Efficient Client Communications
By David L. Lawrence, RFC®, ChFE®, AIF®
With the economic events spanning the last couple of years, advisors have struggled with efficient ways to communicate with clients in a meaningful way. Traditional methods, including newsletters, stock letters and emails may have less of the desired impact when clients want answers to their specific concerns. And for larger practices, fully customizing such content may be cost and/or time prohibitive. And while this poses a daunting problem, there may be answers that fit with your client needs.
Websites have the potential to answer some of the issues posed by customizing content to clients. Regrettably, few advisory practices are willing to take the time to renew content or investigate new avenues of content delivery. It is sometimes easier to accept lower levels of functionality in a website than to embrace higher levels of functionality that may require extra work on the part of the advisor or staff. Yet, there are solid reasons to look at different approaches in the design and maintenance of a firm’s website. 

The first, and perhaps most fundamental step with websites is to determine who, among your clients, actually visit your website and what they are looking at. Some website providers do provide tools to evaluate website traffic. The value of this is to uncover useless areas of the website as well as areas frequently visited. This allows you the knowledge of where to expand and where to reduce or eliminate unneeded content.
Another fundamental step is to determine what is customizable, given your website provider’s ability or services available. One ability of the so-called ‘Web 2.0’ is a concept where a visitor is ‘recognized’ upon entering your website and then a splash page or other home page with customized content is presented. This type of functionality speaks volumes to the client about what lengths your firm is willing to go to in providing exceptional, highly personalized services. 

Lightport (www.lightport.com), as an example, offers Targeted Navigation that embraces this concept of Web 2.0 functionality.  According to their website, “LightPort's Targeted Navigation technology makes it possible to transform a typical Web site into a "smart site" that recognizes each logged-in user and displays only the navigation and content pages that are exclusively targeted to him or her. This level of customization allows you to eliminate clutter, offering clients or representatives a highly personal user experience. Since they see only what they are ‘permissioned’ to see and nothing else, site navigation that is visible to one user may be entirely different from that seen by another user. In effect, Targeted Navigation provides an ideal way for streamlining what would otherwise be multiple Web sites for multiple users into one "smart site" for all users.”

Many firms now use a Secure Vault or other secure online storage to communicate with clients on a variety of levels. The Family Office Network (www.familyofficenetwork.com) offers a secure platform that features file management, secure communications, total account aggregation, communication with your Client Relationship Management (CRM) Software, and a unique offering of password management for clients. This platform can easily be integrated into any existing website with a simple link and offers expanded opportunities to communicate with clients. Advisor Sites (www.advisorsites.com), Lightport (www.lightport.com) and others offer similar features.
Another move toward customized communication is to use a Client Relationship Management Software Database for more than just recording names and phone numbers. Many such platforms now permit you to include with each client’s record such information as the client’s likes, interests (sports, recreation, etc.) and reading preferences. With some rudimentary filtering, the advisor can easily develop lists of clients grouped by such interests and send out targeted messages (emails or letters) that complement the client.  The extent to which this can be customized is up to the advisor, developing as many or as few communication tracks as is deemed necessary or appropriate. The end result is to match up the  most compelling information with clients who have an interest in reading it. 
The fact is, when clients receive the same communications, say a stock newsletter, each and every month with content subjects that may or may not be of interest, the clients can quickly grow tired of this and simply not read it. Even in cases where a customized cover letter or article are included, there may be a waning of interest where the rest of the document is simply not relevant or of specific interest. Developing individual newsletters is simply not feasible and so some advisors have chosen to ‘up-the-ante’ so to speak, by sending out more and more stuff to clients under the theory that, if you throw enough stuff up against the wall, some it is bound to stick. The reality could be that you are creating the exact opposite effect by alienating your clients. Too much information could be as bad as not enough. According to David Freedman, Newsletter Consultant, there are three keys to an effective client newsletter. 

Key #1: Create a good impression; 

Key #2: Provide useful information, and; 

Key#3: Prompt readers to take action. 
In an effort to provide such publications to clients, all too often, advisors seek to fulfill Key #2, while ignoring the other two keys. To create a good impression, advisors need to focus their communication efforts on providing relevant content that also makes a good impression. This means providing bottom-line benefits and not self-serving fluff. 

The real challenge is determining what your clients want to read. One effective solution for some firms has been to develop Advisory Boards comprised of a cross-section of clients. Such boards might meet once or twice a year and be given an opportunity to review communication tools and techniques used in the past by the firm. More importantly, the firm can elicit opinions what the clients want and need to have. This type of Advisory Board activity can also be a fun and enlightening experience for the clients as it gives them a ‘special status’ within the firm and can be held in a restaurant or banquet room setting to be a more relaxed and fun event. 
Another method could be the use of surveys. Survey Monkey (www.surveymonkey.com) provides a simple and inexpensive solution (with 100 or less responses, it is free). Constant Contact (www.constantcontact.com) also offers surveys and online polls.

The advantage of a brief survey is the ease of use. You can design and send out an email-based survey literally in minutes. The disadvantage is that clients are typically besieged with such surveys all the time and are not likely to respond. Thus, the demographics coming back from such surveys could be skewed due to the limited number of respondents.  
Whichever of these techniques (or combination of techniques) you use (advisory boards or surveys), taking the time to find out what your clients need and want in the way of communications will benefit you and them in the long run and is worth the time to do it right.
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