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1 Introduction

The Communications Branch of the Department of Canadian Heritage is responsible for developing the Culture, Heritage and Recreation Cluster. This cluster will be accessible through the Canada Site, and directly at culturecanada.ca as well as culturecanada.gc.ca. The goal of the cluster is to offer single window web access to the best government sites about Canadian culture, heritage and recreation. The cluster will also include information from non-governmental organizations and related sources. The target market for this site has been broadly defined as the general public.


This research was designed and executed to provide input into the finalized version of the CanadaCulture prototype that will be “soft launched” on March 31, 2002. In particular, the research sought the input of the target audience on the following key issues:

· the general concept of the site and the title;

· the proposed menu and content of the site;

· navigation: organization and presentation style of information/links; and

· look and feel: the two designs that have been developed for the site.


This report presents the findings obtained from a series of six focus groups conducted during the period of February 13 to 19, 2002. Four of the focus groups were with the general public (25 years of age and older) and two with youth between the age of 17 and 25 years. 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. 


Four focus groups were held in Toronto and two in Montreal, with one youth group held in each city. The Montreal groups were conducted in French. Each focus group lasted approximately two hours and participants received $50.00 as compensation for their time.


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.

· Participants’ overall reaction to the Culture Canada website clearly suggests that it is on the right track. All aspects, including content, name and look tested well, and few, if any, voiced what could be considered to be fundamental criticisms. 

· There is clearly the potential for strong interest in many aspects of the Culture Canada site once visited. Participants’ views about the relevance of the site were much more positive after they had explored the prototype; most had voiced ambivalence based on a brief description of its nature received at the outset of the focus group. The potential for repeat visits appears to be significant. As with many Internet sites, the main challenge appears to revolve around attracting initial traffic. 

· There was no consensus on which of the two different design looks was superior (the “white” look and the “orange” look), although a slightly stronger lean towards the “orange” look was evident. Both were seen as competent and in keeping with what one could expect from a “government site” (i.e., clear, functional, but staid). 

· In the absence of knowledge about GOL guidelines, there were quite a few suggestions made that are not all possible to implement. The essence of the actionable suggestions are: 1) the use of large, clear images that are at once “modern” and evocative, 2) a clear uncluttered look, 3) colour coordination and the incorporation of a significant geographical aspect (“map of Canada”) in both the look and function.

· The Culture Canada main organizational labels on the left side of the website tested well. More specifically, the list is seen as striking a good balance between comprehensiveness and brevity — exactly what it is intended to do. Quite a few participants exhibited a strong affinity for geographical organization and maps and felt that this was a useful way of allowing people like themselves to search for information: “I would have a big map of Canada on the home page and you would click depending on what region you wanted to know about.” The only labels that respondents found to be ambiguous were: “people” and “languages”, and to a lesser extent, “nature and environment”.

· There is definite resonance to the “features” section (e.g., Canadian symbols, artists showcase) as a general concept, although the quality of content is key. Many of the “potential features” generated strong interest, including: “did you know …”, “success stories”, and “calendar of special events”. There was some suggestion that the features aspects could be rotated over time as a way of balancing a large number while maintaining a clean look. Most importantly, the importance of having new content was strong. Indeed, the importance of “updating” the site was a reoccurring theme. 

· Many respondents also mentioned that the site had the potential to be of interest to non-Canadians.

· Branding the site or developing its identity will be particularly important. As it stands, its working title — Canada Culture — while fundamentally sound, could leave many wondering about what exactly they will find there and its personal relevance. The evidence suggests that people are more likely to underestimate the wide range of information they can access through the site, especially with respect to historical, leisure and practical (and even informative) informational aspects. Quite a few participants’ initial expectations was that the site would be about high art. Branding and marketing, therefore, should attempt to broaden the target audience’s view of what could actually be on the site. Indeed, the branding exercise completed by participants themselves revealed a strong tendency to do this by themselves (e.g., “Culture Canada … Everything Canadian”).

3 Expectations and Initial Level of Interest

Generally, participants were not very familiar with Government of Canada websites: “I’ve looked up a few things, mainly for taxes.” It also was apparent that most had a typically Canadian level of interest in culture and related subject; in other words, low.


Despite modest initial levels of interest, all but a few participants agreed that the idea of the federal government developing a site to help people find information about Canadian culture was a good idea: “It makes sense, there is so much information on the Internet that anything that tries to put some order in there is good.”


Unprompted and unaided, participants were asked to sketch some of the basic elements they would expect and/or want to find on a site devoted to Canadian culture. Most found this task a little difficult, but nevertheless managed to identify basic features. 


