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1 Introduction


This report presents the findings obtained from a series of six focus groups conducted during the week of April 23, 2001. The purpose of this research was to obtain the views of four target populations on key elements of the prototype CanadaPlace web site. The target groups included the following: 

· General public (two groups); 

· Youth 15 to 18 years of age (two groups);

· High school teachers (one group); and 

· Undergraduate university students (one group). 


Four focus groups were held in Ottawa and two in Montreal. The latter groups were conducted in French. Each focus group lasted approximately two hours. 


In addition to ensuring that the composition of the focus groups reflected a mix of gender, age and socio-economic characteristics, only people who considered themselves to be Internet users were selected to participate in the research. 


The findings presented below are organized according to the issues discussed in the focus groups, essentially following the content of the focus group moderator’s guide. In addition to the questions contained in the guide, a number of handouts were used to facilitate the discussions. The views of participants are discussed together, with key differences according to group composition highlighted throughout the report.


It should be borne in mind when reading this report that these findings are drawn exclusively from a qualitative methodology. While every effort is made to balance various demographic characteristics when recruiting participants, these groups (and therefore the findings drawn from them) may not be said to be representative of the larger population as a whole. While groups generally indicate appropriate directionality, they do not serve as a proxy for a fully representative quantitative methodology. For the reader’s ease, these findings are depicted to some extent as definitive and “projectible”. This is, however, true only for the universe represented by these participants.

2 Summary of Key Findings


The key findings obtained from the research are presented below.

· The idea of creating an Internet portal to Canadian cultural content was not immediately appealing to most participants. At various points in the discussions, participants reiterated to view that the Internet already contains a vast number of sites and portals. In short, the need for the site is not immediately apparent to most, particularly youth and the general public. As participants learned more about the potential site, however, the portal’s appeal grew significantly. Additional information led to a significant increase in interest, particularly among youth/students. To this end, the prototype site map serves as an effective way of conveying the scope and depth of the portal. 

· The prototype portal itself was generally well received. The scope and depth of the information it was perceived to contain was very impressive to participants and there was general agreement that the site’s organization was intuitive. Participants suggested that some of the topic category title and sub-titles should be made more explicit/ descriptive (e.g., cultural expressions), particularly with an eye to ensuring that users who are looking for sites on music and sports can easily navigate to find what they wish to obtain. With respect to the home page, there was agreement that the use of images to convey topic categories was a good idea. There was less agreement, however, on what the best images were. In the end, participants felt that images should convey a number of what they considered to be the key Canadian characteristics of diversity, natural beauty and Aboriginal roots/contributions.

· Most participants felt that the site should maintain what they perceived to be its non-Government of Canada look and feel (e.g., colours, images, layout, graphics). At the same time, a majority also thought it important to ensure that visitors can identify it as a Government of Canada site through one or two key identifiers because the GoC “brand” tends to convey a certain credibility of information. Achieving the proper balance between an appealing/exiting look and conveying the notion of credibility is important given the site’s main appeal as a study aid for youth. 

· The potential topics, services and features of the prototype site were generally well received. In particular, participants displayed interest in popular culture, sports, travel and tourism, along with the calendar of cultural events feature. The games and contest features were not seen as particularly important. Here, participants, particularly youth, assumed that such games would not be very much fun given that it was a government site designed to foster knowledge. Moreover, participants reasoned that their visit to the portal would have mainly practical objectives i.e., “to find out about something”, thus games and alike were considered superfluous. Audio-video features, on the other hand, were seen as very interesting. In practice, this would mean that search results would list the relevant encyclopaedia entry first, but without text, followed by a listing of other relevant sites. The Canadian Encyclopaedia was seen as a valuable reference tool. Participants agreed that the best way to give users access to this tool was through a blended approach whereby the link to relevant information from the encyclopaedia would automatically appear at the top of search list results, but without the presence of text. 

