Managing Your Practice with Technology
By David L. Lawrence, RFC®, ChFE®, AIF®
Efficiency in a financial practice demands coordination. Information from divergent sources need to be combined in such a way as to provide answers to questions you may have about what your practice is doing, how it has done and where it is going. To achieve this, many advisors use a host of unrelated programs and/or techniques that often lead to inaccurate and inefficient results. Yet, there are effective ways to use technology to do most of the work for you.

Use of a client relationship management program, such as Practice Builder, Junxure, Goldmine, ProTracker or similar can be useful in tracking business and workflow in a practice. Many of these programs include a campaign (business tracking) function that permits the user to follow a sales process from beginning to end. It is then a simple matter to produce a report that shows such campaigns (and the effectiveness thereof). Workflow by yourself and/or employees can also be tracked. However, workflow must be dealt with on a variety of levels, not just technology driven. To illustrate, consider the following:
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A true Workflow Management System involves three distinct elements, Processes, Employee Resources and Technology Solutions. Processes are written sets of instructions (and/or lists of grouped tasks) that step an employee through a particular workflow. Processes are necessary so that employees can learn such workflows quickly and easily. It also protects the firm in the event that an employee who normally does a particular workflow might be unavailable to do it. Cross-training of employees is much faster with documented workflow processes. Often, simple lists of instructions may not be enough. Many firms use flow charts with decision trees to simplify the training process even further. Here is an example of such a flowchart:
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This process and each step are detailed so that it makes the job of following procedures very easy for an employee who may be unfamiliar with the process. Also, some employees learn faster and easier on a visual level, rather than by reading a set of instructions. For those employees, having both the written set of procedures and a flowchart, such as that above, provides the greatest advantage. 

Workflow alone is insufficient to determine the state of business in a practice. Accounting of revenue and profitability are key measures of ongoing success and should be monitored on a regular basis. They should also be periodically measured against strategic plans (business plan goals and objectives) to determine to what extent a practice is on track to reach its goals. Going to the trouble of building a business plan and then not using it as an ongoing resource (or yardstick) to measure progress is a waste of time. The true value of business planning is to compare results with goals. This is often done on a quarterly basis with adjustments made to ensure that the goals will be met.

For this purpose, there are a number of business planning programs available.  One source that offers a free Business plan software is Planware (www.planware.org). Their Business Planning Freeware offers the ability to create financial projections, cash flow forecasting, developing a strategic plan and more with an assortment of templates and excel spreadsheets available at no cost. Another source for free sample business plans can be found at Bplans.com, although the list is long it does not include a specific plan for financial advisors (it does have a general consulting template). PlanMagic (www.planmagic.com/services/financial_advisor_business_plan.html) does have a specific product that can be used by financial advisors. At $99.95 and up, this is a more expensive option, but perhaps more directly related to the financial advice business.
If you use Microsoft Outlook as your client relationship management system (or the business contact manager associated with it), you may want to take a look at Microsoft’s Accounting Professional 2009 software (http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/accounting). According to their website, “Office Accounting Professional 2009 is a complete accounting solution that helps small businesses save time managing everyday financial tasks, get organized, and grow their business online. With its familiar Microsoft Office interface, this program is easy to learn, so you can be productive right away. Smooth integration with other Microsoft Office programs makes information sharing simple and helps boost productivity.

By organizing all of your business information in one place, Office Accounting Professional 2009 helps you find the right information at the right time, so you can make better-informed business decisions. Plus, new features will help you get business insights through an expanded set of business reports, create tax preparation reports, and view upcoming bills to pay right from your desktop1.”

The real appeal of this program is the seamless integration with other Office programs (and potentially your bank) and the ability to share data without having to type the same information over and over again. The program is packaged with some versions of MS Office, which would represent a savings over purchasing the program on a stand-alone basis (assuming you were going to purchase a new version of office anyway). 

Clearly though, Intuit’s QuickBooks (www.quickbooks.com) is a more popular choice, despite the fact that it does not integrate as well with Microsoft programs. The new QuickBooks Online can actually work with your iPhone and/or Blackberry. There are three versions from which to choose: a free version with limited functions; a basic version for $9.95 per month that can create invoices, track money, manage customers, and offers 40 different reports; and a Plus version that adds budgeting, time tracking and automated online banking for $34.95/month.
Beyond simply providing an accounting platform, any choice that might be made should be done with the goal of being able to integrate accounting information with other business software. Having the ability to coordinate data from these different sources to provide clarity of business goals and results should be the ultimate goal and it is where the greatest amount of efficiency can be obtained.
David L. Lawrence, RFC®, ChFE® is a practice efficiency consultant and is President of David Lawrence and Associates (DLA), a practice-consulting firm based in Tampa, Florida. DLA publishes a monthly subscription newsletter, “The Efficient Practice”, which focuses on operational efficiency. (www.EfficientPractice.com) and hosts The Efficient Practice Advisor Network. He can be reached at dLawrence@efficientpractice.com. 
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