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One definition of the purpose of a financial plan might be to make a client’s resources more efficient relative to their current financial situation and needs as well as their future goals. Yet, in producing the financial plan, the financial planning firm may well not follow a similar line of thinking in the plan production process. Herein lies the paradox, as it were, that the financial planner often may be inefficient in going about the process of providing a financial plan that seeks to advise a client on being more financially efficient.
The old saying, ‘physician - heal thyself’ comes to mind in this instance. Thus, financial planning firms may wish to investigate new, more efficient methods of financial plan production. The fear among some practitioners is that by developing standards and efficient methodologies in financial plan production, they would have to sacrifice quality of advice. Taking what might be perceived as a ‘cookie cutter’ approach to plan development or a ‘one size fits all’ approach, would result in lesser quality. But is this really true? One could argue that there is a middle ground – one that achieves higher levels of efficiency while preserving quality and avoiding the appearance of an assembly line of plan production.
To begin with, the operations of the financial planner’s firm must be evaluated to determine what physical elements can be brought to higher levels of efficiency. As an example, looking at how information is stored and shared within the firm can be a critical factor in the efficiency of building the front-end of a financial plan. If the initial plan data can be seamlessly migrated into the financial planning software, the result will be faster plan production as most of the keystrokes associated with initial data entry can be reduced or eliminated. 
Most financial planning software companies embrace integrations with other software such as Client Relationship Management (CRM) software. Although not a universal, depending on which software your firm uses or plans to use, there could be a number of integrations available. With the so-called integrated platforms, such as Interactive Advisory Software (IAS) or E-Money Advisor, the integration is already built-in with their proprietary CRM module. 
But, other softwares, such as Naviplan (EISI), Money Guide Pro, MoneyTree, etc. also offer integrations and have developed relationships with Software makers of Client Relationship Management programs to permit seamless sharing of data. The resulting efficiency gains possible with such integration can significant decrease the time required of staff in the preparation of a financial plan. 
Storage of the client’s information in a form that is easy to file and retrieve will also contribute to the overall efficiency of financial plan production. Many firms have chosen to explore paperless solutions. Electronic document management is a hot topic these days and many firms have embraced this type of tool. Among the advantages is the reduction of space required to store large amounts of paper files. 
A typical four drawer file cabinet takes up about 2 Square feet of space. In larger offices, there may be 15 to 20 of these or the larger lateral file cabinets. This could total 50 square feet or more (many offices maintain file rooms, with open floor space to accomodate file drawer opening, etc.. In a leased office space with $30/sf costs, a file room with 10’ by 12’ measurements could be $3,600/year or more of expense just for the space alone. What is often overlooked is the staff time (not to mention the aggravation) of maintaining these files, which could quickly balloon this cost upwards. 
Firms that choose to go the paperless route first encounter the challenge of conversion. Using temp help or interns to do the lion’s share of the initial scanning work cuts down on this cost and potential staff interruptions. The result could be that all of the files are now stored electronically, with substantial space opened up in the office for other uses. 
As good as this sounds, the reality is that most firms that convert to paperless rarely go completely paperless. Depending on the style of practice, the requirements of a broker/dealer or other compliance considerations, it may be necessary to maintain some level of paper files. Still there is a considerable cost and space savings that can result from developing a paperless solution for the office.
From a financial planning perspective, electronic document management can greatly improve the efficiency of plan production by developing specific indexing of documents that are easily retrieved to the desktop without having to hunt through files or piles of paper. The result can mean a substantial reduction of office clutter, which often leads to frustration when trying to find specific items needed for a financial plan’s initial data entry.
However, initial data entry is only one aspect of the overall financial plan production process. With some FP software, there is considerable work involved in providing analysis and recommendations. Alternate or ‘what-if’ scenarios may need to be developed, supporting charts and graphs may be needed, and specific written paragraphs of detailed recommendations could be desired. In all, there is still a lot of work to do in the overall plan process.  The question is, can this area of the financial plan be made more efficient as well?
Clearly, there are ways to improve the ‘backend’ of the financial plan production process. One tool coming into increasing use is collaboration tools. Some softwares offer the ability to collaborate online with other professionals or staff in-office. With this ability, the financial plan can be constructed and then passed on to the senior advisor for review and edits. Then, it could be passed back for financial plan preparation or to develop other scenarios, etc. This eliminates the time involved in printing out a ‘test’ plan to sit down and go over, then re-enter data or make changes. This type of manual edit process might take the form of several versions. It is time consuming and could lead to confusion over which version is the right one to use with the client, etc.
Check to see if your software offers a collaboration feature. If not, there are stand-alone products available. Some firms use free services, such as Google Docs (www.docs.google.com) or Microsoft Office Live (www.officelive.com). Others choose more robust solutions such as Family Office Network (www.familyofficenetwork.com). 
A relatively new entrant in the collaboration space is a name from the past, Lotus. Lotus Live (www.lotuslive.com)  from IBM offers a full suite of collaboration tools designed to allow for work within and outside of your firm (collaboration with affiliated professionals, and/or with clients). With Lotus Live, You can meet online, share files, chat, manage projects and network with potential clients, anywhere, anytime. Whether you work remotely, manage remote teams or just need one simple place to bring colleagues together, LotusLive delivers collaboration solutions, all in a securely designed environment. At $10 per user per month, LotusLive is a cost-effective solution.
If used properly, collaboration in concert with paperless document management can substantially increase the efficiency and profitability of your financial practice.
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