· Participants agreed that the federal government should monitor the “quality” of links/ information found on the site. In addition to ensuring that it be free from offensive material, there was a desire that the portal not be cluttered with “amateur” site. While participants felt that the portal should allow people the “freedom” to contribute material, it was felt that users should be able to differentiate between what they labelled “professional” sites and sites developed by individuals as a “hobby”. 

· Participants were of the view that creating awareness of the portal would be a daunting challenge, particularly in an increasingly cluttered cyber universe. Participants felt that communications efforts should focus on what they perceived to be the portal’s main selling point, that is, a valuable resource for conducting research on Canadian topics. Teachers and students agreed that it was important for the government to reach youth through schools, thereby making an explicit link between the portal and its potential utility to students. The name CanadaPlace left most participants cold. However, no alternative name emerged as a clear winner. 

3 Expectations and Initial Level of Interest


There was a significant degree of consistency in the views of participants on what they would expect (and want) to find on a web site/portal devoted to Canada. Collectively, participants put forward a range of topics related mainly to culture (e.g., geography, history, political institutions, demographic information, economic and demographic statistics). Three important points emerged from this initial segment of the discussion. First, many participants assumed that the site would be designed with “people from other countries” in mind. Underlying this assumption was the view that a site containing basic facts about Canada would not be of interest to ordinary Canadians: “We know about Canada. This would be for people who want to immigrate and want to know what it’s like, or if someone wants to travel here for a visit.” Related to this last point was the expectation (and desire) that the site would contain a significant amount of information on travel and tourism. This was especially important for the members of the general public who participated in the research, given that they were not looking to such a site to help them with research. In addition to basic information concerning various parts of Canada (e.g., climate, lodging, main attractions, local history), participants, particularly youth, were interested in detailed information on “things to do” in a community/local area (e.g., concerts, festivals, etc.).


Many participants said that the site should clearly convey Canada’s multicultural nature, particularly if it was aimed at people living outside of Canada. There was also a desire to see some emphasis placed on Aboriginal history, particularly the role of Aboriginal people in the foundation and development of Canada. Youth were interested in sports and especially popular music. Indeed a number of youth participants said that they spent between 50 and 80 per  cent of their Internet time visiting music sites (e.g., artists’ web site, Muchmusic web site). The high school teachers who participated in the research underlined youth’s interest in sports and music. 


When asked about the services and features they would expect or want to find on the site, many participants spoke about organizing the site around a map of Canada. In fact, this idea was raised by at least a couple of participants in each of the focus groups: “You would click on the map for a part of the country you are interested in and then information on that area would come up.”


Most participants agreed that their expectations and desires with respect to a site on a broad range of aspects relating to Canada compared to one that focussed uniquely on Canadian culture would not be that different, depending, of course, on how broadly one defined “culture”. In this vein, most expected that one might not be able to obtain information on topics such as economics and perhaps politics, but that most other issues of interest would be covered by a site on Canadian culture. In the end, participants were divided on whether they would be more interested in a broader “Canada site” or one that provided more in-depth information on Canadian culture, with no one expressing strong views either way.


As mentioned in the introduction, all participants were Internet users. When asked to describe their use of the medium, participants put forward a range of responses, with almost all noting that they used e-mail. Members of the general public tended to use the Internet to search for information on leisure subjects (e.g., recipes, travel, hobbies). Teachers used the Internet for similar purposes, but they also occasionally used this medium to find material to help them prepare course content (e.g., statistics on crime): “As a teacher, I’m always looking for stuff to help me in class and the Internet has a lot of material.” Teachers also indicated that their students frequently used the Internet to research papers. In fact, some noted (with some dismay) that the Internet had displaced traditional research tools: “Kids aren’t using the library anymore.” High school students confirmed this view. Almost all had used the Internet recently to obtain material for an assignment. For the most part, however, these participants used the Internet to “chat” with their friends and strangers and to visit sites dealing with popular culture, notably music and sports. University students, particularly those studying in the Arts and Humanities, indicated that the Internet was a good source of scholarly material: “If you go to MIT’s site, you will find an incredible amount of stuff.”


