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Gadgets have always fascinated financial advisors. However, gadgets can be a two-edged sword in that, one the one hand you have a cleaver device that can save steps, increase productivity and/or improve communication. One the other hand, there is the possibility that an advisor who pays too much attention to gadgets can be distracted to the point of inefficiency and a loss of productivity. All gadgets require a learning curve; time to learn the way it works and how to apply that functionality to a financial firm’s needs. 

At the recent Technology Tools for Today Conference in Dallas, much attention was given to the latest technology to be used by members of the financial profession. The obvious issue that repeatedly was voiced by attendees is the apparent conflict between the new functionality and the enormous time demand to master that technology. Despite this issue, what follows in this column is a discussion of several of the technologies discussed at this conference.

Nuance (www.nuance.com) recently unveiled its latest version of Dragon Naturally Speaking, Version 10. This version is actually a major upgrade, with many new features and increased voice recognition accuracy. Even though this software was discussed in the last issue, among the new features unveiled at the conference is the ability to control program functions with your voice. Also new to the software is integration with desktop and web search engines, permitting the user to speak a search term and find missing files, or information on the web without the use of a keyboard. Make searching the Web faster and easier. Just say a command containing your desired search words, such as "Search the Web for financial management resources," or "Search maps for Italian restaurants in Burlington Mass.," and Dragon will use the default search engine and Web browser to enter your dictated term(s) in the search field and return the results. You can also search specific sites or search the Web for a specific type of information using commands such as “Search Wikipedia for George Washington Carver,” or “Search eBay for Bluetooth headsets.” Sites supported by Dragon Voice Shortcuts include Google, Yahoo, eBay, Wikipedia, YouTube and more. Search the computer as directly as the Web, by dictating the word(s) to find documents, emails and web browsing history. For example, you can say, “Search computer for launch plans,” and Dragon will complete the search using Google Desktop or Windows Vista desktop search. In addition, commands such as, “Find an email about the Robinson report” directly open the top email containing the dictated keywords. Searching the computer has never been faster — or easier. 

One of the keys to using Dragon Naturally Speaking effectively is having a high quality input device (i.e. headset, Bluetooth or wired). One such device is a Bluetooth headset offered by Plantronics (www.plantronics.com). In the car, on the street or at the airport, be heard above the noise with the Plantronics Voyager 835 Bluetooth headset. Dual-mic AudioIQ noise canceling technology provides clear sound by separating and enhancing your voice to minimize distracting background sounds. Windsmart technology reduces the wind noise your callers would otherwise hear. A comfortable, contoured ear tip channels sound directly into your ear, so you can focus on what’s important—your conversation. Plantronics QuickPair technology lets you easily pair your headset with your Bluetooth® phone and multipoint technology lets you stay connected with two Bluetooth® devices—like a smart phone and a Bluetooth enabled laptop — all from one lightweight headset. 

PhraseExpress (www.phraseexpress.com) is a keystroke reduction software that is a real timesaver, especially for those who use common language and phrases in sending out repetitive emails or text messages. Phrase Express recognizes what you are starting to say and either prompts you to select stored paragraphs, phrases or other, or automatically inserts the content for you. This can really speed up your email production as it seriously cuts down on keystrokes, improves spelling and has a high degree of customization.

RoboForm (www.roboform.com) is a multi-use software that can save and remember passwords and log you in to websites. It can also fill in forms, encrypt passwords, generate random passwords, synchronize passwords between computers and works with multiple computers and mobile devices. Roboform2go allows you to load the software on a USB memory stick and then transfer the data to any computer device. The best news is that it is free. You can purchase RoboForm Pro for $29.95, though.
LogMeIn (www.logmein.com) is a GoToMyPC clone that allows you to connect remotely to a computer. The cost is lower than GTMPC for the basic product, but contains some reduced functionality such as not being able to drag and drop files across computers. However, for basic use, it is a worthy competitor. The LogMeIn Pro version has all the functions you might need at a somewhat higher price. However, they were offering a special 5 PC price promotion at $19.75/month, about the same price as GTMPC offers for only one computer.

Carbonite (www.carbonite.com) is a nifty online backup utility that works seamlessly in the background. Carbonite installs a small software program on your computer that works quietly in the background looking for new and changed files to back up. It looks and feels like part of your computer, and is integrated with your desktop, so there’s nothing new to learn. Carbonite takes data privacy and security very seriously. They encrypt your files twice before backing them up securely offsite, using the same encryption techniques that banks use. Files remain encrypted at their secure data centers, so only you can see them. When your computer is idle, Carbonite automatically backs up new and changed files. You don’t have to do anything! When you’re using your computer, Carbonite goes to sleep so it will never slow down your computer or internet connection. At $49.95/year, it is a completely automatic, secure and encrypted solution for backing up all of your important files and information.
Yet another tool discussed at the conference was Google Calendars (www.google.com/calendar). Surprisingly, firms are using Google Calendar for Business in cases where it is not economically feasible to purchase or create a network environment. Google Calendars offer many of the same features you might find in such systems at virtually no cost. You can sync calendars automatically with Outlook or other calendar programs and have access to your schedule from any computer, anywhere.

Granted, these are only a few of the many softwares that were discussed at the conference. Yet, the overriding theme is to check these out in light of how you work, your style of working with technology and whether any of these fit that style. It is not enough to simply have the latest, most leading edge technology. You need to commit to a process of fully utilizing that technology and integrating it into your daily work pattern. Otherwise, there is little point in tying up money in technology that you might seldom use. 
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