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Practice Benchmark
By David L. Lawrence

Client Relationship Management: An Efficient Client-Centered Model

Defining your relationship with a typical client is the most basic and fundamental aspect of your practice. It is necessary to define your relationship with a client so that you can fairly assess your value to the client and determine your fees for such things as a financial plan, etc. Some Broker/Dealers set fee structures so that you may not have much flexibility. Nevertheless, it is important to ascertain the services you provide to your clients so that you can develop a value proposition that justifies those fees, no matter how they may be determined. 

But client relationship management is about more than just fees. It is about how you are perceived by your clients and how satisfied they are with your services. There is an old saying in the profession that goes: “under promise and over deliver.” Leaving your clients with the impression that they are getting much more than they are paying for leads to higher levels of satisfaction, higher client retention rates and higher numbers of referrals from those clients. Everyone likes to be treated special and that is what the client-centered model is all about. Developing a client relationship strategy that embraces the client-centered model is an excellent way to improve your financial practice and, at the same time, increase the efficiency of your operations.

The client centered model is a simple concept. You set up your practice so that the client is at the center of everything you do. A simplified model of this might be as follows:
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Figure 1: The client-centered model
In the example above, all aspects of the practice revolve around the client. This means that every activity, action, task, procedure and/or technology solution should be based on the simple question of how this will affect the client. For the sake of this article, we will focus on managing the client relationship. 

If you have any number of clients at all, you may reach a point in which you realize that you cannot commit every detail of all your clients’ situation to memory. It may also occur to you that constantly referring to a physical file may be an inefficient means of retrieving the type of information referred to as recurring need information. Therefore, sooner or later using some sort of client database becomes an obvious solution. The question should be, at that point, what kind of database fits the specific needs of the practice?

The answer may lie in what you are trying to do and/or what sort of functionality your practice can benefit most from. There are many software packages available that tout client relationship management capabilities. Depending on your situation, one or more of them could fit the bill. Before rushing out to buy a client relationship management software package (CRM), one thing to consider is to what extent you may need to have this software be able to communicate with other software you already own. For instance, if you already own a financial planning software package, it may save a lot of keyboard entry work if you can share data between your CRM software and your Financial Planning software. Some of the most popular CRM software packages have the capability of sharing data in one way or another with various other software packages. Let’s take a look at a few examples:

Microsoft Outlook (www.microsoft.com/Outlook) typically thought of as an email software platform, actually has a robust set of database features. When used in concert with Microsoft’s new Business Contact Manager (bundled with Microsoft Outlook 2003 and newer), it becomes an effective suite of business tools (using other Microsoft products in the Microsoft Office suite) that can automate various communication and database functions needed by your financial practice.  Its focus is on sales tracking, reporting and forecasting. It helps to keep your contact information and track communications efficiently all in one place, using an interface that you may already be familiar with if you are currently using Outlook. Microsoft offers its bCentral service as a business portal for such things as newsletter and other client communications. The effectiveness of this system relies on using Microsoft products (i.e. MS publisher can be used to generate a newsletter that is then distributed to clients and prospects through the bCentral service). 

The drawback is that Outlook’s database and the new MS business contact manager are not customized for use by financial advisors. All the customization must be done by the end user. This might involve a considerable time and resource commitment to get the programs to work the way you want. MS Outlook can export its contact data to other programs, provided those other programs can accept comma delimited data. One method is to export your contact data to an Excel spreadsheet and then import it into another program. But, the methods are not necessarily simple or user-friendly. The new MS Business Contact Manager touts an easier data sharing capability with other programs. 
If you are looking for a simpler solution, you might want to take a look at Goldmine (www.frontrange.com/goldmine). Goldmine offers a packaged solution for client data management that similar to Microsoft’s Business Contact Manager, is sales oriented. The difference in the two may lie in the ease of setup and operation. Goldmine does not expect you to be a software wizard in order to understand how to operate the system and get good value out of it. Goldmine’s interface is simple, straightforward and easy to learn and use. Goldmine is preconfigured to work with MS Outlook and over 30 other programs. Goldminei, their internet-based solution, offers the ability to access your database of clients and prospects on the road. Goldmine also offers industry templates including financial services, so that you can optimize the software for your practice. 

Beyond the templates, though, Goldmine has limited customization features and you may at some point wish to have more robust database functionality that is specific to your practice needs. For this there are at least three software packages that may work. The first is Act for Advisors (software4advisors.com). Act for Advisors is actually a customized template for the ACT! program that has been preconfigured for financial advisors. It still maintains all the power of the ACT! program, but provides a custom interface that is designed for financial advisors. This saves the end user from a great deal of time and effort in customizing the program. 

A second choice is Junxure-i (www.junxurei.com). Junxure-i uses a custom database and interface originally designed by a financial advisor. It has powerful data conversion features and can share data with many other programs. It has database features specific to a financial advisor’s practice such as insurance information, estate documents, investments, financial goals, etc. 

A third choice is Protracker (www.protracker.com). Protracker is similar to Junxure-i in its customized use by financial professionals. Additionally, it offers the capability of managing employee tasks and managing compliance related responsibilities. Protracker has data conversion capabilities as well. 
The point of all of the above CRM software packages is to simplify the process of managing your client relationships. They also speed up client communications by automating tasks such as mail merged letters, faxes, etc. to clients and prospects. They make tracking client communications, critical dates and sales opportunities a snap. They also can integrate your client relationship management tasks with your appointments schedule.  Additionally, if you purchase or own a CRM software package that has the capability of sharing data with other programs such as financial planning software, illustration software, asset allocation software and portfolio management software, you can significant reduce the amount of work involved by you and/or your staff in entering data (presumably being able to enter client data only once). And, depending on which package best suits the way you work, Client relationship management can easily be incorporated into the client-centered model and made an efficient part of your overall practice operations. 

David Lawrence is a practice efficiency consultant and is President of David Lawrence and Associates, a practice consulting firm based in Lutz, Florida. (www.efficientpractice.com)



Client








Practice 


Operations








Financial


Planning











Website











Portfolio


Management








Client


Communications








PAGE  
7