The salient finding on the question of Internet use is that the latter currently serves as a primary research tool for students. This is significant because as discussed later, the dominant reaction of high school and university students to the site was that it might be useful for research, if little else.

Reactions to the Idea of Developing a Portal on Canadian Culture 


Participants were asked to react to the possibility of the Government of Canada developing a web portal that would allow people to obtain Canadian cultural content on the Internet. Participant reaction was generally positive. While some expressed lukewarm approval, others felt strongly that the idea was a good one: “It’s hard to find Canadian content on the web. I think this is a positive way that the government can let people know about Canada. This could help bring people together.” A few participants expressed concern about costs of developing and maintaining the site, and related to this, the possibility that the site would duplicate existing ones: “I mean, it depends on how much this is going to cost. If it’s millions then I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 


At this relatively early point in the discussion, participants were asked about their interest in a portal devoted to Canadian cultural content. Participants were told that they would find links on all of the topics that had been raised thus far in the discussion. Overall, participants expressed only moderate interest in the portal. Three factors seemed to contribute to the fairly low interest expressed at this point. 1) Many participants continued to assume that the site would be aimed at visitors and prospective immigrants to Canada; 2) participants had a great deal of difficulty imagining details about the prospective site. For example, students knew that the site would contain links on Canadian history and geography, but in the absence of more information, had trouble seeing the site as helping them with a specific assignment; and 3) participants who were most interested in popular culture, such as sports and music, felt that the site’s exclusive focus on Canadian content would make it too narrow: “I’m interested in music, not just Canadian music.” Related to this last point, some participants noted that there is no shortage of Internet sites that deal with music and sports.

4 Reactions to Potential Topics, Features and Services 


Participants were given two handouts, one that contained potential topics to be covered by the portal and another identifying potential features and services. Participants were asked to rate their interest in each. A discussion of their ratings ensued.


Participants were asked to rate their personal level of interest in series of potential topics and services/features. The tables below present the results of this exercise. The average rating (out of a maximum of 10) is presented for each of the six focus groups. The last column on the right side of each table presents the overall average rating provided by respondents. 

4.1 Reactions to Topics


The results of the rating exercise on topics are presented below. It is noteworthy that as participants were able to receive more information about the prospective portal, most began forming a more positive opinion of its potential use. At the same time, a number of participants expressed a certain frustration at the vagueness of some of the titles. 

TABLE 3.1

Website Topics

	Topic
	Ottawa
General Public
	Ottawa
Teachers
	Montreal
Youth
	Montreal
General Public
	Ottawa
Youth
	Ottawa
University Students
	AVERAGE

	Communication & Media (Radio, television, newspapers, cinema)
	7.00
	8.56
	7.63
	8.14
	7.13
	7.25
	7.62

	Performing Arts (dance, theatre, music)
	6.38
	8.11
	7.13
	7.71
	8.13
	7.75
	7.54

	Leisure Activities
	7.13
	7.67
	7.75
	7.66
	8.00
	6.88
	7.52

	Books (authors, novels, storybooks, poetry, etc.)
	6.63
	9.00
	4.38
	6.86
	6.13
	6.50
	6.58

	Sports
	3.88
	8.25
	6.13
	5.43
	8.63
	6.75
	6.51

	Multiculturalism
	6.50
	8.56
	5.25
	7.29
	5.38
	6.00
	6.50

	Biographies of Canadians
	6.25
	9.11
	4.50
	7.00
	6.75
	5.13
	6.46

	History of Social & Community Life
	6.50
	8.11
	5.50
	7.67
	5.88
	4.88
	6.42

	Statistics about Canada
	6.38
	8.22
	5.50
	6.29
	6.38
	5.38
	6.36

	Customs and traditions of cultural/ethnic communities
	6.13
	8.33
	5.88
	6.57
	5.88
	5.13
	6.32

	Early Canadian History (Aboriginal, migration and settlement)
	7.00
	7.89
	5.00
	7.71
	4.38
	5.13
	6.19