The name of the site often included the words “Canada” and “culture”, sometimes together. Interestingly, some participants suggested titles that challenged or encouraged Canadians to get to know their culture, history and country, perhaps indicating a certain sheepish acknowledgement about Canadians’ general lack of knowledge and interest in such topics: “Canada: It’s your country, get to know it”, “Discover Canadian culture”. 


Participants’ expectations about content tended sit at either end of the culture spectrum, with high art (e.g., opera, ballet, literature) on one end, and practical and/or leisure-related aspects (e.g. tourist/travel information) on the other.


The most significant finding with respect to participants’ attempts at organisational structure was the tendency among a surprising number to organize information on their mock site geographically. The idea of searching for information by “clicking on a map of Canada” was deemed by these participants to be both visually appealing and quite fitting for a site devoted to learning about Canadian culture and about Canada itself.


The images envisioned by participants tended to be the traditional ones associated with Canada, including nature, aboriginal people, diversity/multiculturalism and, or course, a map of Canada. 

4 Reactions to the Canada Culture Name & Competing Designs

The Name

The name Culture Canada tested reasonably well, and certainly no other suggestion made by any one participant captured the imagination of the others. Some saw it as an apt name, while others judged it to be bland, but nevertheless descriptive: “It says clearly what the site is about and that’s the main thing.” For some, the name is associated with high art (e.g., ballet, opera) — a fairly common view of culture as the playground of the elite. In this vein, there may be a risk that the name does not fully capture the site’s pop culture, leisure and recreation-related characteristics. 

Competing Looks

Participants were asked to consider two competing designs for the look and feel of the site. There was no consensus concerning which of the two different looks was superior (the “white” look and the “orange” look), although a slightly stronger lean towards the “orange” look was evident. Elements of both had definite appeal. It is important to note, however, that the competing designs that were tested were not identical in the sense that a perfectly equal comparison could be made. The orange version appeared handicapped in this regard.


Participants expressed a strong desire for the site to be colour coordinated with respect to the background, toolbars and other aspects of the site: “I like the idea of having colour in the background, but I wouldn’t put orange with red, it’s too much.” There was also strong desire to see crisp “lively” colours on the site. The “white” website seemed to achieve this more so than its competitor, although the “grey” toolbar featured in this design concept did not test well at all.


There was a general preference for larger pictures and fewer words. A number of participants noted their annoyance at not being able to clearly make-out an image. It may be wise, therefore, to err on the side of larger images and less text. There tended to be a lean (although not universally) to a preference towards the pictures on the “orange” website. For many, the “collage” look had strong appeal. It is also important to note that many participants voiced a preference for action oriented “people pictures”: “You need pictures of a diversity of people doing something.”


In the absence of knowledge of government common look and feel guidelines, many participants, particularly young people, called for the site to be “catchy” and “attention grabbing”, through, for example, the use of leading-edge techniques seen on popular youth-oriented sites. Quite a few participants also said that preferred the “click” on images rather than words in order to find information: “Instead of having the word ‘museum’, why not have a picture of one and then when people put their cursor on it, then a description of it could pop up.”


Similarly, Montreal general public participants suggested that there be an option on the site that would allow young people to click on their own specially designed site. The youth participants felt that this was a good idea because it would allow designers to meet the needs of two audiences: “I think that a separate site or page for youth would be a good idea, that way, it would be more interesting for us, without turning off older people.”

Images

The images contained in both designs passed muster, in the sense that participants could relate to them and no one found anything offensive in what they saw. At the same time, there was a strong desire, particularly among Montreal participants, to see a more a contemporary/modern set of images contained on the site: “It’s typical ‘Canada’ stuff: the flag, beavers, Aboriginal people, the Mounties. It gets a little stale. Why not have modern images like the Canada space arm, or cities scenes?” 


Participants also saw a need to ensure that there is a sense of timeliness and “being all about Canada” in the imagery. In particular, they felt that careful attention should be given to using images that are current For example, the image of the Toronto Blue Jay’s baseball player was seen as out-of-date. Some also expressed strong views that if there is an image of a sports scene, it should be hockey and not baseball (i.e., a “Canadian” sport). Some also felt that the site images should be updated on a regular basis in an effort to convey the notion of Canadian culture as continuously evolving.


This thirst for an updated array of imagery, however, coexists with an acknowledgment that traditional images have value in that they are easily identifiable and generate high comfort levels. Indeed, most of the images put forward by participants were traditional. In the end, images about multiculturalism were widely seen as bridging the gap between universality, meaning and modernism. 

5 Reactions to Current and Potential Topics and Features 

Participants were given two handouts, one that contained current topics and features and another identifying potential topics features and services. They were asked to rate their personal interest in each, assess clarity of meaning, and comment on the completeness of each list. A discussion of their ratings and associated observations ensued.


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. 

Reactions to Current Topics and Features

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 site, 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 topics. 

