
We’ve all heard about the 
importance of “working on” a 
business, not just “working in” a 
business.  
   But in the bridal industry (as in 
many others), burnout is real. And 
in great part, it’s a consequence of 
working too many hours in a retail 
operation, not taking periodic 
steps back from the day-in, day-
out role and responsibilities to 
focus on higher-level strategies, 
goals and vision.  
   On the flip side, storeowners 
who have the wisdom, ability and 
discipline to work on their busi-
nesses gain serious leverage over 
competitors. More than that, they 
gain freedom within their careers 
and often find an evolving, self-
propelling sense of purpose that 
continually drives and sustains 
whatever entrepreneurial ven-
tures they pursue.  

   Sarah Lauer, owner of Sarah’s 
Bridal Gallery in Mount Pleasant, 
Iowa, is one of those very store-
owners who has not only learned 
this valuable lesson in her career 
but really lived it. Over the course 

of two decades in bridal retail, 
Lauer has poured serious “blood, 
sweat and tears” into her business 
yet also managed to strike a bal-
ance, carving ways to reflect on its 
direction, make important shifts, 
take the time needed to nurture 
her own needs, and let the “why” 
driving her career change when 
necessary. Because, after all, the 
reason for working, employing 
others, and providing services or 

Keys: the ability to 
pivot and also nurture 

her own needs.
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Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

After 20 years in bridal, Sarah Lauer leans on 
an evolving sense of purpose to drive her boutique’s success.

Building theBuilding the
by Katie Roberts

“Why”“Why”
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Where Is It? 
    Located in Mount Pleasant, Iowa, Sarah’s Bridal Gallery (SBG) sits just 
one block off of the town’s historic and quaint central park square and at the 
crossroads of two four-lane highways that connect and lead to a number of 
major cities in the Midwest. Situated between two rivers and the command-
ing elevation above them, Mount Pleasant is a town that’s filled with lots of 
shady trees but not so many folks – population sits at just under 9,000. This 
store gets a big customer draw nonetheless; people travel from a two-hour 
radius, and its prom business alone caters to 100 different regional high 
schools. People make the drive for the small-town feel, big inventory and per-
sonalized experience offered by SBG, which is located in a repurposed Vic-
torian-style home.
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products to customers invariably 
evolves if you’re in the business for 
any significant amount of time. 
 
An Eager, Early Start 
   Graduating from a small Chris-
tian high school in Mount Pleasant, 
Lauer didn’t quite feel the calling 
to head off to a traditional four-
year college. Yet highly motivated 
to pursue some career direction, 
she applied to dental hygiene 
school. Upon learning she was 
waitlisted, Lauer next enrolled in 
community college and took a 
part-time job at a bridal shop in a 
mall. This first taste of bridal gave 
her quick insight into an industry 
that she realized she loved right 
away. 
   “It was a sink-or-swim kind of 
experience because the store-
owner was never really there, al-
ways at her other location,” Lauer 
says. “But I really liked helping cus-
tomers, and it was a lot of fun.” 
   When the store unexpectedly 
shuttered without a word to its 
employees or brides, Lauer found 
herself without a job and unsure 
of what to do. Yet around that 
same time, her parents, who were 
realtors, had purchased an old 
house in downtown Mount Pleas-
ant. Intended to be an investment, 
Lauer noticed the potential for a 
bridal salon, and discussions be-
tween her parents and her began 
for opening a shop. 
   “I come from a background of 
entrepreneurial people in my fam-
ily – my grandmother and my par-
ents,” Lauer says. “I think my 
parents invested in this as my ed-
ucation because school really was-
n’t my thing. They saw that I would 
learn way more figuring this busi-
ness out and, if it didn’t work, we’d 
still have the house to sell.” 
   The 800-square-foot house 

