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I.
Introduction

Background

In preparation for a presentation on young Canadians to the Cabinet Committee on Communications at the end of November 2001, Communication Canada hired D-Code to run a series of discussion groups with young Canadians between the ages of 18 and 24. The discussion groups explored four main topic areas related to the Government of Canada: issues, brand, performance and communications. 

Objectives

The objectives of the national discussion groups with 18-24 year-old Canadians were twofold:

1.
To explore the views and attitudes of young Canadians toward the Government of Canada.

2.
To use qualitative methods to confirm and supplement current quantitative data on 18-24 year-olds. 

Methodology
Two discussion groups each were held in Winnipeg, Toronto and Montréal. Each discussion group had 6-8 participants between the ages of 18 and 24 and was conducted in the evening for approximately 1.5 hours. The sessions took place in informal setting to create a relaxed atmosphere. Participants sat in a circle and were encouraged to speak openly and honestly. Two members of the D-Code core team facilitated the sessions in Winnipeg and Toronto. A francophone D-Coder was selected to facilitate the French sessions together with D-Code staff. A representative from Communication Canada attended each of the sessions. 

Discussion group participants were selected primarily through D-Code's national network of young Canadians. The ‘D-Coder Network’ is comprised of over four hundred 16-39 year-olds with a diverse range of educational, social, cultural, regional and economic backgrounds. The Network reflects the diversity and complexity of young Canadians today. Discussion group participants were chosen based on age, sex, ethnicity, and socio-economic, academic and professional background. 

The Manager of D-Code’s national network contacted all the pre-selected participants (who met the pre-determined criteria) by phone and e-mail. Participants were explained the purpose of the discussion groups and were screened to ensure that they actually met the pre-determined criteria. The Network Manager also invited members from outside of D-Code’s network to participate by contacting organizations that reflect the various target audiences. All participants were each paid fifty dollars for participating.  

II.
Key Findings

The key findings from the discussion groups are divided into four main categories: Issues, Brand, Performance and Communications. The following results highlight the main ideas that emerged from the groups. 

Issues

The three key issues of personal importance cited by the discussion group participants were:

· Education

· The rising cost of funding one’s education.

· The challenge of accessing to student loans, bursaries and scholarships. 
· The ability to achieve good grades at school in order to succeed in one’s career of choice.
· The loss of creativity in the educational sector due to the focus on computers and jobs.
· Economic security

· Job security and career development.

· Financial hardship and debt.

· Future of the Canadian and global economy.

· National security 
· Canada’s response to the attacks on September 11.

· Fear of further terrorist attacks in the US and Canada. 

All participants expressed that the Government of Canada has an important role to play in helping to improve and solve issues of concern to young Canadians. Several participants strongly believed the government must play an active role in preventing the (continuing?) erosion of social services. Others cautioned that the government should only help with issues that are within its jurisdiction. Students in Quebec were quick to point out that the Government of Canada should play an active role by providing the necessary resources to the provincial government.

Brand

Discussion group participants’ reaction to the Government of Canada brand was examined through an exploration of the Canada wordmark, the Government of Canada website, personality traits one associates with the Government of Canada, relevance of the federal and provincial governments, and the low favourability rating that the government brand receives in comparison to other organizations.

Wordmark

The vast majority of participants were familiar with the Canada wordmark, although they were not as precise on where they had seen it. Some mentioned government buildings and the GST cheques, but most were unsure as to where they had last seen it.

The reaction to the wordmark was mixed. Positive descriptors included “professional” and “generating a feeling of pride and respect”. Neutral reactions included “dull but appropriate”, “inoffensive and safe”, and “considerate of new Canadians since they need this format”. Negative reactions included describing the wordmark as “generic”, “old and tired”, “bland”, and “rigid and conservative”. 

Website

Many participants were familiar with the government’s website. They had visited it for school-related research purposes, job information and youth programs. As with the wordmark, reaction to the website (both the splash page and the home page) was mixed. Positive participant reactions included the flag, its professional-looking nature, good layout of themes and content, and easy navigation. 

Negative participant reactions included the horizontal nature of the flag (found it disrespectful), the lack of interesting images, the abundance of text, the lack of clean space (too busy and cluttered), and the slogan “Services for You” (too many “working for you” type slogans in the government).  

Personality Traits

Participants’ descriptions of the Government of Canada’s “personality” were varied. Key descriptors included “diverse and multicultural”, “open and pluralistic”, “proud”, “likeable”, “conciliatory”, “pleasing”, “calm”, “white and over 55”, “neutral”, “greedy”, “ “inefficient”, “fiscally irresponsible”, “conceited”, “passionless” and “slow and cautious”. Overall, the descriptions tended to be more negative than positive. 

