenario: Caroline is a first-time bride and is marrying Charles. Caroline wants her father to walk her up 
the aisle and give her away in the traditional manner, but she also wants her mother to be included in 
some way. Her mother has done all the running around after her when she was growing up, and she 
doesn’t want her mother to feel left out. She hopes her celebrant will be able to suggest some ideas how 
to achieve both her father giving her away, and her mother to feel significant without her mother actually 
walking her up the aisle as well. 
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Blessings 

Some couples have strong religious beliefs. They may be planning a marriage by a celebrant who 
conducts either religious or civil ceremonies, and it is important for them to feel that God is truly present 
in their marriage ceremony. 

Scenario: Danny has strong religious beliefs which are not shared by his fiancé, Dawna. They have 
negotiated a compromise whereby Danny has agreed to be married in a civil ceremony as long as prayers 
and blessings and references to God are included in the ceremony. Dawna respects Danny’s beliefs and 
they go to see Felicity, who is an experienced celebrant who conducts civil ceremonies. They have heard 
that Felicity has a reputation of being willing to assist with whatever kind of ceremony is requested of 
her. Danny tells Felicity that he would like God to be asked to bless their marriage ceremony and 
everyone present at the beginning of the ceremony, and a prayer and blessing for their married life at 
the end. They are exchanging rings and he would also like the rings to be blessed. Felicity says she would 
have no problem drafting prayers and blessings for their consideration. 

Marriage/unity candle 

Candles are powerful symbols. Their use can mean different things. They can be seen as the merging of 
light, symbolising the merging of a couple’s life, and/or that of their families. The flame can represent 
warmth, eternal love and passion. The light can be seen as lighting the future path for the couple being 
married. However, it is the words of introduction to candle lighting which will explain the significance for 
the couple. The unity candle is an Irish tradition in church marriage ceremonies. Sometimes couples light 
separate candles to represent their individuality, and then use each of those candles to light a unity 
candle together, to represent their union. Candles may also represent the joining of two families. 

Scenario: Frank and Fleur love the idea of lighting separate candles in their marriage ceremony, and then 
together light a larger unity candle. Their ceremony will be inside a chapel, so they won’t have to worry 
about wind blowing out any of the candles. But they are not sure where in their ceremony would be a 
good place to light their candles, or the words that could be said. They trust that their celebrant, Phil, will 
know exactly what to do and say. 

Sand ceremony 

There are different materials that can be symbolically blended together during a marriage ceremony to 
represent a couple’s unity, their joint path, and sand is a popular choice. 

An advantage is that the jar of blended sand can be kept indefinitely and be a permanent keepsake. Sand 
may be gathered from places that are special to the couple, and it is usual to use different coloured sand. 
For example, the groom may pour blue sand, the bride may pour yellow sand, and sand from the beach 
represents their union. The blending of different coloured sands results in an attractive stippled effect. 

Scenario: Gary and Glenda saw a sand ceremony in a real-life television wedding and liked the idea of 
blending the grains of sand together from separate jars into one bigger jar, symbolising their union. Gary 
is from Western Australia and Glenda is from South Australia. They plan to blend different coloured sand 
from their home states, plus sand they have gathered on their travels. 

Reflections 

A reflection can be anything from the celebrant talking about the couple’s relationship journey, to reading 
a verse, such as ‘The Art of Marriage’. Whilst this may not be considered a true ritual or symbolic, both 
the story of the couple’s background, aspirations, values, dreams and so on, can be particularly 
meaningful and memorable. A special reading, delivered sincerely, can also be ritualistic. 
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Rose ceremony (or other flower) 

Red roses are the ultimate symbolic flowers of love. Flowers are usually included in some way in marriage 
ceremonies. Flower girls sometimes scatter petals as they lead the bridal procession. Brides and 
bridesmaids and flower girls may carry bouquets. The groom and his groomsmen wear buttonholes, and 
the parents often wear corsages or buttonholes. 

Most flowers are attributed as having positive meanings (although some are said to have adverse 
meanings). 