was zoned for commercial and 
with her parents co-signing on a 
loan, a business tax ID acquired, 
and renovations completed, the 
part-time business officially kicked 
off in 2002. Lauer was just 20 
years old. But in spite of this early 
start, her energy and vision were 
inspiring – she and her mom 
headed to market “just to look” 
but wound up taking the purchas-
ing plunge, buying a very small 
amount of cash-n-carry jewelry, 
discontinued bridal gowns and 
heavily reduced goods. 
   Back home, Lauer had kept her 
options open, working part time 
in a dental office in the mornings 
while running the bridal business 
every afternoon and evening by 
appointment only. The traffic 
started rolling in, and it took only 
one year before she realized that 
to really do it all well, she had to 
commit to Sarah’s Bridal Gallery 
full time. What’s more, she needed 
a bigger space, which prompted 

what would become the first of 
three additions – initially one for 
more bridal goods, a second addi-
tion for a prom department, and 
a third allowing for more prom 
and a layout that supported 
clearly delineated departments 
while retaining its cozy, comfort-
able and somewhat intimate high-
value feel.  
   In ten years’ time, the space 
grew from an initial 800 to its cur-
rent 5,000 square feet. Of note, 
with the second addition, Lauer 
took full ownership of the busi-
ness and its loan, honoring that in-
vestment her parents had made in 
her entrepreneurial education. 
 
Keys to Initial Success 
   When Lauer reflects on aspects 
of her bridal niche that have con-
tributed to and continue to sup-
port its success – an approximate 
2,650% growth since the busi-
ness’s inception – her thoughts 
turn to stellar customer service 
and first impressions, which are 
undoubtedly creating lasting im-
pressions for many brides.  
   While many salons allow for 
booking appointments and con-

Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

Bridal Gallery room #2 includes a bridal mirror platform.

SBG is known for 
stellar service 

and great 
first impressions.
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firming those online or via text, 
SBG brides always get a personal 
phone call right upon booking 
their appointment. This introduc-
tion is both a discovery call as well 
as a chance to just be personal 
and real with those brides it 
hopes to help and sell. 
   “From that first call to when 
she’s here in the store, I always 
think bridal is 100 percent about 
the customer experience,” Lauer 
says. “This is also about celebrating 
her biggest day. I always tell my 
stylists who are selling dresses all 
day, every day that, for a bride, it’s 
more than likely this is her most 
expensive piece of clothing she’ll 
buy and the most photographed 
piece for sure. So as the leader in 
the business, I remind the staff that 
it’s not just another dress or num-
ber. It’s a celebration of her.” 
   To boost the celebratory factor, 
SBG added a paid-for experience 
for brides a few years ago, where 
they can book a private appoint-
ment for up to six people. It 
comes with champagne, food, a 
floral arrangement and a gift from 
SBG. And it’s a service that’s being 
tweaked all the time. For example, 
the store will soon offer a more 
expanded paid-for experience 
outside of regular business hours 
for a higher fee. Also, once resist-
ant to allowing her staff to accept 
tips, Lauer has changed that policy 
so customers can leave tips, a new 
standard that’s helped with em-
ployee engagement and the cus-
tomer experience. 
   “I have to remind myself that 
I’m the boss and if something 
doesn’t work, that’s ok,” she says. 
“Being able to try different things 

Most Memorable Moment 
 
Sarah Lauer will never forget 
helping a prom customer who came in 
with her older sister, Rexine, who hap-
pened to be getting married. Rexine said 
she intended to come back and look at 
the store’s bridal offerings.  
    A stylist stepped in to help the 
younger sister shop for prom, so Lauer suggested to Rexine that they take a 
look at the bridal collection downstairs. On the main floor gallery of dresses, 
Rexine started quietly sharing her wedding plan – “…a plan unlike anything I’d 
ever heard of!” Lauer recalls. 
    Rexine and her future husband, Karl, wanted to have all her family show up 
thinking she was going to get proposed to but, in fact, that’s when they would 
actually have the wedding.  
    Rexine and Lauer started to look through the dresses and found a style 
Rexine loved. Rexine tried that dress on and said, “That’s the one!” all the 
while her younger sister was up in the prom department trying on prom 
dresses. 
    Rexine said she would be making cash payments over the next few weeks. 
Her uncle was working at the bank she used, and she didn’t want him to see 
any transactions. True to her word, she came in and made cash payments, so 
no one would find out about the secret plan.  
    “No doubt, the day was magical for this bride and groom who, with friends 
and family thinking that it was just a surprise engagement, truly were stunned 
and overjoyed to experience a surprise wedding!” Lauer says. 
    The whole story is captured on their YouTube channel, Karl and Rexine, in 
a video titled “Surprise engagement turned surprise wedding”. Check it out: 
https://youtu.be/7IGhTO50Y4Y.
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Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

