Efficient Technology

Are Netbooks For You?
By David L. Lawrence, RFC®, ChFE®, AIF®

The latest technology trend is the offering of low-cost Netbooks, a small, portable computing device designed primarily to access the internet. With a lack of bells and whistles, such as storage space, multiple peripheral support, etc., The question is, can a Netbook be an efficient tool for financial advisors? The answer may surprise you. But first, let’s take a look at what a Netbook is and where you can find them.
Netbooks are small computing devices that resemble a laptop, but are considerably smaller in size and weight (on average 2–2.5 lbs) and may provide less features. Dell  (www.dell.com) offers a Netbook called the Mini 10, for instance. [image: image1.png]


The Mini 10 and Mini 10v are much smaller than their traditional counterparts, offering a glossy 10.1 inch display and uses Intel’s Atom® chip. It offers 1 GB memory and runs on Windows XP (currently). And while these resources are adequate, they are not going to compete with the blazing speeds of larger laptops that typically come with substantially more memory, faster front side bus speeds and quicker processors. The Mini does offer speakers and an integrated microphone (and webcam) and can contain up to a 160 GB Hard Drive (or a 64 GB Solid State drive). It also has Bluetooth capabilities. It comes in a variety of colors and, at first glance, does not appear to give up much for its size. It has advanced, built-in wireless options, which is the whole purpose of this type of machine; to provide quick and easy access to the internet. Dell offers a variety of these models ranging in price from $299 - $399.
So, the question might be, what is missing? For one, the ability to have an integrated, internal CD-rom or DVD drive. These can be accessed externally through multiple USB ports. It also has a 3-in-1 card reader (SD/MMC/MS). But, there simply is no room to fit an additional drive in the case itself. 
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Dell is one of many manufacturers to jump on this Netbook frenzy. Acer offers a model that can be purchased through AT&T Wireless (which also offers two Dells and a Lenovo model). The Acer Aspire One has similar configurations as the Dell, offering a 160 GB Hard Drive, 1 GB RAM, integrated webcam and, of course, wireless access directly through the AT&T network. AT&T offers this model with a mail-in rebate for a price of $199.99 ($299.99 without the rebate). However, the catch is you must commit to a two-year services plan (for internet access).
Still another player in the Netbook market is Hewlett Packard (www.hp.com). HP offers the HP Mini 110 in essentially two sizes, 8.9” or 10.1 inch displays. Offered at $279.99 for the Mobile Internet (Linux) operating system or at $329.99 for the Windows XP version. This is also a competitive product with similar features to the others. Verizon Wireless offers a similar version of this HP for $199.00 with an online discount ($299.99 without the discount). Surprisingly, Sprint does not appear to have jumped on this bandwagon yet.
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The real question to be addressed is how these could be used in a financial practice. The answer is that, given the right situation and technology setup, these inexpensive devices could prove to be just what you need. However, it may require rethinking how you use computers and technology to make it work efficiently for you.

First, the price is substantially below a traditional laptop (in some cases up to 80% less). While manufacturers have recently significantly reduced their prices on basic laptops, business class machines, with all the bells and whistles, are still coming in between $1,500 - $2,000. If you choose Apple, the cost goes up even further. So, a dramatic savings could be realized in a firm that uses laptops with their advisors. 
The question mark, though, exists on how to leverage the use of these devices. One way to think about it is in comparison to a featureless (dummy) workstation that is tied to a central server in an office. In this example, the workstation is a keyboard, mouse, screen and maybe a small processor box with a cd-rom drive (or not). The computing is done at the server level and all files are stored and retrieved from network resources. Using the internet as your network, the Netbook could become an input and display device similar to the dummy workstation. 
By utilizing web-based storage and retrieval of electronic documents, information and resources, it would be possible to have access to all needed information, without having to sync files, or worry about such files (i.e. private client data) being on a laptop (that could be stolen). Firms that currently do this may use a Virtual Private Network (VPN). Depending on scale, this could be a simple or complex solution. For smaller firms, where perhaps there may be only one or two advisors, using a service such as Go To My PC (www.gotomypc.com)  or Log Me In (www.logmein.com) may be adequate. Because both of these services offer password protection and encryption technology, it is preferred over using an unprotected Windows Network connection (or similar).
With file storage on a server or office-based computer system, the Netbook has little need for robust storage room. It merely needs to be fast and efficiently able to access the internet remotely. 

Drawbacks in addition to the lack of a CD-rom/DVD  drive include a much smaller screen, making it more difficult to see fine print. In general, the keyboard will be around 80 – 89% of the size of a normal laptop keyboard (which makes it about 60% of the size of a full-size desktop type keyboard). For typing large amounts of data, the size issue could loom large. But, again it depends on the use of the machine. There are potential workarounds. When using the Netbook in an office environment, it may be possible to use a Bluetooth or USB-type full-size keyboard with mouse or other tracking device. This would enable more efficient work for use in-office. When working remotely, it may be possible to custom configure the Netbook with Nuance Dragon Naturally Speaking (www.nuance.com) to use voice commands to control software and enter text or numbers. With some practice, this could become a very efficient alternative.

In short, these machines are an inexpensive alternative that offer most of what the larger laptops offer with a much lower price and lower weight. They are more portable, and if used efficiently, could provide additional operational efficiencies for your practice.
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