	Visual Arts (drawing, painting, photography, sculpture)
	6.13
	8.78
	4.25
	6.71
	4.75
	5.29
	5.99

	History of Intellectual and Cultural Life
	6.13
	8.00
	4.63
	7.33
	4.63
	4.88
	5.93

	History of Governing Canada
	6.63
	8.50
	4.63
	6.14
	3.50
	5.63
	5.84

	The Land (geography, geology, oceanography, etc.)
	7.37
	8.89
	4.00
	5.43
	4.75
	4.13
	5.76

	Plants and Animals
	7.13
	8.33
	4.00
	5.14
	5.00
	4.63
	5.71

	Economic History (hunting and gathering, trade technology, transportation, etc.)
	5.50
	7.56
	4.88
	6.14
	4.38
	4.38
	5.47

	Natural Resources
	7.00
	8.22
	3.13
	5.29
	3.25
	4.50
	5.23

	Architecture and Design
	6.13
	6.67
	4.13
	4.43
	3.88
	4.50
	4.96



The ratings assigned to the prospective topics closely reflect the content of the discussions. We note that teachers expressed the highest level of overall interest in the topics with youth being the most discerning in their ratings. Conversely, members of the general public tended to rate the topics in relatively uniform fashion. 

4.2 Reactions to Features and Services 


The ratings assigned to the portal’s potential features and services are presented below. The results serve to reinforce the key finding that participants viewed the site as having two main uses: 1) a research vehicle for school assignments and 2) a source of information on tourism/travel and community events/activities. 


There was agreement that the chat feature would be of little interest, in part because it seemed to participants that chats could be on any topic: “If you said this chat is on a certain group or even a history topic than you could decide to go maybe, but just a general chat like that, I don’t think so.”

TABLE 3.2

Features and Services

	Description
	Ottawa
General Public
	Ottawa
Teachers
	Montreal
Youth
	Montreal
General Public
	Ottawa
Youth
	Ottawa
University Students
	AVERAGE

	Calendar of special events (links to cultural activities across Canada)
	8.14
	8.33
	8.50
	8.00
	7.13
	7.63
	7.96

	Reference Materials (e.g., atlases, Encyclopedias, dictionaries)
	7.63
	9.11
	5.14
	7.50
	6.43
	8.43
	7.37

	Ability to sort all content by province or region (e.g., Get links for Sports in just Alberta)
	8.00
	9.22
	5.75
	3.80
	8.14
	8.14
	7.18

	Canadian music (online sources)
	6.38
	7.33
	7.13
	6.17
	8.71
	7.00
	7.12

	Canadian Educational Resources (links to learning materials)
	6.88
	9.22
	5.25
	6.86
	6.00
	8.25
	7.08

	Audio-visual collections (links to sites with online photos and graphics, sounds, video clips)
	7.63
	8.22
	6.38
	6.71
	7.38
	5.25
	6.93

	Culture and the Arts (links to best sites)
	6.75
	8.33
	5.88
	8.00
	6.25
	5.5
	6.79

	Best Canadian Flicks (short video clips from Canadian movies and documentaries, with links to sites, purchase or viewing locations)
	6.38
	7.33
	6.43
	5.50
	7.57
	7.14
	6.73

	Canadian History (links to sites on all aspects of Canadian history)
	7.13
	9.22
	4.50
	7.71
	5.63
	5.75
	6.66

	Webcasts (e.g., Celebrations, opening of new facilities, performances)
	6.13
	6.33
	8.13
	7.14
	6.38
	5.63
	6.62

	About Canadians (links re: Canadian cultural and ethnic communities)
	6.00
	8.44
	5.43
	6.14
	5.00
	5.57
	6.10

	Purchase Canadiana Online (links to places to purchase books, tickets, music, arts & crafts, etc.)
	5.75
	7.11
	7.43
	5.00
	5.14
	5.86
	6.05

