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Staying In Touch Is Not Enough

By Matt Oechsli

Following a recent seminar, I was approached by a veteran advisor who couldn't wait to tell me how, and why, she had recently landed three new affluent clients. All three were referred to her. She wanted me to know that because we had talked about the importance of, and techniques for, getting introductions and referrals. But it was why she received those referrals that really struck her. The reason given by each client had been the final topic of my seminar -- being proactive about client contact. 

It wasn't that their previous advisor had ignored those clients. It was the "I'm just calling to touch base" nature of those contacts that caused dissatisfaction. Instead of contributing to the relationship, those calls had actually become an irritant.

A 2002 study of wealthy investors by Phoenix Investment Partners found that over 40% move their assets because of their advisor's failure to keep in touch, not because of their investment strategies. In a Prince & Associates' study that same year, affluent investors who said they were "highly satisfied" with their advisor reported having had an average of 14 contacts with that advisor over the previous six months. On the surface, this would suggest that frequency of contact is the key to building affluent client loyalty. The fact is, however, simply "staying in touch" is not enough. Not by a long shot.

In our 2004 study of Affluent Purchasing Decisions, we identified eight qualities that the affluent seek when selecting a Primary Financial Advisor. Three of those qualities clearly illustrate why "staying in touch" is not enough:

· Being proactive about contacting clients when upcoming tax and other changes will impact their portfolio. This was the No. 1 selection criteria -- and the one where the largest gap existed between what affluent investors expect and the performance of their primary advisor.

· Clearly understanding their client's goals and family situation when giving investment advice. This understanding comes from meaningful, ongoing contact that includes an effort to stay abreast of the client's personal and professional life.

· Helping clients select the right asset mix for their investment portfolio. For the wealthy, managing asset mix is very important if you are going to position yourself as their go-to financial coordinator. And that requires timely, proactive interaction with each client.

The fact is, significant gaps between client expectations and their advisors' performance existed for each of the above qualities.  To move beyond simply staying in touch, your client contacts need to be based on the following:

· The right purpose. What is your reason for contacting that client, and will they be delighted that you called or met with them?

· The right timing. Anticipate need; be proactive about addressing issues before they emerge. At the end of the contact, you want your client to say something like, "I hadn't thought of that. I'm glad you called."

· The right resources. Make certain you have relevant documents at your finger tips.

· The right type of contact. Based on the personality and preferences of your client (not you!), the timing issue, and the distance involved, make a conscious choice of whether to call or meet with them. 

This does not eliminate the need for regularly scheduled review meetings, but it does suggest two things. First, annual and quarterly review meetings are not enough. Second, purpose -- timing -- resources -- type of contact are important criteria for every contact you have with clients. 

As you look to the future, keep in mind that this is a relationship business. You need to become proactive and personal in your efforts to meet with your valued clients. Here's a way to organize that effort.

· Annual Review Meetings -- These meetings should be conducted face-to-face by you personally. Review both their finances and your relationship. Include a discussion about anticipated lifestyle changes so that those events can be entered into your contact management system.

· Quarterly Review Meetings -- These meetings should be conducted by you, either face-to-face or by phone. The primary focus is reviewing their finances. Once again, include a discussion about anticipated lifestyle changes so those events can be entered into your contact management system.

· Milestone Review Meetings -- Changes in economic conditions, tax laws, and the client's lifestyle provide the purpose for these meetings. Schedule a meeting before the impact of those changes is felt. 

Any of the above can also provide an opportunity to Upgrade those clients who have some of their assets managed elsewhere and/or are at a point where you believe there is potential for added products and services. Anticipated lifestyle changes often provide an excellent reason to open the discussion. Talk about the importance of taking an integrated approach to asset management in order to optimize tax and other benefits. Ask to have those assets brought together under you. 

Intimate Client Appreciation Events -- Saying thank you needs to be included in your client contact strategy. Whether you plan these events monthly or three to four times a year, the key is to make a commitment and schedule the events now. Look for common interests among your key clients: golf, spectator sports, cooking, antiques, wine, playing bridge, music, paintings, and boating are examples. Be creative when planning each event, and selective about the clients you invite. The purpose is to say "thank you," and to network. 

Timing is everything. The guiding principle behind each meeting described above is to never wait for your client to call you -- and to make every contact as personal as possible.
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