



Communicate Effectively with Long-Distance Clients

Technology and personal touches keep remote relationships going strong

By Vanessa Richardson 

[image: image1.jpg]


Good communication with clients is a top priority for financial advisors. But if you rarely see them face-to-face – or you’ve never met them – then it becomes more of a challenge. 

Chances are some of your clients are moving to other parts of the country. And with rising gas prices, longer commutes and busier schedules, even clients within driving distance may bow out of meeting you at your office. You may be the one moving your practice to another place but want to retain clients in your former area. Whatever the situation, you’ll have to become more adept at “working remotely” with your clients. 

How can you maintain good working relationships with them? Serving their long-distance needs can require more work and discipline on your part but with technology, time management and the personal touch, you can assure clients you are still with them – albeit virtually -- every step of the way. 

We asked financial advisors with remote clients for their advice on how to achieve good long-distance relationships. 

Determine the best communication method 
First, know what type of communicator you are. Do you rely on visual cues from the client to determine how to steer the conversation? Is it easier to talk aloud when explaining complicated situations rather than type out a long e-mail or create a PowerPoint presentation? You need to know whether you can feel effective doing your job if your client is not right in front of you.

Second, and more importantly, is to know how your client best communicates. Most financial advisors say it’s important to have at least the initial meeting done face-to-face so you can get a vivid impression of the client. After one or two meetings, it is possible to know clients well enough to determine their communication skills.

D. Scott Neal, CPA, PFS, CFP, who has his practice in Louisville and Lexington, Kentucky, says he determines in the first meeting whether clients are more auditory or visual. “You can look at them during the meeting to see how they focus. Some are auditory people because they can listen to things by ear or on tape and get it, whereas other people have to see it with their eyes to understand.” If the client says, “I understand,” after listening, she may be more auditory. If she says, “I see”, after seeing something on paper, she is probably more visual. 

Neal includes those assessments in his files so he knows how to communicate going forward. “I definitely think about that before sending e-mail,” he says. “If it’s to a visual person, I probably need to send an Excel file or PowerPoint for him to see and understand.” 

But it is mistaken to think that all communications, such as bad news, can be delivered successfully in the manner the client originally chose. “Even if a client says he prefers to communicate via email, you probably wouldn’t want to break the news that his best friend had died in an email,” says Neal.

Expect to put more time – and money -- into communication 
The farther away your client lives, the more time you may spend on the communication methods, such as phone calls and postal correspondence. Eve Kaplan, a certified financial planner in Berkeley Heights, New Jersey, works with U.S. expatriates in Asia and therefore spends a lot of money on long-distance phone calls and postage. “Phone calls with my expat clients are 50 percent longer than with local clients, and they’re twice as long in the beginning of a relationship. I just need to make sure that everything we discuss on the phone is clarified and understood.”

Kaplan doesn’t do much asset management for overseas clients, but her work still requires mailing contracts and other signature-required paperwork back and forth. “I don’t want to scan these documents and send over e-mail, I want a hard copy back with their signatures,” she says. “But I know those extra steps will add an extra four weeks to the process.” 

Those extra costs haven’t made Kaplan upgrade her technology, because she makes sure her clients’ financial value are worth the time and cost of multiple long-distance calls and express deliveries. “Compared to the fee of a $5,000 financial plan, some extra little expenses are no big deal,” she says. “

Still, after a close call with a client who was dodging payment, Kaplan is thinking of implementing an online credit-card payment system so she no longer has to wait for checks. “With long-distance clients, especially those overseas, the last thing I want to do is be a bill collector.” 

Take advantage of technology
Barry Kaplan, EA, CFP, and a partner at Cambridge Southern Financial Advisors in Atlanta, insists that all clients meet with him face-to-face for the first meeting to discuss financial goals they want to achieve. After that, they don’t have to step foot in his office if they choose not to because Kaplan is a firm believer in the power of technology. 

His firm regularly uses such tools as teleconferencing, Webcasting, Skype for making free phone calls over the Internet, and GoToMyPC, a Web-based connection portal that allows one to access his home or office computer via the Internet from virtually any location. Kaplan says these tools have been a big help in letting him work anywhere. “When I had to take care of my dad last summer, I was able to work from his home in New Jersey and most of my clients didn’t even know it.”

His newest favorite is GoToMyMeeting, an application similar to GoToMyPC that can conference in up to 11 people over the Internet and allows everyone to view the files on each other’s computers. People can chat individually and send messages to others during the meeting. Kaplan says the application is perfect for group meetings to explain financial programs to small-business employees. 

These technologies make client meetings go much faster. “If I’m doing something with clients via Webcast, there’s less joking and chit-chat,” Kaplan says. “Sometimes meetings I thought would take two hours only go for one hour, so I have to ask them if I covered everything they wanted, but they almost always say yes. It just goes much faster and we’re more productive.”

Many firms are now testing out videoconferencing, where clients use the Internet to view their advisors in their office talking to them into a camera, but Kaplan says that is not on his firm’s front burner since the other tech tools are working so well. “As long as you have your client’s trust, what does it whether you’re working in pajamas?”

Use the personal touch 
Some financial advisors have opted to keep their practices simple and not use state-of-the-art technology. For advisors like Denise D. Smith, CPA, CFP of Salt Lake City, the personal touch is the key.

Even though her client base is more than 50 percent virtual, she says the key to making those relationships work is frequent communications. Handwritten birthday cards, quarterly newsletters and phone calls are a few of the ways she keeps in touch.

Even Smith’s e-mails are done with care. “I treat e-mail just as importantly as a formal written letter,” she said. “I don’t just dash them off, I take time to write them.” If Smith is working with a couple, she gets the e-mail address for both partners and carbon-copies both of them so everyone is in the loop. 

Teach and learn
There are times when advisors will acquire clients they’ve never met. Without face-to-face meetings, patience and explanation are two skills you’ll need to put into practice. 

For Thom Hall, a partner with Financial Strategies Institute in Salt Lake City, his first virtual client was the mother of a good client. She was based in Washington, had a bad experience with her prior advisor, and was far from computer savvy. Hall regularly conducts financial education workshops at his firm, so he is used to walking people step-by-step through processes. He did so with his new prospect, spending a few hours on the phone to help her set up GoToMyMeeting on her computer and go through all the relevant files. After that meeting, she felt comfortable hiring Hall as her new advisor. “I prefer face-to-face meetings, but because I use my ‘teaching’ skills on a regular basis, it makes virtual meeting go much more smoothly,” he says

Hall has also learned to ask more questions while talking with his virtual clients. “Because you’re missing out on the visual cues, you need to rely more on the verbal ones,” he says. “I try to drill a little deeper and press harder for more explanations so I am not missing any information.” 
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