	Canadians Online (join existing online forums, chat groups and discussion groups, or create your own)
	5.38
	7.56
	5.63
	6.29
	5.75
	5.00
	5.94

	Archives, Museums and Libraries (best links)
	6.25
	8.11
	4.75
	6.83
	3.14
	6.43
	5.92

	CanadaPlace for Kids (special version of the site for kids)
	8.38
	8.11
	5.14
	6.17
	3.71
	3.14
	5.78

	Nature and the Environment (links re: the land, plants and animals)
	7.13
	8.00
	4.38
	5.17
	4.00
	5.71
	5.73

	Games and Contests (quizzes, treasure hunts, skill games, and contests with prizes related to Canadian culture)
	6.50
	8.11
	5.50
	3.86
	5.00
	3.50
	5.41

	Online Feedback Section or Message Board
	5.25
	7.22
	5.13
	5.33
	3.71
	5.33
	5.33


5 Organization, Look and Feel


Participants had little to say about how the site could be organized. The most popular suggestion was a geographical organization revolving around a map of Canada as the main feature of the home page. 


With respect to secondary issues, participants agreed that the site should not take too much time to load: “Graphics, movement and sound are fine, but not if it takes forever to load.” Participants, particularly youth, felt that the site should be up-dated on a regular basis, including the elements of the home page: “Let’s say you have graphics for each category, these could be changed every week, so that you see different ones each time you go there.” 


There was general agreement that contests, quizzes and games were nice to have, but as seen in the ratings of services and features discussed above, there was significant scepticism about the extent to which these would be “fun” given participants’ assumption that this government web-site would have a mainly educative function: “It shouldn’t be a quiz on Canadian history. I wouldn’t do that.” 


A popular suggestion was the use of audio-video clips, a feature that, according to participants, is contained on a number of popular culture web sites: “You could click on something and you would get a mini-documentary on it.” “If you had musicians, you could click to hear their music.” 


A number of participants noted that the site did not “look like a government site”. Most agreed that this was a virtue given that government was synonymous with “boring” for many people. A minority felt that it was important to clearly convey the federal government origin of the site because it would add credibility to it: “If this site is going to provide people with factual information, then being a government site should make people feel like they can trust the information that’s there.” There was some agreement that the best approach might be to adopt a private sector look, while clearly identifying the site as a government of Canada service.

The Canadian Encyclopaedia


A significant part of the discussion of potential approaches for organizing the information on the portal centred on the Canadian Encyclopaedia. First, participants agreed that it was a good idea to give portal visitors access to the on-line version of the Encyclopaedia: “That’s great. I would use that for school.” Indeed, many participants were pleasantly surprised that they would have “free” access to such a rich source of information. 


Participants were asked to provide their reaction to two potential approaches for displaying information from the Encyclopaedia: 1) Provide access through a separate link located on the home page, or 2) In addition to providing a dedicated link, relevant entries from the Encyclopaedia would always appear at the beginning of any list of search results. 


Participants were able to appreciate the pros and cons of the two competing approaches. On the one hand, participants recognized the value of the encyclopaedia and the likelihood that it would contain a significant amount of information on most topics. In this sense, they wanted to be sure that they would not somehow miss the opportunity to access it. This was particularly important to high school students and teachers. On the other hand, participants did not want to be burdened with too much information, always a key concern in Internet discussions. 


There was general agreement that a blended approach might work best, with the Encyclopaedia information automatically appearing at the top of search list results, but without the presence of text from the relevant entry: “You should combine them, because then you don’t have to look in two separate places for something, but don’t put the whole page from the encyclopaedia cause you’ll have to scroll down too much. Just put the subject: “Mordicai Richler” with “Canadian Encyclopaedia” as a link just like the others. So if you want to go there you can click on it and if not you don’t, you won’t have to scroll all the way down.” In practice, this would mean that search results would list the relevant encyclopaedia entry first, but without text, followed by a listing of other relevant sites. This approach would ensure that users do not miss the opportunity to consult the encyclopaedia, while minimizing the amount of information they would need to digest in deciding which sites to visit.