Participants did not mention “accessible”, “reliable”, “respectful” or “innovative” as traits they saw in the Government of Canada. However, when asked to describe the types of traits that participants would like to see in their government, the majority responded with characteristics such as “service-oriented”, “accessible”, “approachable”, “efficient”, “honest”, “transparent”, and “innovative”.  

Relevance of the Government of Canada and Provincial Government

Participants in the discussion groups generally believe that the Government of Canada is relevant to their lives. Those that believe the government is very relevant highlighted the fact that government impacts in many areas from health and security to foreign policy, taxation, unemployment and welfare. As one participant noted, “It has to be relevant, it controls everything and is the basis of everything.” 

Those who believe that the Government of Canada is somewhat relevant argue that its impact is only felt when an issue affects one personally. Others stated that the lack of clarity in terms of information and division of responsibility made it more difficult to understand the relevance of the Government of Canada.

Participants who did not think that the Government of Canada was relevant cited their lack of interest in politics as well as their lack of knowledge and understanding of what the government does or how it works. Many cited feeling a lack of connection, as if Ottawa is a “far away place”.

All participants were in agreement that their respective provincial governments felt more relevant to their daily lives in comparison with the Government of Canada. As one Quebec student stated, “The provincial government is like a parent, involved in all aspects of my life.” Participants cited education as a key example of the provincial government’s relevance, given that it affects young Canadians from an early age. 
Lesser Favourability of the Government Brand 

The majority of discussion group participants agreed with the findings of a quantitative study that found that the Government of Canada is viewed less favourably among 18-24 year-olds when compared to private sector and non-profit organizations such as Bell, Nike, United Way and Greenpeace. The reasons for this include the following:
· The government is not seen as a “cool” organization;

· Private sector companies have star power, visibility and something concrete to offer;

· The government is not seen as relevant to or having a major impact in the lives of young Canadians;

· Young Canadians are generally more critical of government than the private and voluntary sectors due to misperceptions and a general inclination toward scepticism of traditional institutions.

Performance

Government Strengths & Weaknesses

Participants believed that the Government of Canada is doing a good job in the following areas:

· Providing employment opportunities and resources for youth;

· Foreign policy - they are proud of Canada’s role and the respect it garners internationally;

· Safeguarding healthcare;

· Consulting with citizens; and

· Maintaining personal rights and freedoms.

Participants believed that the Government of Canada is doing a poor job in the following areas:

· Communicating what it does and what it has to offer to young Canadians;

· Spending taxpayer dollars wisely. They believed that the government is fiscally irresponsible;

· Immigration laws. They believed that Canada has become a safe haven for terrorists; and

· Healthcare. They believed that the system is crumbling and that government is not doing enough to stop it.

Government Performance Rating

The vast majority of participants agreed with a quantitative study that found that 18-24 year-olds rate the Government’s performance higher both overall and in specific areas than do older demographic groups. However, one should not read this as good news for the Government. According to discussion group participants, the reasons for the higher rating are a result of young people’s lack of awareness and interest in the Government of Canada. These higher ratings are not due to young Canadians’ satisfaction with the Government’s performance. 

Discussion group participants indicated that higher ratings are due to:

· A lack of awareness and interest in what the government does;

· A lack of contact with the government. Many young Canadians have yet to pay taxes, buy a house, collect employment insurance, etc.;

· Less experience with government in comparison to older demographics;

· The inability to remember a bad economic time (they have no frame of reference); and

· A general optimistic outlook.
Communications

Familiarity with the Government of Canada

Discussion group participants agreed with the findings of a quantitative study that states that 18-24 year-olds are less familiar with the Government of Canada in comparison to older demographic groups. Participants highlighted young Canadians’ lack of knowledge, interest and exposure to the Government of Canada as the major reasons for this lack of familiarity. Other explanations presented by participants to explain 18-24 year-olds’ lower levels of familiarity with the Government of Canada include:

· A multi-channel TV and web universe that provides youth with a multitude of viewing options, including the option to never tune into news-oriented programming; 

· Less reliance on government compared to older Canadians due to globalization; 

· Boomers have influenced their children to be less respectful of and faithful in government due to their experiences with government recessions, layoffs and growth of the national debt.

Rating Government Communications

Discussion group participants were all in agreement that the Government of Canada does a poor job of communicating its programs and services aimed at 18-24 year-olds. The main reasons cited by participants are as follows:

· Awareness and Visibility - not enough young Canadians are aware of what the Government of Canada has to offer them. Government is not on their radar screen and therefore, any communication efforts that are made often do not get seen.

· Lack of segmentation - young Canadians believe that the majority of communications put out by the Government of Canada are not targeted at them. The communications that are targeted at 18-24 year-olds do not convey a good understanding of the target demographic. They neither speak to youth, nor convey any relevance. 

