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Background

As part of a strategy ensure the overall health and growth of Canadian magazines, the CMPA with funding from the Government of Canada through the Canada Magazine Fund, has developed a marketing plan. This plan includes advertising to consumers in both magazines and on television. The Department of Canadian Heritage (DCH) commissioned focus groups to test these advertisements.

Four groups were undertaken, two in English and two in French on two separate evenings. Ottawa was chosen as the venue for the English groups and Montreal for those conducted in French. In order to meet the previously established production and reporting schedule, the focus groups had to be completed in very short order. Therefore, the questioning dealt narrowly with the most important areas of the marketing plan.

Objectives

The purpose of the groups was to determine whether the creative execution of the advertising component of the CMPA marketing plan meets several criteria:

· Whether the concept is understood

· Whether it is understood who are these ads from

· What is the impact of the ‘Canada’ wordmark

There were 4 magazine ads and 2 television commercials. Neither the print ads nor the commercials had been produced in their final form, but story boards were available. 

The underlying concept of these ads is that only Canadian magazines can satisfy the interests and needs of Canadian consumers. This is built around the tag line “Get the genuine article”. This was one main focus of the test.

Method

Each group consisted of 10 respondents. As is usual practice in market research, 12 people were be recruited for each group. Demographically, the groups were comprised of adults between 18 and 49 years of age who are considered magazine readers.

 “Magazine reader” is defined for the purposes of this study as anyone who has read or looked into 3 or more titles in the past 30 days. 

Some effort was made to ensure the make-up of the groups was balanced between males and females and that the distribution of age within the range specified roughly corresponded to the population. In Ottawa, the first group comprised younger respondents (18-34) and the second consisted largely of older respondents ages 35-49.

 It should be pointed out however, that focus groups are qualitative research and not quantitative, hence exact replication of population profiles is neither practical nor necessary. No numeric conclusions should be drawn from the comments made by these participants.

Summary of Findings

· Focus group participants reactions and comments are consistent across both English and French sessions.

· No noticeable differences were observed between younger and older respondents.

· The creative and its message are well received by those who notice and read the tag lines.

· A significant number did not notice or did not go on to read the tag lines. These individuals did not understand the creative and suggested that the tag lines need to be more obvious for the reader.  i.e. Increase the font, place the text in a more prominent place, etc.

· The majority understood the Canadian magazine industry sponsored the ads.

· Some respondents specified the Canadian Magazine Publishers Association if they noticed the name at the bottom of the print ads.

· The "Canada" wordmark is recognized as the federal government's logo and most feel that it adds credibility to the creative and its message. 

· Some suggested that the Canadian Government is involved or sponsoring the campaign due to "Canada" wordmark.

Detailed Findings

All the respondents attending this group were, by definition, magazine readers. When the list of their most read titles was compiled, the expected profile appeared. Considerably more than half of all titles mentioned were foreign publications, supporting the need for an increase in the awareness of Canadian magazines. 

None of the groups had any real difficulty in distinguishing Canadian from foreign titles. Particularly in the English speaking groups where the proliferation of American magazines is cause for concern, respondents were able to identify the country of origin. Only two titles were in doubt, one of which was Maxxim, a relatively new publication,  while the other was Time magazine which is not clearly either Canadian or American in this country.

Generally, reading magazines, along with books and newspapers, ranked quite high among the available leisure activities, although all were below watching television. To some it did not matter a great deal where the magazine they read was published, since their motivation was for some level of entertainment. These people may be considered ‘passive’ readers. Among another group however, magazines became sources of information and lead to an increase in knowledge. This group had other, and possibly deeper needs for magazines, and can be termed ‘active’ readers. It can, for example, be postulated that a reader of People (passive) has a different attitude toward magazines than a reader of Canadian Geographic (active).

Passive readers did not feel passionately about Canadian magazines. There was little, if any, sense of patriotism surrounding this activity. “The stories are much the same” was a comment made which generally reflected the attitude of passive readers. Active readers on the other hand were those who wanted Canadian titles because the information in the articles was relevant to them. “Reading a Canadian article is more meaningful because it’s about where you live, about things that are important to you”. Such comments differentiated the active from the passive. It would seem that these active readers are a group considerably more susceptible to the CMPA marketing campaign than their passive counterparts.

The creative execution was presented to the groups based on incomplete graphics, combining both photography and cartoons. None of the respondents had any apparent difficulty in visualizing the finished product described by these early versions. 

The humour in the ads was immediately spotted. The incongruity of poodles pulling a sled or flamingoes flying like geese in a V formation was appreciated. The difficulty came in spotting the tag line which describes the crux of the message, namely, ““Get the genuine article, read a Canadian magazine”. Unfortunately, a significant percentage of the individuals in these groups either did not notice or else did not read the tag line. This in spite of the fact that some spent a great deal more time looking at the advertisement than would have been the case in a magazine read at home or elsewhere. In the ensuing discussions, both the positioning and the type size of the tag line – but not the tag line itself – were recommended to be changed.

It should be noted that once the text message was pointed out to those who had not previously taken notice, virtually every participant approved of the concept and the execution of the print campaign. Only the ketchup on the pancakes raised some negative comment for not being as deeply rooted in Canadian culture as beavers, sled dogs or Canada geese.

There was little doubt that the campaign was being sponsored by the Canadian magazine industry. Those who read the text on the page specifically knew that it was brought to them by the CMPA.

The Canada wordmark was not noticed by a number of respondents, once again owing to its location on the page and its size. However, once pointed out, everyone recognized it as the symbol for the Federal Government. Whether such a level of recognition would occur in places outside of Ottawa and Montreal is impossible to predict on the basis of a few focus groups. But certainly in the national capital, the participation of the government was both recognized and on the whole considered positively. Some felt that it showed the government was interested in Canadian culture while another merely commented that as a result of the government’s involvement “we’re paying for this”. Reaction in Montreal was, as with other questions, very similar.

The website address was the focus of some discussion. Once again few people noticed the address line in the text. Some of those who did were not inspired to seek out the site based solely on the address (www.cmpa.ca) which held little meaning for most respondents. “They’re just letters, and I have no idea what they represent” . There were several suggestions that a separate web address be established which would more clearly explain the possible content and such addresses as canadianmagazines.com or canmags.ca were proposed. Furthermore, the more web-savvy individuals pointed out that the competition for attention on the internet is fierce and that the important information should be right up front, starting with the gateway page. A list and description of Canadian magazines would also be helpful, according to several participants, since they were unaware of the range of Canadian titles.

Finally, the storyboards for the two television commercials were discussed. It was felt that the underlying message (“Get the genuine article, read Canadian magazines”) was at least as clear in these as in the print ads. Since these respondents may never previously have been exposed to storyboards, it may have been more difficult for them to visualize the finished product from such a description than it was for the print ads. Generally, the mountain kangaroo ads seem have found greater favour than the soccer playing elephants, but both did the job intended for them.
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