Two ‘Gadget’ Softwares
By David L. Lawrence, RFC®, AIF®
While spending large amounts of time downloading and installing small ‘gadget’ softwares often can be more damaging than rewarding, the fact is that every once in a while you run across something of value. Being selective in what is actually loaded onto your computer or laptop is a key skill to avoiding problems in the future. Many so-called freeware or shareware products come with potentially damaging entries into your operating system registry, entries that at best might slow down the performance of your computer and, at worst, could shut it down altogether. That being said, there are times when a software of real value is found. Such was the case recently where two such ‘finds’ were tested.

The first is TimeDriver (www.timedriver.com). TimeDriver is a personal scheduler. It’s a system whereby you can get your clients to self-schedule their appointments with you, avoiding the back and forth of emails that happens when you’re trying to arrange appointments and, of course, the time spent doing this. You simply give your clients/colleagues the special link that’s generated by TimeDriver and they are able to see your availability (which you have pre-determined) and therefore schedule accordingly with you. It works with both Outlook and Google calendars. It also works with Salesforce.com. 

The scheduling is done in essentially four steps. In the first step, your client is sent an email that looks like this:
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When they press the ‘Schedule Now’ button, The first thing they see is a welcome message that helps personalize the transaction.
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After viewing the optional welcome message, invitees move to step two where they can select a day and time, based on preselected times that you have chosen:
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The scheduler automatically adjusts for different time zones. In step three, invitees can provide answers to questions that help set the stage for the appointment.
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In the fourth step, the appointment is confirmed:
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For online meetings, a financial advisor could invite a group of clients to an online webinar or other presentation and do it with one set of steps. 
Because your clients are doing all the entries, it cuts down on staff time in booking appointments and all of the back and forth emails and/or phone calls to arrange such meetings. Time Driver comes with a generous, free 90-day evaluation. To purchase, it is only $29.95/year.

Another area of interest is online storage. Using web-based backup and restore solutions are definitely an efficient way to perform daily/weekly backups of files and data on your office computers. However, for everyday use, they are slow and generally unusable as an active storage and retrieval source. As a profession, financial services software vendors have produced a type of solution called a client portal. This is a location where files that are intended to be shared with clients can be securely placed and retrieved by either the financial advisor or the client. And while these are valuable tools, the cost factors can sometimes be daunting, especially for smaller practices. For them, there is a more reasonable tool available that may address some of the needs. DropBox (www.dropbox.com) is a web-based and local computer sync’d storage solution that is quite remarkable in its simplicity and use. DropBox allows you to sync your files online and across your computers automatically.

· 2 GB of online storage for free, with up to 100GB available to paying customers.

· Sync files of any size or type.

· Sync Windows, Mac and Linux computers.

· Automatically syncs when new files or changes are detected.

· Work on files in your DropBox even if you're offline. Your changes sync once your computer has an Internet connection again.

· DropBox transfers will correctly resume where they left off if the connection drops.

· Efficient sync - only the pieces of a file that changed (not the whole file) are synced. This saves you time.

· Doesn't hog your Internet connection. You can manually set bandwidth limits.

Sharing files is simple and easy to set up:
· Shared folders allow several people to collaborate on a set of files

· You can see other people’s changes instantly

· A ‘public’ folder can be used that let you link directly to files in your DropBox

· You can control who is able to access shared folders

DropBox backs up your files online without you having to think about it. A copy of your files are stored on DropBox’s secure servers. This lets you access them from any computer or mobile device. And all files are stored on DropBox servers using AES-256 encryption and password protected. 

To put a real life spin on the use of DropBox, let’s say you have a desktop computer with files you access pretty much every day, but you also have a laptop that you use when you are out of the office. Syncing up the files between the two computers can be slow and inefficient unless there is a system like DropBox. DropBox can be added to your laptop and automatically sync with your desktop through the internet. In fact, it is nearly instantaneous. The icon that appears in the system tray of your computer’s operating system will display whether or not your DropBox folder is up to date. And, because your DropBox folder is located on your hard drive (My DropBox), adding files to or retrieve from the DropBox folder is the same as any other folder on your computer.
DropBox comes with a free version (Basic) that can store up to 2 GB. For a larger storage (50 GB), the cost is $9.99 per month, for an even larger storage (100 GB), the cost is $19.99 per month. While DropBox cannot compare with the larger and more complex client portals, for targeted and limited use, it is an excellent and efficient tool.

David L. Lawrence, RFC®, AIF®, is Founder and President of EfficientPractice.com, an operational efficiency consulting firm that provides financial practices, broker dealers and independent firms with comprehensive, profit-driven efficiency consulting and resources. EfficientPractice.com offers an Advisor Network with tons of resources, articles, templates, spot coaching and newsletters for its members. For details, visit www.efficientpractice.com. 
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