· Lack of authenticity - young Canadians believe that the Government of Canada is trying too hard to be cool and slick with its advertising, as opposed to communicating what it has to offer. 

· Poor execution - 18-24 year-olds find the Government of Canada ads “cheesy” and unappealing due to the images, music, colour and script used. Government ads lack sophistication in comparison to private sector ads.

Improving Government Communications

Discussion group participants offered the following suggestions to improve Government of Canada communications aimed at 18-24 year-olds:

· Use relevant communication channels like school, the web, word-of-mouth and youth employment centres;

· Talk to youth about things that matter to them. Relevance is key;

· Show young Canadians that government understands them by using appropriate music, colour, clothes and language in the ads;

· Make the ads believable by using real people and telling true stories;

· Promote values in the communications, as opposed to talking “at” citizens and boasting about what government does well;

· Involve the target audience in the development of the communication effort;

· Segment the target audience as much as possible.

III.
Key Discussion Group Differences 

Discussion groups were held in Winnipeg, Montréal and Toronto. In each city two discussion groups were held - one with students and the other with workers. Part of the goal of the discussion groups was to see whether there were any differences in the views of 18-24 year-olds according to where they live and their current situation (as workers or students). The results of both groups are highlighted below.  

Regional Differences

Overall, there were not many significant regional differences found in the responses given by 18-24 year-old participants to the questions on issues, brand, performance and communications. The differences that were found, however, are summarized below. 

Issues

· All participants saw a role for the government in solving issues of personal importance. However, Quebec participants wanted the provincial government to be more actively involved (with the Government of Canada providing the financial resources).

Brand

· Manitoba participants were slightly less familiar with the Canada wordmark in comparison to participants in Ontario and Quebec.

· Montréal participants (mainly students) were less positive toward the wordmark in comparison to participants in Manitoba and Ontario.

· Quebec students were the least favourable toward the Government of Canada website due to the use of the flag and word "Canada".

· Ontario participants were the most negative in their descriptions of the Government of Canada in comparison to participants in Manitoba and Quebec.

· Participants in Ontario and Manitoba believe the Government of Canada to be more relevant to their lives in comparison to participants in Quebec. 

Performance

· Quebec student participants were more negative in their evaluation of the Government of Canada’s performance than participants in Ontario and Manitoba.

Communication

· There were no significant differences across region. The only small difference was with Quebec student participants who wanted to see less Government of Canada communications in Quebec. 

Student/Worker Differences

There were also not many significant differences when evaluating the responses of the student groups in comparison to the worker groups. The differences that were found are summarized below. 

Issues

· Issues of personal importance to students were markedly different than that of workers. Student participants were mainly concerned with student loans, getting a good education and future careers in comparison to worker participants who were mainly concerned with economic security, money, debt and international security.
Brand

· The student groups described the Government of Canada in slightly more positive tones as compared to the worker groups. The student groups also believed that the Government of Canada is more relevant to their daily lives, although the increased relevance was only slightly higher. The one caveat was the Quebec students who were the most anti-government, and did not see the relevance of the Government of Canada in their daily lives.

Performance

· There were no differences found between the groups in evaluating the Government of Canada’s performance.

Communication

· Both sets of groups rated the Government of Canada’s communications efforts as ineffective. However, there were slight nuances in the worker groups who believed that young Canadians should take some responsibility for their lack of awareness of government programs and services. Worker group participants stated that 18-24 year-olds should be proactive and seek government information that interests them.  
IV.
Conclusions

· The discussion group participants believe that the Government of Canada has an important role to play in their lives. They believe government should be actively involved to help solve issues of importance to them, such as education, the state of the economy, international security and healthcare.
· Participants are relatively familiar with the Government of Canada wordmark but have a mixed opinion regarding its appeal. Specifically:
-
they are not overly familiar with where they have seen the Canada wordmark;

-
they describe the Canada wordmark as official, generic, safe and rigid.

· Participants are using the Government of Canada website for a range of purposes (research, job information, youth programs, etc) even though they do not find the “Government brand’s” physical look and feel overly appealing. They do, however, find the layout and navigation to be quite good.

· Participants generally describe the Government of Canada in more negative than positive terms. Negative perceptions of the “Government brand” tend to be influenced by young Canadians’ lack of awareness and understanding of government, as well as a lack of confidence and interest in what it is doing. The “Government brand” is also hindered by young Canadian’s perception that the Government of Canada is not "cool". 

