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Working with Remote “Nests” of Clients
One of the challenges that face financial advisors is working with clients outside of their office area or community. Often referred to as being a remote advisor, these practitioners often have special challenges when it comes to profitability and time management. There is much to be gained from having “nests” of clients in remote locations. However, care should be taken to ensure that the advisor’s time is well spent, as the typical cost to the firm per appointment could be significantly higher than for those held in-office. Travel time, gas and automobile-related costs (or airline expense), licensing and registration (if in other States) and other costs could eat into the profitability of the firm that visits remote clients. 
Often, Client nests are created quite by accident. Perhaps a client moves away and then refers the advisor to new friends and neighbors in the remote area. Typically, it is not long before a nest of some sort is developed. Without some controls in place, it is possible that a nest of clients could emerge that is not a good profitability match to the firm. With such nests, it might be that the clients being referred are not the quality or type of client the firm wishes to attract. But, because an existing client referred them, the advisor felt the obligation to “take them on”. 

Most advisors are familiar with ‘time demanders’. These are typically clients who do not have much in the way of assets, but seem to have a lengthy list of issues that they want to discuss with their advisor on a daily or weekly basis. If the advisor’s pricing model is based on assets under management or commissions, it is likely that the ‘time demander’ client is going to seriously erode the firm’s profitability (assuming the advisor permits this to continue). When a nest of clients is developed with a whole group of such clients, it can cripple a practice. 
One solution, if any advisor chooses to keep such clients, is to set strict servicing parameters with adequate compensation for such servicing of the client’s needs and wants. Add to this recent improvements in technology that permit the use of internet meetings to lessen the time demands and costs associated with face-to-face meetings. That is not to say that face-to-face meetings become obsolete. It is merely one way to reduce the need for frequent face-to-face meetings by supplementing the client touches with other methods. Online or internet meetings are one effective way to do this. Check out a couple of the leading firms that serve the needs of financial advisors. LiveOffice offers IMConferencing (www.IMConferencing.com) which has tools to fit the needs of a variety conferencing requirements. IMC offers high definition video and standard video along with telephone conferencing to provide a cost-effective service. With the service, an advisor can create and present a PowerPoint presentation, do attendee polling and even record the session for later playback (posted on your website, for instance). The service is capable of desktop sharing so that any program you use can be seen by a remote user. For those who use a presentation feature of a financial planning program, this is an outstanding way to provide updated analytical information to your clients. There is an interactive white board with drawing tools. You can even share control of the desktop for collaboration with a colleague or co-worker. Unlimited one-to-one meetings are priced at $100/month.

Another provider, Go to My Meeting (www.gotomeeting.com) Offers similar features at a lower price, $49.00/month. However, it does not appear that they offer high definition video or built-in presentation tools, white board feature or other advanced features that are available with IMC. However, if what you are looking for is a scaled down version with no extras, Go to Meeting might be the ticket.

Another solution for remote advisors is to beef up the website with interactive features that give clients a reason to visit your site frequently. Offering account access is only the beginning of this process. Advisor Square (www.advisorsquare.com), AdvisorSites (www.advisorsites.com) and Lightport (www.lightport.com) all offer several choices for interactivity. Features such as profiling questionnaires, financial calculators, newsletter libraries, investor research tools and Portfolio reporting with direct links to such providers as Advent Centerpiece or dbCams are available with Advisor Square. Client conferencing, email newsletter services, financial search engines and massive information portals (news links, financial articles and other information that can be customized to fit the needs of your clients within a custom built site) are among the features offered by Advisor Sites. Lightport offers highly customized web design with Client Relationship Management Integration (providing integration with most CRM Systems to allow for secure email notification and historical recording), and reporting interfaces (using such providers as Advent Axys, Schwab’s Portfolio Center and Sungard). 
All three providers offer some form of a secure vault to store statements (with batch upload capabilities) important emails, private client documents and information and other necessary information in a secure encrypted location. Imagine, if you will, a remote client needing a copy of their passport or a medical directive at a time of emergency and having to wait to obtain it from their advisor (who may have the only other copy) versus offering clients the ability to download those documents from the firm’s website. If you have ever lost a passport overseas and neglected to keep a copy of it in another piece of luggage, you will quickly realize how important it is to have access to a copy. It greatly speeds up the process of having a duplicate produced at the local U.S. Embassy. For those clients who are accustomed to storing wills, trusts, and Powers of Attorney in their safe deposit box, some advisors have reported that, depending on the State, safe deposit boxes could be sealed at the death of the owner and opened only upon a probate proceeding. If the will or other documents are needed to initiate the probate, the client’s family could be faced with a classic Catch-22. The online vault feature then becomes an invaluable tool for your clients that can drive traffic to your site. Changing content and occasionally changing the look of your website will add interest to the site and give your website visitors the impression that it is a constantly evolving resource. 
In a recent discussion with a financial advisor, it was mentioned that, although his offices are located in Knoxville, a majority of the firm’s clients reside and/or work in or around Huntsville, Alabama, some 3½ hours away. In another case, a financial advisor in Chicago has about half of his clients in the Chicago metropolitan area and the other half are in Los Angeles. These two practices illustrate the challenges faced by advisors with significant numbers of remote clients. It also points out the need for creative ways to keep in touch with those clients. Having online tools to use for communication is great, but there are inevitably clients who do not use the internet or are not comfortable storing personal information on the web. For those clients, other means of supporting their information needs must be found. Certainly, the telephone is still an effective tool. But, for some advisors, nothing replaces the face-to-face meeting. Many advisors are using executive suite type services in the remote location as a cost-effective way to provide meeting room space when they travel to the remote location. 
There are many nationwide chains of executive office space companies from which to choose. Premier Business Centers (www.pbcenters.com) have locations in Texas, California and Washington State. Regus Offices (www.regus.com) has locations in over 400 cities in the U.S.) HQ Global Workplace (www.hq.com) offers 950 locations in 400 cities across 70 nations, giving financial advisors (and other businesses) the opportunity to meet with clients wherever they may be. With a wide variety of program choices, HQ offers virtual office space or full-time staffed facilities with receptionist services and clerical assistance.
There is even virtual administrative help available, customized for the remote advisor. Remote Office Solutions (www.remoteofficesolutions.com) offers remote services such as typing, word processing, data entry, document prep, clerical support, travel arrangements, events management, conference planning and scheduling services, to name a few. They also offer order processing, invoicing, customer surveys, client email processing, live online customer support and other general office services. (Check with your B/D for compliance applicability of some of these services) The Virtual Office Assistant (www.virtualofficeassistant.com) offers similar services with either a per hour charge or on a project basis, based on the complexity of the project, turn-around time required and the negotiated payment schedule. Onebox (www.onebox.com) offers a virtual assistant that forwards calls to you at any phone, includes conferencing, voicemail, faxing and many other features all accessible by phone, web and email. 

No one solution typically suffices for all of a financial advisor’s needs. The most efficient way is generally to use a combination of the above-mentioned tools and techniques to enhance the communication with remote nests of clients. 
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