A celebratory 
focus helps brides 

feel special.

The storefront of Lillian Grace Boutique features a women’s clothing display.

Owner Sarah Lauer at the front counter of Lillian Grace Clothing Boutique.
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in this industry is so important.” 
   No doubt, SBG has a few “dif-
ferent things” going on today, in-
cluding in-house Merle Norman 
make-up sales (the closest make-
up counter to Mount Pleasant is 
an hour’s drive from the town), 
where customers can purchase 
products and book makeovers. 
Lauer also ran ready-to-wear sales 
out of her store for a time but has 
moved that to its own brick-and-
mortar downtown location called 
“Lillian Grace Boutique.” Some 
cross-promotions between the 
two shops and the same signature 
customer service elevate both 
brands.  
   In the high-growth, initial years 
of SBG, the store responded to 
market needs, expanding beyond 
bridal, including pageant wear and, 
of course, prom, which has be-
come a huge offering for the store 
and is in the process of blowing 
out into an even bigger business 

this spring. 
   “If the girl is driving from one 
to two hours away, I want her to 
have plenty of dresses to try on in 
her size,” Lauer says. “We’ve done 
this for 15 years, and customers 
have come to know that the drive 
is worth it.” 
   As part of Top 10 Prom, they 
receive exclusive designer gowns 
and capitalize on cutting-edge 
marketing, SEO and SEM pro-
vided through this organization. 
Using BridalLive software, they 
streamline the purchasing experi-
ence while helping ensure no two 
teens from the same school will 
be sold the same dress in the 
same color. 
   No doubt, the prom business, 
like bridal, requires a lot of energy 

and focus to continually net re-
wards. So it pays to have other 
less demanding yet lucrative cus-
tomer offerings, such as tuxedos. 
For years in Mount Pleasant, vari-
ous random businesses – a florist, 
a dry cleaner, a hair salon – were 
renting tuxedos. So it only made 
sense for SBG to add this to its 

  The VOWS Profile

VOWS January/February 2023 | Page 80

Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

A huge inventory 
selection attracts 
customers from 

hours away.

The Sarah's Bridal Gallery staff: (Front, sitting in chairs L to R) Elli Liechty, Sidney Garrett. (Back, L to R): Evelyn Peck, Allie Liechty-Hultman, Deb Canby, Owner 
Sarah Lauer, Allivia Moore, Jamie Waterhouse, Brittany Walker.

Sarah’s Bridal Gallery owner Sarah Lauer with 
her husband, Ryan, who plays an integral role in 
the business.
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mix, dial it in and do it well. One 
of Lauer’s longtime employees, 
Deb, is absolutely passionate and 
gifted in fitting tuxedos and work-
ing with the clientele. In addition, 
asks like last-minute orders or 
changes can usually be managed 
thanks to Milroy’s Tuxedos, which 
drives tuxedos up every Friday 
night and can accommodate most 
any request. Because SBG has be-
come so well known for its excel-
lent tuxedo business, Lauer 
doesn’t ever see a need to do 
coupons. Customers are more 
than willing to pay for the value 
received, from the expert fitting 
and convenient customer service 
to the quality of the tuxedos 
themselves. 
   “Anyone can throw a book 
(catalog) on the table and have 
tux business,” Lauer says. “But I feel 
like the brides that use us have 
confidence that everything com-
ing out of this store is going to fit 
perfectly and making sure of this 
over the past 20 years has helped 
tremendously.” 
   Also helping tremendously, par-
ticularly with all the business me-
chanics and the data and tracking 
behind it is Lauer’s husband Ryan. 
In addition to his career running a 
grain elevator and farming 5,000 
acres, he has a very active role in 
SBG, having learned the business 
and all its financials inside and out. 
A numbers guy with a master’s in 
economics, he thrives in recogniz-
ing fiscal trends and opportunities, 
noticing what’s working and 
what’s not, then providing those 
insights for market buys and other 
strategic business decisions. He’s 
regularly traveled to the trade 
shows to tag-team with Lauer in 
buying, plus has been asked to 
present to industry trade groups 
on their business expertise. And 
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Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