A rosebud divested of thorns, but retaining leaves, conveys the sentiment ‘I fear no longer; I hope.’ ‘I 
am,’ is expressed by a laurel leaf entwined around the bouquet; ‘I have’ by an ivy leaf folded together; ‘I 
offer you’ by a leaf of Virginia creeper. Ferns symbolise fascination, a white camellia symbolises 
loveliness, and the water lily means purity of heart. Forget-me-nots, well, they mean what they say. 

Flowers provide many opportunities for ritual and symbolism within marriage ceremonies. A groom may 
give the bride a rose in full bloom to symbolise the fullness of their relationship. In return, the bride may 
present the groom with a rosebud, to symbolise their new beginning, their future yet to unfurl. The giving 
and receiving of flowers can be expressed as their first marriage gift to each other or symbolise that 
whenever they see that same flower throughout their marriage, they will remember the vows on their 
wedding day. It can also be suggested that their symbolic flower could be given to each other in times 
when they cannot express an apology in words. 

One couple exchanged garlands of frangipanis instead of exchanging wedding rings. To them, flowers 
held more meaning. 

Scenario: Ian and Irene love flowers. They see flowers as a power source, and even put fresh flowers in 
their car before they travel, believing the flowers will bring them luck. They chose Cathy as their 
marriage celebrant and visited her several months before their wedding. They tell Cathy how important 
flowers are to them and that they want their marriage ceremony based on a theme of flowers. Cathy tells 
Ian and Irene that she has heard of the rose ceremony but has never officiated one before. Ian and Irene 
say they really like roses, but they also like tulips (Irene’s mother is from The Netherlands).  

Giving a gift 

We have just seen that a flower could be given as the first gift in a marriage. The wedding rings could 
also be regarded as the first gift as well as a symbol of sealing marriage vows. However, there may be 
another item that either the bride or groom (or both) feel strongly about giving the other during their 
marriage ceremony. It could be as simple as writing and reading out a specially written verse or letter, or 
an item of jewellery. It could also be a souvenir from their travels, a family heirloom, or something else 
with special meaning. 

Scenario: Manu respects his Maori heritage. He is marrying Mary-Anne who comes from New South 
Wales. Since meeting Manu, Mary-Anne has learned how ritualistic and symbolic Maori culture is, and 
wants to give Manu something special during their marriage ceremony. She tells Manu’s sister, Davina, of 
her plans, and asks for advice. Davina says that Maoris value pounamu (jade, also known as 
greenstone), but traditionally they cannot purchase it for themselves – it must be gifted. Mary-Anne 
thinks a pounamu pendant would be perfect. She buys a pendant in the shape of a koru. Davina tells her 
that the koru symbolises the newborn, unfurling fern frond and new life, growth, strength, and peace – 
an integral symbol in Maoridom. Mary-Anne is delighted and hopes their celebrant can write some 
appropriate words of introduction, and suggest some words that she can say to Manu when she presents 
her gift. 

Infinity sign 

Infinity – without end, symbolised by the figure 8. The origin is debatable, possibly scientific, probably 
mathematical. It is as if the figure 8 represents a double endlessness, or eternity. This symbol can be 
achieved by the tying of knots, ribbons, or even when couples hold crossed hands, a very simple gesture 
with deep meaning. 



CHC41015 Student Manual v5.1 August 2020 305 

Toast 

Concluding a reasonably small marriage ceremony with a toast is easily achievable and can be a fitting 
conclusion to such a joyful celebration. Traditionally the toast to the marrying parties is proposed by the 
bride’s father, but this may not be possible for all sorts of reasons. Some ceremonies conclude with 
toasts that are co-proposed, i.e. both fathers propose the first toast. Or the couple may choose someone 
else. Large weddings are difficult to conclude with a toast unless the facilities are favourable. 

Scenario: One couple held their ceremony at a place near the sea where the groom’s deceased father had 
loved to walk each morning. The significance of the ceremony venue was referred to at the very 
beginning of the ceremony. When the signing had ended, but prior to the conclusion of the ceremony, the 
groom’s brother (best man) proposed a toast in memory of their late father. It was a fitting ritual to bring 
the memory and presence of someone dearly loved into the ceremony. 