6 Reactions to Prototype Material 


Participants were asked for their views on two aspects of the prototype web site: 1) a site map, and 2) a mock-up of the home page. Through this part of the discussions, participants were able to obtain a more complete appreciation of the site’s content and organization. This knowledge led most participants to upgrade their interest in the site from moderate to significant. Youth and university students were particularly impressed with the apparent range of topics and depth of information available on the site. As a result, most now agreed that the site could potentially serve as a valuable tool for completing schoolwork. 

6.1 The Site Map


Participants were asked to spend a few minutes reviewing the site map. Upon completion of this exercise, participants described their reaction in uniformly positive terms, with words such as “detailed”, “complete”, “well organized”, “interesting” and “clear” often used as descriptors. In short, the site map served to spark the imagination of participants, who until that point in the discussion were generally unable to visualize the site’s content beyond the superficial and mundane.


One high school teacher suggested, and most others in the group agreed, that a poster of the site map could be displayed in classrooms and school libraries. It was reasoned that this aid would encourage students to visit the site because they would be able to quickly determine if the site contained relevant links: “Kids are very visual and they have short attention spans. If they have a type of poster to look at they will be more likely to go because they will know what they are looking for.” High school students agreed that the site map was impressive and a source of encouragement to visit the portal, but most also agreed that displaying the site map on a poster would result in clutter and an overwhelming amount of information. In the end, most of these participants agreed that it would be best to devise a poster that would convey the scope and depth of information available through the portal, but in simpler and briefer fashion.


Participants voiced a number of minor comments about the labels/headings used in the site map. Some participants, particularly youth, indicated that they might not be able to find the information they were looking for because they felt that the heading titles were not sufficiently descriptive: “I would never think of looking for sports under Cultural Expressions. I don’t even know what Cultural Expressions is supposed to mean.” This view was echoed by a number of participants, often in reference to the Cultural Expressions heading. Other comments offered varied assessments of category names, none of which generated anything approximating consensus.

6.2 Home Page Mock-up 


The home page mock-up was generally well received by participants. A common first impression was that “it does not look like a government site.” The use of bright colours, images and the absence of ham-handed government identifiers or attempts at “propaganda” livened the page in the eyes of participants. As indicated earlier, most felt that this was a positive attribute because they associated the government with a dry and staid approach to communications. At the same time, however, participants noted that it was easy enough for users to understand that the site was operated by the federal government, thereby keeping the credibility element that they also found important to convey. The findings suggest that the optimal blend of a federal government and a private sector look and feel may have been achieved by the mock-up. 


Other general remarks about the home page were also mainly positive. The use of images to illustrate the major topic categories was approved of, although the draft images themselves were generally not. At this juncture of the discussions, as well as during other segments, participants suggested ideal images for the site and debated the relative merits of each. The outcome of these deliberations was ironic in that on the one hand, participants deplored the use of Canadian stereotypes for use on the site, particularly if (as many assumed) it was intended for a foreign audience: “It would be nice not to have clichés like beavers, mounted police and hockey). When asked to suggest images that would best convey the four topic categories, however, participants often put forward what can only be considered to be tried and true images of Canada: “I think that they should have a picture of the Rockies.” While it was not possible for participants to reach agreement on a set of ideal images, there did emerge a fairly clear sense of what the images should convey: 1) Canada’s multicultural character and diversity, 2) the important role of Aboriginal people in Canadian history, and 3) the natural beauty and majesty of Canada’s natural landscape. 


A number of participants deemed the text descriptions of main category headings on the home page to be superfluous and cluttering: “I think you have too much text. I would get rid of the text in the middle. It doesn’t really add anything. The pictures and titles should be enough.” 


As mentioned previously, the chat feature generated little interest, particularly given that it appeared to participants that the potential chat topics were not defined: “What are you supposed to chat about? Does everyone just pick their own topic?” 