A color-coordinated display plus neon sign makes for a fun prom dress photo wall. Many customers take 
pictures here after purchase.

The bridal gifts & accessories area.
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during prom season, he helps run 
staff meetings – another skill and 
something he genuinely enjoys. 
   “He has his other job, but it’s 
really been a good mix – the two 
of us,” she says, noting he’s also 
taken the lead in marketing and 
managing the website. “He’s gen-
erally involved in the whole busi-
ness, and we go to conferences 
together and not just bridal con-
ferences but conferences for busi-
ness in general.” 
 
The ‘Why’ and Its Tie 
to the Business 
   Business conferences. Master-
mind meetings. Retail trade shows. 
And time off.  
   Stepping beyond the front 
doors of the business to learn 

  The VOWS Profile Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

The husband- 
wife duo makes an 

excellent team.

The front entryway includes a greeting area & stairwell to the second story.
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Bridal room #3 includes a bridal mirror platform, flower girl dresses on the left and a shoe case/display on the right.
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new strategies, evolve the busi-
ness’s vision, and even take a 
break from time to time have all 
contributed to Sarah and Ryan’s 
ability to gain new perspectives, 
gain knowledge and understand-
ing, and undertake new directions 
for the good of the business, 
themselves, their staff and their 
customers.  
   In fact, some years back, Sarah 
stepped away from daily opera-
tions and put her energy into 
starting a family. Key to that was 
having an amazingly talented staff 
upon which she could rely and 
who carried on with the business 
with both passion for their work 
and excellent communication 
with customers. Now that Sarah’s 
kids are in school, she’s returned 
full time to the store feeling in-
spired, full of vision, and focused 
on a number of projects and up-
dates. 
   “At SBG, we started very small 
and learned the value of building 
things a little at a time,” says Sarah, 
recalling the various stages of 

business, from start up to its cur-
rent maturity. “For a long time, my 
‘why’ was to sell dresses, then it 
shifted to providing employees 
with a good-paying job in a small 
town, and now it’s like 50/50 with 
being able to pay those good jobs 
but also provide the experience 
and selection I’d like to have if I 
were to go shopping. Some store-
owners aren’t ok with their ‘why’ 
changing or even realize it is hap-
pening, but I’m ok with it changing 
even though I recognize that I’ve 
struggled with it at times.” 
   And no bridal business owner, 
much less the business itself, is im-
mune to struggle. Sarah speaks to 
some of the struggles, whether it’s 
COVID-related challenges or 
sourcing those passionate and 

Questions with Sarah Lauer, 
owner of Sarah’s Bridal Gallery 

 
What’s the most important aspect to 
sustaining positive employee culture 
today, and how does your store exem-
plify this?  
    We try to do this with interactive and 
exciting team meetings with fun prizes. 
We also have done in the past a five-day 
trip to the beach in Florida, and try 
throughout the year to have team parties 
and fun get-togethers whether it be 
shopping trips or dinner.  
 
If you could wave a magic wand and change one thing about the bridal/wed-
ding retail business, what would that be?  
    All designers would not allow any online sales. It is getting so much 
more challenging today versus 10-15 years ago with online sales. This would in-
clude bridal and prom.  
 