Scenario: Jon and Julia were about to celebrate their marriage with about 20 guests on board a small 
charter boat as it travelled slowly upriver among beautiful scenery. Most of the people present were Jon’s 
family and friends because Julia’s mother had died, and all her family lived in Austria. Julia would dearly 
have loved her father and brothers and sisters to be present, but it was not possible. They wanted to end 
their ceremony with a toast, and thought it was easiest for their celebrant to do the proposing. They 
wanted the toast to include a reference to Julia’s deceased mother and her distant family. 

Circling 

Casting a circle, encircling the marrying parties; this is a significant ritual which symbolises the couple 
being in a sacred space; surrounding the couple with the love and support of family and friends. It is not 
only meaningful for the couple, but guests forming the circle often express how much they enjoyed the 
experience of being connected to each other for a common purpose. Like most rituals and symbolism, the 
circle can be developed to a deeper level, depending on the spirituality and beliefs of the couple. 

Scenario: Larry and Lorelei met at a folk festival. They plan to marry in summer on a secluded beach at 5 
o’clock in the morning as the sun rises, with their family and close friends forming a circle around them. 
They feel the circle will encase them in a sacred place for their marriage ceremony. The celebrant will be 
part of the circle. They have asked their photographer not to come into the circle, but use a telephoto 
lens to capture close-up photos. Larry and Lorelei would like the circle to be blessed at the beginning of 
the ceremony. 

Hand ceremony 

Hands are very important to priests, as they are used in blessings and celebrations. The following verse 
honours the hands of the couple: 

[Party 1’s name], please face [Party 2’s name], and hold his hands, palms up, so you may see the gift 
that they are to you. These are the hands that will passionately love you and cherish you through the 
years, for a lifetime of happiness. These are the hands that will countless times wipe the tears from your 
eyes: tears of sorrow and tears of joy. These are the hands that will comfort you in illness, and hold you 
when fear or grief fills you. These are the hands that will give you support and celebrate with you in your 
accomplishments.  

[Party 2’s name], please hold [Party 1’s name] hands, palms up, where you may see the gift that they 
are to you. These are the hands that will hold you tight as you struggle through difficult times. They are 
the hands that will comfort you when you are sick, or console you when you are grieving. These are the 
hands that will passionately love you and cherish you through the years, for a lifetime of happiness. 
These are the hands that will give you support as she encourages you to fulfil your dreams. Together, as 
a team, everything you wish for can be realised. 

The above words of the hand ceremony can easily be shortened if the parties don’t want the full version. 
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Releasing of doves 

Doves mate for life, and raise their young in the nest together. Doves symbolise peace, freedom, faith, 
hope, and love. The releasing of a pair of white doves by the couple symbolise the couple embarking on a 
journey together through life. Releasing a flock of doves symbolises the support of their family and 
friends being carried through the couple’s lives together. The following poem expresses the symbolism: 

An act of freedom, a symbol of love, of hope for the future, the release of a dove. A journey is beckoning 
as husband and wife, a brand new family, a whole new life. With hopes and wishes, the flock alights, to 
guard their journey, defend their flight. An act of freedom, a symbol of love, of hope in the future, the 
release of a dove. 

Releasing of butterflies 

Butterflies are another popular symbol of freedom and beauty, said to be symbolic of new beginning, 
good fortune, and joy. The butterflies are released to carry ‘good news’ of love and commitment. The 
following is a sample butterfly ceremony. 

American Indian folklore is full of spiritual traditions that are close to nature. According to one American 
Indian legend, if anyone desires a wish to come true they must first capture a butterfly and then whisper 
that wish to it. Since a butterfly can make no sound, the butterfly cannot reveal the wish to anyone 
except the Great Spirit who hears and sees all. In gratitude for giving the beautiful butterfly its freedom, 
the Great Spirit always grants the wish. 

So, according to legend, by making a wish and giving the butterfly its freedom, the wish will be taken to 
the heavens and be granted.  

Stephen and Delia would now like to each whisper their wish to a butterfly and then release them to the 
Great Spirit. 

[Action – Stephen and Delia whisper their wishes to butterflies, and then set them free] 

Stephen and Delia, we hope that the Great Spirit grants your wishes. 