The resource centre material that is arrayed vertically on the left side of the home page was very well received, particularly by students. While some found the potential utility of some resources to be greater than others, the list seemed to contain something of interest for everyone: “I have an encyclopaedia, so I wouldn’t use this one. But the virtual museum sounds interesting.” “I think the encyclopaedia is a great idea, but I don’t think I’d ever need to go to the Canadian Archives.” No one liked the image of the planet at the bottom of the list: “It looks like a weather map.”

7 A More Considered Reaction to the Portal


Towards the end of the discussion, and after they had been exposed to a significant amount of information about what the portal might look like, participants were asked a second time to discuss their potential interest in the site. A few participants remained relatively uninterested: “I’m just not that interested in Canadian culture, and for things that I might be interested on there, I already have some sites that are good.” For most participants, however, their level of interest in the site appeared to rise significantly, particularly among students: “I would definitely check it out.” The main attraction of the portal for students was the possibility that it could serve as a useful aid for completing assignments: “I had to look for stuff on Canadian inventors and it was really hard to find. This would help a lot.” Similarly, university students also expressed a greater degree of willingness to visit the site, although some anticipated that the portal would “not be academic enough”, in that, scholarly sources might not be readily listed on the portal. The members of the general public who participated in the research were generally less keen, but nevertheless curious. For their part, information on “tourism”, “things to do and visit” and “local events” were the primary draw, with some noting that they might visit the site in order to pursue their interest on an aspect of Canada: “I would like to know more about the country’s early history. I would go for that.”


Regardless of their level of interest in the portal, participants agreed that for the designers and promoters of the sight, meeting a target audiences’ information needs constituted only half the battle; creating awareness of the site was deemed to be equally challenging, particularly within an ever expanding cyber universe: “I might want to go there, but how would I ever know that this even exists? There’s so much stuff out there it’s incredible.” This and other aspects of branding and marketing issues are discussed in the following section.

8 Federal Government Ownership and Quality Control


As indicated previously, the fact that this portal would be owned and operated by the federal government (as opposed to, for example, a private sector organization) was more of a boon than a detriment in the eyes of participants. While participants reiterated that government tends to be synonymous with “boring”, they felt that the objectivity/credibility of the information would be heightened by the federal government’s involvement: “If this is going to be used for school you need to be able to trust the sources. I think you are more likely to get that with government than if it was a company.” “No, if it’s a company like Chapters, there would be advertising there and they would want to sell you something. You would be looking only at sites that they would want you to look at.” 


Participants were also asked about the role they would want the federal government to play with respect to monitoring/approving the portal’s content. This part of the discussions featured fairly philosophical debates about the relative merits of quality control versus free speech/freedom on the Internet, with participants demonstrating an appreciation for both side of the issue. Most participants wanted a certain amount of quality control; although many winced at what they considered to be the onerous and bureaucratic idea of having a “panel of experts” review content. In addition to ensuring that sites linked to the portal were free of offensive content, these participants also expected the government to ensure that linked sites met a certain standard of quality: “If I’m looking for information for school, I don’t want to have to click on a bunch of amateurish sites to find what I’m looking for.” In the end, participants agreed that a compromise approach could be adopted wherein “professional” and “amateur” (i.e., those developed and maintained by individuals as a hobby) sites should be identified as such: “There’s nothing wrong with having individuals’ sites there, but I should be able to tell in case I don’t want to go there.” 

9 Branding and Marketing


Throughout the focus groups, participants noted that the key to having Canadians visit the portal lay in raising awareness. In this vein, many spontaneously suggested that the federal government should embark on a national awareness campaign to publicize the existence of the site: “You need to let people know that this exists or else how are people supposed to go there.” 


It is important to note that a surprisingly large number of participants, including youth and university students, had visited a government of Canada Internet site, including the government’s main home page. Reasons for these visits varied from obtaining specific information on issues such as taxation, to broader searches aimed at obtaining information which would likely be relevant to the eventual portal: “I was looking for statistics on small businesses in Canada.” “I needed to find crime statistics for a class I teach.”


