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The first set of tools we investi-
gated is called PlanLab and this 
comprises a suite of financial 
planning modules that origi-
nated in the US, but this has now 
been tailored and marketed in 
the UK by BMC. 

Its US heritage and user 
base is substantial with 65,000 
users, including clients such as 
AEGON, Aviva and  AXA.  Its 
UK user base is currently much 
more modest, and while BMC 
won’t release exact numbers we 
believe this to be in the low hun-
dreds.

There are five products within 
the PlanLab suite, starting with 
a concept tool or ‘light touch’ tool 
called Life Goals. Life Goals is a 
simple application that takes a 
snapshot of data about a client 
and provides a high level, but 
professional report on the client’s 
current position and potential 
requirements. It covers protec-
tion, disability, long-term care, 

education and retirement plan-
ning. A professional report is 
generated, including a one-page 
visual overview of where the 
client currently stands in relation 
to each of their financial goals, 
along with what needs to be done 
to achieve these. 

The one-page summary can 
then be accompanied by the 
detailed recommendations and 
the underlying ledgers that drive 
the calculations can also be 
included if the adviser wishes to 
do so. 

The presentation is uncom-
plicated, clear and eye catching. 
Life Goals retails for £45 a 
month per user 
and because 
the service is 
charged from 
the US there is 
no VAT on top 
of this price.

Life Goals 
is ideal for 
advisers 
needing a simple tool to analyse 
one or more specific need areas 
at a competitive price. The plans 
can be produced quickly and the 
output is professional. However, 
it is not a truly holistic planner, 
so for more comprehensive capa-

bility BMC market their top-end 
product Financial Strategies.  
This tool covers all the needs 
areas within Life Goals, but adds 
debt analysis, asset allocation, 
estate planning, life-time cash 
flow analysis along with Monte 
Carlo (stochastic) analysis mod-
elling capability. 

Added to this, it allows the 
advisers to build multiple sce-
narios for a client’s future 
financial positions and pro-
vide side-by-side comparisons.
By using an iterative approach 
to comparing different posi-
tions, advisers can help ensure 
their clients take the right finan-

cial route. 
Although 
Financial 
Strategies does 
allow an itera-
tive approach 
to modelling, 
it requires the 
report to be 
re-run to see 

the effect. As a result, it stops 
short of some of its competitors’ 
solutions that allow the interac-
tive iterative analysis to change 
a single factor and then see the 
immediate effect on the client’s 
financial position.

The biggest shortfall with 
all the PlanLab products is 
the fact that they are currently 
standalone solutions and do not 
currently integrate with data 
available from other solutions 
such as the POS or back-office.  

Much of the information 
needed to drive the report crea-
tion may already exist within the 

other adviser systems and so the 
lack of an integrated approach 
requires data to be re-keyed.  

That said, it is a comprehen-
sive, proven and professional 
suite of products that has been 
modified effectively for the UK 
market. The price point is quite 
aggressive and the availability 
of an entry level system at a fur-
ther reduced price point is likely 
to be welcomed and will suit the 
requirements of many in today’s 
market.

PlanLab – standing alone, can it deliver?
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PlanLab is a suite of 
�ve �nancial planning 
modules that was 
originally developed 
for the US market 

NEEDS AREAS COVERED
Retirement 4
Protection 4 
Investment  4
Estate  4
Education 4
Mortgage 6
Specific goals 4
Debt analysis 4
LTC 4

PRICE
Life Goals 
£45 per user per month

METHODOLOGIES USED
Stochastic  4 
Deterministic 4 
Balance sheet 4
ATR 4
Shortfall Calcs 6
Light Touch Modelling 4 
Life time cash flow 4
Iterative ‘What if? 4 
Interactive ‘What if? 6

Financial Strategies
£65 per user per month

KEY FEaTURES

This data summary is part of a wider survey conducted by AT8. For more 
specific information, contact: marketing@at8-group.com

There is no doubt 
that times are hard 
in the Financial 
Services market 
� as elsewhere 
� and in such times 
we often see a 
dramatic cut back 
in IT investment. I 
can remember all 
too well the dif�cult 

times in 2001/02 when IT spending 
virtually froze as the stock market 
crashed after 9/11.

On the positive side, the current 
recession and stock market performance 
does not yet appear to have caused 
such stagnation in IT spending. Indeed, 
there are a few areas such as Financial 
Planning tools that help distributors 
provide good, effective and holistic 
�nancial advice, along with CRM that are 
looking positively buoyant.

The demand for such tools has been 

stimulated by a number of key drivers.  
First the FSA has put a great deal of 
emphasis on Risk Management � 
assessing attitude to risk, communicating 
risk and matching investment portfolios 
to risk.  One way to do this is through the 
sales aids, analytical and modelling tools 
that come with such �nancial planning 
solutions.

Added to this is the desire by many 
to move to a fee-based model to both 
increase the inherent value of the IFA 
businesses and to meet the implications 
of RDR (now RDIP). To justify these fees, 
clients expect holistic advice, including 
the production of professional, clear and 
accurate �nancial plans. 

It is important to stress that we do 
not believe that these tools will replace 
the knowledge skill and experience of 
good advisers.  However, they can be 
used to support advisers, paraplanners 
and admin staff, working as a team to 
improve the ef�ciency of their time and 

cost management in order to deliver value 
for money. We are seeing a number of 
advisers charging sizable sums of money 
for reports generated from these tools.  
One tool,  PlanLab claims 12% of their 
fee-based users charge more than £1,000 
for a report; while 31.4% charge from 
£500 to £1,000�.

With this in mind, we will be writing 
a weekly series of articles to review 
the various �Planning� tools that aim to 
help advisers with the service they are 
providing to their clients.  Each week we 
will review a different tool and identify 
the key comparative strengths and 
weaknesses.

We will start by looking at some of the 
stand-alone tools available, including 
Voyant, PlanLab, Truth and Dynamic 
planner (accepting that Dynamic planner 
can also be bought as part of a wider 
POS solution too). These �stand-alone� 
tools often provide some of the most 
sophisticated and functionally rich 

resources to advisers at affordable rates, 
i.e. without the requirement to purchase 
a wider technology solution. However, 
whilst they may improve the effectiveness 
of the advice, they may not streamline the 
processes involved and some can require 
additional work rekeying information that 
already exists in other systems.  

For this reason we will also explore 
two other types of planning tools such 
as provided by Tillinghast, which act as 
�engines� that sit within other solutions 
such as POS, back-of�ce systems and 
provider extranets. Among these, we will 
look at the wider technology solutions 
such as Adviser Of�ce, DPOS, Intelligent 
Of�ce and Focus 360°.

Each article will contain some 
descriptive and commentary narrative 
as well as a summary matrix allowing 
advisers to compare and contrast the 
solutions to help identify the tools that 
may be best for their own business 
model, functional needs and budgets.  

Planning tools: do they pay their way?

Loosmore

It is a comprehensive, 
proven and professional 
suite of products that has 
been modified effectively 
for the UK market

In a new series, Mark Loosmore from technology consultancy AT8 Group analyses planning tools available for advisers 

MORE STORiES aT:  
www.ifaonline.co.uk
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