Kiss 

Does this very popular ritual need explanation? ‘You may now kiss the bride’ is usually placed after the 
marrying parties have been pronounced married, although some couples want the kiss to be the very last 
part of the ceremony. The kiss is regarded as a seal of marriage vows, and confirmation that the couple 
are truly married; the purpose of the wedding day has been achieved. I often use ‘Please celebrate your 
marriage with a kiss’ instead of the traditional ‘You may kiss the bride’; why shouldn’t the bride get to 
kiss the groom? 

Saying ‘I do’ 

Although saying ‘I do’ is extremely traditional, there is no requirement for couples to do so in an 
Australian civil marriage ceremony. It is the saying of the compulsory vows by both parties that 
solemnises their marriage. However, it is popular to include an ‘Asking’ or ‘Intentions’ in marriage 
ceremonies, being a question to which the couple can respond ‘I do’. The ‘Asking’ can be simple, or it can 
be a question containing several aspects similar to what a couple may include in their personal marriage 
vows. ‘I do’ answers cannot replace the compulsory vows in a civil ceremony – they are optional extras. 

Remembering deceased loved ones 

Referring to deceased loved ones in a marriage ceremony is often deeply significant to some couples. It is 
a way for them to feel connected to a loved one during one of the most special days in their lives – their 
wedding day. It is important that sensitive and appropriate words are said for the ‘remembering’. Some 
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couples prefer to toast ‘absent friends’ during their reception rather than refer to anyone specifically in 
their marriage ceremony. As always, the decision of each couple is what matters. Celebrants can only 
provide options and ideas. 

Scenario: Tony and Louise are getting married, and one of the standard questions their celebrant asked 
was if they wanted any reference made in their ceremony to any deceased loved one. Tony said that 
three of his grandparents had died, and he had been particularly close to two of them, so yes, he would 
like them all mentioned, particularly his Nana and Grandad O’Brien, and his Pop. Louise said her father 
had died when she was eight years old, but she still remembered him very well and always felt close to 
him. He used to call her ‘Peanut’. She would definitely like him mentioned. She then went on to say that 
she had a sister who had died when she was only six months old [before Louise was born] who would 
have been four years older than her, but for some reason all her life she had felt a very close connection 
to her sister, Belinda. Tony and Louise wanted all of these loved ones mentioned in their marriage 
ceremony. 

Decorating the ceremonial site or space 

Couples often arrange to decorate the space where they are to be married. A couple were to be married 
on a grassy area just up from a beach. An aunt of a bride made a circle of wide, pink ribbon onto which 
she had glued pretty white shells. The couple stood in the circle during the ceremony. Another couple 
who were married on a beach made a heart-shaped circle in the sand and had flowers laid in the shallow 
trench which outlined the shape. They stood in the heart during their ceremony. If the groom stands in 
the circle while waiting for the bride to join him, he can extend his hand to the bride and assist her to 
step into the circle, their sacred space. Archways, carpet, flags, balloons, flowers, topiaries, all are 
popular ways to decorate the ceremonial site. 

Ringing of bells / conch shells / drums 

The ringing of bells when the bridal party arrive, or at any time prior to making an announcement makes 
a marriage ceremony interesting. Loud and joyful church bells proclaim to the community that something 
significant has or is taking place. A bell can also be rung to call attention after the signing, in readiness to 
conclude the ceremony. 

Conch shells add a special touch to ‘announce’ the arrival of the bride, especially for beach weddings. The 
hollow sound of Polynesian drums make a stirring sound prior to a ceremony. 

Music 

Music is an art form ideal for marriage ceremonies. Favourite music especially chosen by the couple helps 
to personalise their ceremony. Music can also be symbolic and ritualistic. Music builds an air of 
excitement and anticipation prior to the start of a ceremony. Drums are used in many rituals. The sound 
of a (bag)piper leading a bridal procession can have a magical quality. An organist in a church is a 
comforting sound. A guitarist may play classical music while guests arrive. Or in the case of an outdoor 
ceremony, a guitarist may wander amongst assembling guests like a wandering minstrel. Like most 
rituals and symbols, there are no rules; the couple can include whatever they prefer. String quartets are 
popular, whereas a harpist may be the choice of other couples. The ritual of music very often sets the 
mood of the ceremony. 

Wedding party’s entrance 

There are many variations to the way a wedding party can make their entrance: 

• Flag bearers may lead the procession, carrying flags from countries of birth of the marrying 
couple. 