Participants indicated that they usually found sites by surfing, that is, visiting a site through another site’s links list. Word of mouth was identified as a secondary approach used for discovering new sites.


Members of the general public who participated in the research tended to suggest that a television awareness campaign would likely be the most effective approach at letting Canadians know about the portal. Teachers and students also felt that this (costly) approach would raise awareness, but the main thrust of their suggestions revolved around using schools and teachers as conduits of information about the portal. Teachers agreed that if they were informed of the site and its content, they would be quite willing to let their students know about it: “You should have someone come out to one of our PD days, or at least send something to teachers at the schools.” Teachers also noted that awareness could be raised through school Internet sites, although many were quick to caution that not all schools possessed these.


For their part, high school students echoed the views of teachers on this topic, stressing the importance of tying the site to its potential use as a tool for researching assignments. Indeed, there was agreement among youth and university students that this potential use was the main selling point of the site for them. All other aspects relating to hobbies, interests and simple curiosity were quite secondary, if at all relevant: “I would go there for homework, but nothing else.” Moreover, high school age youth felt that it was important that they be informed of the site in the context of a specific assignment: “If a teacher comes in and says there is a new site on Canada that could help you. I’m not sure if I’d bother writing down the address, but if he said go to this site because it will help you with this homework, I’d write it down for sure.”

9.1 The Site Name


Towards the end of the discussion, participants were asked to suggest potential names for the site. For the most part, suggestions were fairly unimaginative, with almost all containing the word Canada (e.g., “My Canada”, “Discover Canada”). The most popular suggestion, and one that resonated most with participants, was “O Canada”. 


Participants were also asked to react to the CanadaPlace name. Reaction tended to be lukewarm, with relatively few saying that they liked it a lot. Mainly, the name left participants cold, with quite a few expressing a nagging feeling that they had heard this name before: “It sounds like a building” “It’s like Ontario Place”. 

10 Recommendations 


Presented below are the recommendations that flow from the research findings.

· The site should maintain its non-Government of Canada look and feel (e.g., colours, images, layout, graphics), while also ensuring that visitors can identify it as a Government of Canada site through one or two identifiers. The aim here would be to achieve the optimal balance of excitement and credibility.

· The organization of the site, as depicted in the site map, corresponds well with potential users’ information needs and intuition. The current structure should be maintained. Some of the topic category titles and sub-titles should be made more explicit/descriptive (e.g., cultural expressions), particularly with an eye to ensuring that users who are looking for sites on music and sports can easily navigate to find what they wish to obtain. Similarly, consider eliminating the descriptions of main category headings on the home page, leaving only the titles, images and sub-categories, since a number of participants found these descriptions to be superfluous and cluttering. Images should convey Canada’s natural beauty, multicultural character and the historical role of Aboriginal Canadians.

· Emphasis should be placed on developing the portal’s popular culture, sports, travel and tourism capabilities, along with the calendar of cultural events features. The games and contest features are not seen as particularly important, while audio-video features are. 

· The Canadian Encyclopaedia should be integrated with other links, not in the form of complete entries, but simply as the first in a series of relevant links.

· A quality control role for the federal government is seen as necessary. Consider the possibility of differentiating between “professional” sites and “amateur” sites developed by individual Canadians. 

· Initial communications efforts should position the portal as a resource for high school and university research projects/assignments and as a source of information on tourism and leisure activities/community events. It is also important to convey the scope and depth of information to be found through the portal, since initial expectations in this regard are low and thus limit interest in the portal. Communications and marketing initiatives for the portal should also focus on the classroom and teachers. The Government of Canada’s main Internet page could also serve as an important awareness raiser given that many Canadians are now familiar with this page. Links to the portal should also be present on as many other related Internet sites as possible, given that surfing based on links lists appears to be the primary way that people discover new pages. The CanadaPlace name is uninspiring, but not problematic. Some consideration should be given to selecting a new name, with, of course, the name Canada in it.
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