Current Topics and Features

	Topic
	Toronto
General Public (n=26)
	Montreal
General Public (n=8)
	Toronto
Youth (n=6)
	Montreal
Youth (n=8)
	AVERAGE

	Aboriginal Culture and Heritage
	6.08
	4.75
	7.00
	5.50
	5.83

	Archaeology
	5.36
	5.44
	5.83
	5.88
	5.63

	Architecture and Design
	5.65
	6.75
	6.17
	5.50
	6.02

	Archives and Libraries
	6.96
	7.75
	5.67
	5.50
	6.47

	Books, Magazines and Publishing
	7.27
	6.88
	7.17
	7.00
	7.08

	Film, Video and Multimedia
	7.08
	8.00
	9.00
	7.88
	7.99

	Historic Sites
	7.65
	7.50
	6.67
	7.25
	7.27

	History
	7.73
	7.19
	7.00
	6.00
	6.98

	Languages
	6.00
	6.38
	5.83
	6.75
	6.24

	Learning Resources
	6.62
	7.50
	5.00
	5.50
	6.16

	Legislation and Policy
	5.28
	5.63
	4.67
	5.25
	5.21

	Multicultural Communities
	7.08
	6.63
	8.00
	4.63
	6.59

	Museums and Galleries
	7.65
	8.63
	7.00
	6.25
	7.39

	Music
	7.12
	8.63
	9.17
	8.63
	8.39

	Nature and Environment
	7.38
	8.75
	6.50
	8.38
	7.75

	People
	7.38
	6.63
	7.00
	6.43
	6.86

	Performing Arts
	7.15
	8.00
	7.83
	6.75
	7.43

	Newspapers, Radio and TV
	7.15
	7.00
	7.17
	7.25
	7.14

	Sports and Recreation
	7.28
	7.88
	8.67
	8.63
	8.12

	Visual Arts
	6.27
	7.38
	8.00
	7.63
	7.32

	Provincial and territorial information
	6.88
	7.13
	6.17
	4.75
	6.23

	Features
	Toronto
General Public (n=26)
	Montreal
General Public (n=8)
	Toronto
Youth (n=6)
	Montreal
Youth (n=8)
	AVERAGE

	Canadian Symbols: Link to a site about the Canadian flag, national anthem, floral emblems, etc.
	6.56
	6.50
	5.83
	4.14
	5.76

	Artists Showcase: A list of sites that profile Canadian artists of various types (e.g., painters, writers or performers).
	6.42
	8.07
	8.17
	8.57
	7.81



Overall, the current topics tested well, both as the heart of the site’s organizational principal and as areas of personal interest. The list of topics is seen as striking a good balance between comprehensiveness and brevity — exactly what it is intended to do. 


The ratings assigned to the prospective topics closely reflect the content of the discussions. Participants exhibited an interest in popular culture (e.g., music, film), sports and recreation, nature and the environment and other information that will help them with leisure/recreational activities. In contrast, more specialized topics, such as “archaeology” and “legislation and policy” received only moderate interest ratings. 


The only labels that respondents found to be ambiguous were: “people” and “languages”, and to a lesser extent, nature and environment. On this last point, for example, many people struggled with where to find “Parks Canada”. This is significant given the high interest rating accorded to this topic.


There was a definite resonance to the “Features” section (i.e., artists showcase, and to a much lesser extent, Canadian Symbols) as a general concept, although the quality of content will be key. There was some suggestion that the features aspects could be rotated over time as a way of balancing a large number while maintaining a clean look. Most importantly, the importance of new content was strong. The importance of “updating” the site was a reoccurring theme of the discussion. As shown in the ratings, the “symbols” feature was less warmly received. Essentially, participants felt its subject matter to be rather threadbare and unimaginative: “We seen all that stuff before. That might be good for someone who is new to the country though.” 


Participants had little to say about how the site could be organized. As in past research, participants have difficulty conceptualizing ways of organizing a website. Many of their ideas were analogous to mundane examples (e.g., dictionary, phone book). As mentioned, many participants also had an affinity for geographical organization. The current thematic organization was well received.


A calendar of events was identified as the only significant omission by participants: “I think that that would be really helpful to help you plan things to do, either in your own community or in other parts of Canada.” 

Reactions to Potential Topics, Features and Services

The ratings assigned to potential topics, features and services are presented below. The results serve to reinforce the finding that many participants view the site as having great potential as a source of information on tourism/travel and community events/activities. 