• A flower girl/s walk in scattering rose or other petals in front of the followers. 
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• Ring bearers carry cushions, shells, or other containers with the wedding rings. 

• The bridesmaids may follow, walking in single file or in pairs. 

• If the bride’s gown has a long train, one or two bridesmaids may follow her to assist carrying the 
bridal train. 

• The bride may be escorted by her father, mother, both parents, or other(s), or walk alone. 

• Once the bridesmaids have taken up their places, the bride may pause, and the groom walk up to 
her and escort her the rest of the way to their ceremonial place. 

• The groom may be escorted by his parents at the same time as the bride is being escorted. 

• They may approach the ceremony site from different sides of the guests rather than a central 
aisle. 

Marriage vows 

Apart from the compulsory marriage vows (Section 45 of the Marriage Act), couples are free to promise 
each other whatever they like as long as their added wording does not change the meaning of the 
compulsory vows or dilute them in any way. Marriage vows are central to a marriage ceremony. At this 
time couples have an opportunity to look deeply into each other’s eyes as they promise each other a 
lifetime of love and commitment. Marriage vows do not have to be the same as each other’s. After all, 
they are two different individuals. Vows may be repeated after the celebrant, or couples may choose to 
read them. One party may read, and the other may choose to repeat. Again, there are no rules. Marriage 
vows is where Code 5(a) is particularly important, i.e. giving the couple information and choices for their 
ceremony. Celebrants should encourage couples to think carefully about their personal vows and their 
significance. 

Bride accepting (or giving) flowers 

We have already looked at incorporating flowers into marriage ceremonies and their significance. But 
other ways flowers can be used in a creative way could be as follows: 

As the bride enters, she may accept a flower from pre-arranged special family and/or friends standing on 
either side of the aisle. These symbolic gestures give a warm and intimate feel to the beginning of the 
ceremony. Imagine a long-stemmed flower with ribbon tied around the stem given to the bride, with the 
bride embracing the giver. One bride started off with no flowers, but by the time she had received long-
stemmed flowers from each of her four adult children, and the groom handed her the final matching 
flower, she had her bouquet. 

In another ceremony, the couple felt particularly close to their mothers and wanted to honour them in a 
special way. A little way into the ceremony, the celebrant said a few words to acknowledge the mothers 
and say how much they were appreciated. Then, as a symbol of appreciation, the bride stepped down 
from a gazebo (with the assistance of the groom, of course), extracted a corsage hidden in her bouquet 
and presented it to the groom’s mother, along with a kiss and an embrace. She then extracted a second 
hidden corsage which she gave to her own mother with a kiss and an embrace. These simple but 
powerful gestures made the mothers feel very honoured, and the couple were delighted with the effect of 
the unique ritual and symbolism they had incorporated into their marriage ceremony. 

Honouring parents and/or grandparents 

Honouring parents and/or grandparents depends on the relationship that the couple have with their 
parents, and is independent of the ‘giving away’. If a couple would like to include some sort of public 
appreciation to their parents, options could be as follows: 

Ask their parents to come forward and stand in front of them. The celebrant can thank the parents on the 
couple’s behalf, either generally and then individually, including specific thanks (‘John, Mark particularly 
appreciates the way you have always shared your wisdom with him’). The parents can be asked if they 
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give their son/daughter in marriage, if they receive the other into their family, and if they will continue to 
give them their love and support as they grow in their marriage. The parents could end this ritual by 
embracing the couple before returning to their seats. 

Along the same lines as above, but the parents may be asked to stand where they are, and addressed 
directly by the celebrant, without them coming forward. 

Another option is for the parents to initially stand with the wedding party, i.e. the groom’s parents stand 
next to the outer groomsmen, and the bride’s parents stand next to the outermost bridesmaid. One 
advantage of this option is that guests, who may only know one set of parents, are given an opportunity 
to recognise the other parents as the ceremony gets under way. But most of all, this is an interesting and 
practical way to include the parents in the marriage ritual, perhaps only for the very first part of the 
ceremony. Some celebrants introduce the wedding party to the audience right at the beginning of each 
ceremony – parents could be included in the introductions and then be asked to be seated. 

There are some excellent that which acknowledge parents for their love and understanding and support 
throughout a child’s life. 