What’s your favorite marketing tool and why?  
    My favorite marketing tools would be my husband, Ryan, mainly because he 
has taken over much of the marketing for SBG, for which I am so grateful as it’s 
an ever-changing piece that is so very important to all small businesses. He has 
such a good relationship with our marketing team at Top 10 Prom and Sinclair 
Digital.

Looks & Lines 
Bridal: Allure, Allure Couture, 
Romance, Morilee, Blu, Julieta 
(plus size) Kenneth Winston, 
Sophia & Camilla and a few 
private collection dress de-
signs as well.  
Maids: Morilee and Bill 
Levkoff  
Prom: Ashley Lauren, Jasz 
Couture, Johnathan Kayne,  
Jovani, Lucci Lu, Portia &  
Scarlett, Primavera, Sydney’s 
Closet, and some private  
Collection designs as well 
Tuxedo: Use Milroy’s tuxe-
dos exclusively

The front entryway features the original home’s 
fireplace & prom/bridal accessory/gift shelving.
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Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

Constantly 
evaluating the Why is 

crucial.
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communicative staff members, as 
very real. But because of her 
strategic grit and how she’s capi-
talized on opportunities in her 
local market, SBG operates from 
a place of security not scarcity – 
and she doesn’t shy away from 
any challenges that may present.  
   “We’ve worked so hard over 
the years and have a cushion, so 
we can weather storms,” says 
Sarah, noting that her store did 
not experience the frantic energy 
that so many others faced 
throughout the nation during the 
COVID shutdown. “My feeling is if 
there’s one storm out there, there 
will probably be more, but it’s 
going to be ok.” 
   The payoff for all the hard work 
over time is SBG sits prepared for 
challenges, which allows Sarah, 
Ryan and all the staff to work to-
gether to problem solve proac-
tively versus reactively when and 
if any “storms” do arise.  
   More than just “ok,” this busi-
ness operates from a truly healthy 
state, so much so that it’s possible 
for the staff to take time away 
from the store, build connection, 
strengthen its culture, and have 
fun together. In fact, Sarah has 
been known to reward her staff 
with five-day trips to Florida for 
rejuvenation and relaxation – an 
experience that always serves to 
not just reinforce Sarah’s why but 
also confirms for this storeowner 
that taking that entrepreneurial 
path was the right choice for her, 
the SBG staff, and, of course, the 
customers who’ve come from far 
and near for what’s now 
amounted to an impressive 20 
years of retail service.             .
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Sarah’s Bridal Gallery

SBG is prepared to 
confidently face any 

challenges.

In The Spotlight:  
Sarah’s Bridal Gallery 

 
Established: August 2002 
Size: Initially 800 square feet, now 
4,980 square feet after three expan-
sions 
Number of Dressing Rooms: two 
bridal, eight prom, two tuxedo, two 
pageant  
Price Range of Gowns: $1,000-
$3,000 
Average Bridal Sale: $1,500 
Percentage of Sales From Bridal: 60 
Other Niches Carried: Mothers, 
bridesmaids, flower girls, homecoming, 
plus ready to wear in a separate loca-
tion, Lillian Grace Boutique on the 
town square 
Total Lines Carried: Bridal 5-6, Prom 
10-15  
Staff: 11 at the bridal shop, 13 total in-
cluding Lillian Grace Boutique 
Compensation: Various pay structures 
in years past but currently using 
hourly pay + commission/tips 

Database Management 
System: BridalLive  
Alterations: Refer out 
Marketing: Primarily Top 10 Prom and 
Sinclair Digital  
Website: 
www.SarahsBridalGallery.com  
Social-Media Stats: 
    Facebook – 6,807 followers  
    Instagram – 2,729 followers 
Recent Good Business Read:  “Take 
Back Your Time” by Christy Wright 
Goodwill Causes: Mainly donate/sup-
port locally to churches, Mt. Pleasant 
Christian School, Cradle of Hope and 
miscellaneous local benefit auctions. 

The second-story prom area includes a jewelry wall, four mirror platforms, six dressing rooms and prom 
accessories/shoes.

The main bridal gallery includes comfortable seating, an eye-catching display, large mirror and podium.
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