Potential Topics, Services and Feature

	Topic
	Toronto
General Public (n=26)
	Montreal
General Public (n=8)
	Toronto
Youth (n=6)
	Montreal
Youth (n=8)
	AVERAGE

	Calendar of Special Events: Links to cultural activities across Canada
	8.12
	8.56
	8.33
	5.88
	7.72

	Did you know?: Interesting facts about Canada, one of which might appear every time you entered the site.
	7.92
	7.63
	8.33
	6.63
	7.63

	Webcasts: E.g., celebrations, opening of new facilities, performances
	6.60
	6.75
	6.33
	6.50
	6.55

	Games and Contests: quizzes, treasure hunts, skill games, and contests with prizes related to Canadian culture
	5.08
	5.14
	5.83
	8.00
	6.01

	Funding: Links to sources of funding related to Canadian culture (e.g., grants to subsidize writing of a book, making a film, etc.)
	6.00
	4.25
	7.50
	7.50
	6.31

	Travel: Links to information about travel in Canada
	7.15
	9.19
	7.50
	8.50
	8.09

	Images of Canada: Links to sites with online photos and graphics, sounds, video clips
	6.96
	8.50
	8.17
	8.63
	8.07

	“What’s new on the site”
	6.92
	6.00
	5.67
	7.00
	6.40

	News Headlines: news about Canadian culture with links to the feature articles
	6.31
	5.50
	7.17
	6.50
	6.37

	Canadian Cities: Links to sites re: major cities, demographic information, etc.
	7.04
	8.06
	7.67
	7.25
	7.51

	Canadian Success Stories: Interesting shorts about good news in Canadian culture (e.g., a child winning a notable prize, an innovative artists gains recognition, a new museum opens despite numerous obstacles)
	6.77
	6.50
	8.50
	7.25
	7.26

	International Culture News: Links to interesting cultural sites from other countries around the world.
	6.08
	5.00
	8.00
	7.00
	6.52


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.”

6 Branding and Marketing

Throughout the focus groups, participants noted that the key to having Canadians visit the cluster lay in raising awareness. As in past research, participants’ ideas and preferences with marketing, advertising and communications are rather mainstream and unconcerned with the financial realities faced by government (e.g., television advertising).


One of the key findings of this research was the elevate interest in the site exhibited by participants after having explored its content and features in the current working version: “I came in here as Mr. McGoo. I didn’t expect to see any value to the website. After seeing it and talking about it, there are definitely some things that would appeal to me.”


Branding the site or developing its identity will be particularly important. As it stands, the website’s working title — Canada Culture — while fundamentally sound, could leave many wondering about what exactly they will find there, as well as its personal relevance. The evidence suggests that people are more likely to underestimate the wide range of information they can access through the site, especially with respect to historical, leisure and practical (and even informative) informational aspects. Branding and marketing, therefore, should attempt to broaden the target audience’s view of what could actually be on the site. Indeed, the branding exercise completed by participants themselves revealed a strong tendency to do this by themselves (e.g., Culture Canada … Everything Canadian). 


There is also potential for the site to serve as a valuable research tool. This was suggested by both young people, who were mainly students, as well as by the older participants who were thinking of their children’s needs: “You can find stuff on the Internet, but you’re not sure how reliable it is. Also, it’s never in one location. This would be good because it’s all in one place and because it’s government sites, so it should be reliable.”


With respect to raising awareness, 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.

7 Recommendations 

The website is clearly moving in the right direction. The findings of the focus groups suggest action on a number of areas.

· The look and feel is expected to be more important than many other government websites. Individuals who would visit the site are most likely to do so out of interest, rather than need. The importance of a “catchy” look (as much as possible given the GOL guidelines) will be key to making potential visitors explore the site in some depth. Within this context, various elements of the two prototypes worked well. The choice of images is important to the site’s image and to conveying an idea of it’s content. An effort should be made to include images that are at once modern and universally meaningful. The notion of Canada as a diverse, multicultural country appears to resonate most in this respect.

· The organization of the site appears to be very solid. While only the more sophisticated and interested participants conceived of an organizational principal that was similar to that found on the current prototype, once examined, the current organization was intuitive for most.

· Consideration should be given to highlighting the “map” or geographical search potential of the site, as this form of search/organizational principal is intuitive to many.

· The main menu on the left-hand side tested well, although a few items were confusing to users. Consider using more descriptive terms, such as Famous or Great Canadians for the “people” item, etc. 

· Content and good quantity content will be obviously important. There is also likely to be strong expectations about “new” content, particularly in relation to some of the features that were be tested (e.g., did you know). This issue, in combination with reaction to navigation issues, suggests that in time, it may by worth culling the current list of links/sites in order to focus more on quality than quantity. 

· Branding the site or developing its identity will be particularly important given that many Canadians may not know exactly what they will find on the website and its personal relevance. Branding efforts need to be focused on conveying the site’s depth and diversity. Efforts should also be devoted to communicating the site’s potential as a research tool. Perhaps a descriptive slogan or subtitle could be developed in order to accompany the Culture Canada name on promotional, marketing and communications material.

Ekos Research Associates Inc., 1998
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