Inclusion of children / blending of families 

It is important to include children in marriage ceremonies when their parents are remarrying. Children 
can be given a variety of roles; escorting their parent, flower girl, best man, page boy, ring bearers, 
scattering rose petals, reading a verse, and generally being part of the wedding party. The extent of 
involvement depends largely on the age of the child(ren). 

A further benefit in this type of ritual is for the new ‘parent’, (or they could be referred to as a ‘special 
friend’), to make promises to the children of the other party. A recommended placement for a blending 
ritual is after the marriage vows and before the wedding rings are exchanged. During the promises to the 
children, it is suggested that the bride, groom, and children form a circle, holding hands. After the 
promises are made to the children (which can simply be responses of ‘I will’ to questions by the 
celebrant), the promises can then be formally concluded by inviting the new family to all have a family 
hug. This is a good opportunity for photographs to capture the family’s special moment, and an emotional 
time for many observers. 

Ribbons 

Other rituals for blended families have incorporated the plaiting of different coloured ribbons, each 
representing a member of the newly blended family. 

Pebbles 

Another blending ritual was where each person, six in all (the couple plus their combined four children), 
stood before separate glass tumblers of small coloured pebbles placed on the signing table, e.g. one glass 
contained purple pebbles, another green, and so on. One by one, the participants poured their pebbles 
into a large glass container to represent the blending of their two families, and the jar with its beautiful 
rainbow of colours became a permanent reminder of their special day – their family vase. While the 
pebbles were being poured, the song ‘True Colours’ played.  

After the above family had poured their pebbles into the family vase, each person then said a brief but 
positive affirmation of what comprised a supportive and loving family. There wasn’t a dry eye amongst 
the audience after these very moving rituals. 

Wine/food ritual 

During their marriage ceremony, the marrying parties may wish to offer each other a token amount of 
water, wine, or food. This ritual can be deeply symbolic as to its meaning. The symbolic meal reminds 
couples that in the same sense their bodies need to be nurtured daily, so does their love. The drink can 
be a celebratory drink of whatever they will use to toast each other on their first anniversary, and on all 
other important occasions. The drink is a symbol that for health and love, we do not live by bread alone. 
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The couple can bring food of their choice, so that the other doesn’t know what it is that they will be 
offered. 

Scenario: Peter and Pauline would like to include a sub-ceremony ritual in their marriage ceremony 
whereby they will offer each other a morsel of food and a small drink. Peter plans to place a small piece 
of fruit cake on the last remaining plate which had belonged to his beloved grandmother’s dinner set, and 
he will offer Pauline wine in a crystal glass he bought specially for the ceremony. Pauline plans to bring a 
piece of cinnamon toast on a plate of her mother’s, and will offer Peter some champagne in a flute that 
they already have at home. Separately they discuss their choices of food with the celebrant and ask him 
to write a suitable introduction that clearly lets people know what the ritual means. 

Handfasting 

At one time the handfasting ritual was the only way that couples could become engaged or married, and 
handfasting remained a legal marriage in Scotland right up until 1939. It is where the expression ‘tying 
the knot’ originates. 

The binding of a couple’s hands with an infinity knot symbolises that their lives are bound together for 
life. It is a further seal of their love and commitment, and the vows that a couple make to each other. 

Ribbons, a strip of tartan or any symbolic material can be used to tie the couple’s hands together, and 
the colours used may also be symbolic and representative. 

As each bond is made, the celebrant says what the bond represents, for example: 

• this bond is made by Eve’s love for Adam 

• this bond is made by Adam’s love for Eve 

• and this bond is now sealed by the love that we all have for you, and for our great joy in your 
marriage. 

The celebrant could then say: 

Adam and Eve, a handfasting knot is no knot of steel. You are not handcuffed to each other by force. It is 
not a sailor’s knot that will never slip. But this is a strong knot because it is your will to make it so. May it 
never come undone under the strain of the storms of life. May it sit lightly and pleasantly upon you, that 
you may walk through life hand in hand, mind in mind, and heart to heart. 

Time capsule 

Time capsule rituals are popular. The marrying parties write each other a love letter which they seal in an 
envelope. They don’t know what the other has written. During their marriage ceremony, the letters are 
placed in a box, together with a bottle of wine, and the box is sealed. The intention is to open the box on 
say, their fifth wedding anniversary, read their love letters for the first time, and celebrate their 
anniversary with the wine. 

Themed wedding, for example, medieval 

Medieval weddings are gaining in popularity. Chivalry has not lost its glamour. A fair maiden can still be 
wed to her knight in shining armour. Costumes, scrolls, contracts of marriage, wandering minstrels, Ye 
Olde English vocabulary, games from the Middle Ages, feasting, loose hair with flowers and herbs for the 
women. Careful planning and research are required. A gothic type church, or a wooded area outdoors are 
ideal settings. 

Game of Thrones, the popular book and television series set in medieval times, includes several 
weddings. It is expected that fans of the series may want to include the exchange of maiden’s cloak 
ceremony and/or marriage vows in their own marriage ceremonies. 
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Flags 

Flags are proud symbols of representation. They are raised in glory, lowered to half-mast in sorrow, and 
carried at the front of Olympic teams in the grand parade. Bali flags on beaches are popular to identify 
boundaries and add interest and colour. Banners and flags make positive statements. If the couple are 
from different countries, say Australia and Holland, then flags of each country carried in or displayed 
prominently add a unique touch to ceremonies. Flags are visual and don’t necessarily need introductions. 

Stones 

Stones or something similar (for example, shells) may be gathered and placed in a circle or heart shape 
into which the couple stand during their ceremony. Guests can be invited to place a shell or stone into a 
pre-arranged shape to form the circle. Glenn and Gloria wanted their guests to each place a stone to 
form a heart shape. Gloria’s father carried a stone in his spare hand to place at the bottom, pointed end 
of the heart after he had ‘given her away’, and she had stepped into the circle. It was symbolic to Glenn 
and Gloria that Gloria’s father completed the heart shape. The celebrant said: 

Dear family and friends, thank you all for making the heart-shaped circle that Glenn and Gloria are 
standing in. Through this gesture, they feel that you have lovingly enclosed them with gifts of strength, 
endurance, and solidness, which are the qualities these stones represent. And they are qualities they 
hope will sustain them throughout their marriage. 

Reading a letter from an absent parent 

Sometimes it is not possible for a parent or someone very close to the couple to attend the marriage 
ceremony. The parent may be ill, or live overseas or interstate. The parent could be invited to write a 
letter to the couple to be read out during the marriage ceremony. This way the absent parent is made to 
feel present and included, and has an opportunity to wish the couple much happiness and joy, as well as 
welcome the other party into the family. 

Aboriginal marriage rituals 

A smoking ceremony is an ancient custom among Indigenous Australians that involves smouldering 
various native plants to produce smoke which they believe has cleansing properties and the ability to 
ward off bad spirits. Although smoking ceremonies are performed at major events such as births and 
deaths, they can also be performed during marriage ceremonies. Aborigines believe that unlike a wedding 
ring that can be lost or destroyed, the smoke passing over the couple from special barks and leaves may 
disappear in the eye, but forms a spiritual bond which is said to last forever. Celebrants can buy leaves 
specifically for smoking ceremonies. 

Other rituals and symbols 

There are other ways in which ritual and symbolism are commonplace among today’s marriages which 
haven’t yet been referred to. These include: 

• giving the bride a lucky horseshoe, decorated wish bone, or something symbolic 

• a single woman placing a piece of wedding cake under her pillow and she will dream of the man she 
will marry 

• the guests’ register or wedding journal: a book for guests to write the couple a message 

• Irish ‘Claddagh Ring’, stemming from the ancient Celtic fable. Here the ring depicts two hands 
clutching a heart, complete with crown. This epitomises the expression of lasting love and eternal 
friendship. The heart symbolises love, the hands symbolise friendship, and the crown symbolises 
loyalty. 
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Not so common: 

• Crossing a bridge. In their marriage ceremony, a couple may cross a real bridge, or a symbolic 
‘bridge’, such as step from one mat to another. This action symbolises that a transition in their lives 
has taken place, and they have now gone to a different place, their marriage. 

• In one ceremony, after the certificates of marriage had been signed the married couple led their 
wedding party through a decorated archway to symbolise their transition into marriage. 
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