· Discussion group participants, especially those with a strong understanding and awareness of the public sector, see the relevance of government in their lives. The majority of participants do not, however, feel overly affected by the Government of Canada in their daily lives. This lack of personalized connection, supported by the findings in the discussion groups, is a major factor in young Canadians’ disinterest in the Government of Canada.
· Provincial governments are more relevant than the Government of Canada to discussion group participants because the issues are more directly visible and relevant to their daily lives. 

· The high performance ratings that the Government of Canada receives from 18-24 year-olds in national polling data should not be equated with strong support for the government’s performance. Discussion group participants highlighted the fact that the strong performance rating is due mainly to young Canadians lack of awareness and interest in the Government of Canada.
· The Government of Canada’s communication efforts aimed at 18-24 year-olds are not very effective. Discussion group participants highlighted the lack of visibility, understanding of the demographic group and poor execution as key factors to ineffective communications. 
· Young Canadians are less familiar with the Government of Canada as compared to older demographic groups for three main reasons: (1) 18-24 year-olds are less interested in government; (2) 18-24 year-olds are less impacted by government services compared to older demographic groups; and (3) There are more media options available to young Canadians today then there were in the past. As such, 18-24 year-olds have not been conditioned to pay close attention to the news and government. 
· There are very few differences between 18-24 year-olds based on region and current situation (working/studying). The major difference is in Quebec where students are generally more negative toward the Government of Canada. 
V.
Recommendations

There are three main questions that need to be answered in order to communicate effectively to      18- 24 year-old Canadians: 

· What is good communication? 

· How should it be executed? 

· Where should it be executed? 

The following recommendations attempt to provide some answer to these three questions in order to help the Government of Canada become more effective at communicating to 18-24 year-olds. 

Be relevant.

· In order to be relevant to young Canadians, the Government of Canada needs to ensure that it communicates issues and programs that resonate with the target audience. If the issue is not of interest to 18-24 year-olds, the communication effort will fail no matter how good the advertisement. The medium is not always the message. This is especially true in the information age where young adults are bombarded with media messages and are experiencing  "information-age paralysis"  - a condition where they feel over informed and under engaged because there is so much to know and do.

· Relevance also includes demonstrating to 18-24 year-olds what they can hope to gain from what the government is offering. It is important to be very clear in terms of:

· What is in it for the individual;

· What the program or policy is about;

· What if any implications would arise from their involvement;

· How they can get involved or take part. 

Be real.

· The other key component to effective communication is authenticity. Young Canadians have been the targets of marketing campaigns since they were born. As a result, they are a very media savvy demographic group with a low tolerance for slick, non-believable advertisements. If the offering is not believable, 18-24 year-olds will not pay attention to what is being communicated.  Therefore, it is crucial that government communications are believable, credible and ownable. 

· The other component to authenticity is the importance of being natural and conveying a real sense of the organization's personality and character in its communication efforts. Many young Canadians feel as if the government tries too hard to be cool and slick, and as a result, it fails miserably. Authenticity comes from communicating who or what one is. 18-24 year-olds do not believe that the Government of Canada is "cool" because they are not accustomed to seeing interesting ads, and attempts to date have been very contrived. Therefore, rather than trying to "sell" the Government of Canada brand with a polished public relations campaign, the Government of Canada should communicate its offering in an authentic, "real" manner. This approach will resonate with 18-24 year-olds and will help to make the Government of Canada's image more interesting.  
Hold up the mirror.

· It is important in any communications effort that the target audience is properly reflected in the advertisement. One of the best ways to ensure this happens is by segmenting the target audience as much as possible. The more segmented the audience, the more accurate one can be in reflecting what is important and compelling to the target group. This is especially true among young Canadians, since they are as heterogeneous a group as one can find. Therefore, the Government of Canada should avoid portraying all 18-24 year-olds in the same way in its communications. This will avoid reinforcing the current perception among young Canadians that the Government of Canada does not understand them. 

· Holding up the mirror (reflecting young Canadians' reality) and demonstrating that the government understands 18-24 year-olds in its communications can be done in a number of ways, including:

· The use of humour - to demonstrate that the government does not take itself too seriously and that people working in government have a sense of humour;

· The use of honesty/reality - to signal that government is not perfect and that it is trying hard to serve Canadians as effectively as possible; 

· Building the target audience into the script - tell real stories and anecdotes from the target demographic as opposed to the current use of static images of "young happy people"; 

· The use of intelligence and imagination - show young Canadians that there are clever and imaginative people in the government by creating clever and imaginative ads.  

· Selecting images, music and colours that resonate with the target audience;

· Using appropriate and intelligent language - avoid talking down to young Canadians or trying too hard to sound “cool”.

· Involve the target audience when developing government communications. The most effective way to ensure that the communication effort will resonate with the target audience is to involve them in the development of the communication. 

Most of current Government of Canada communications aimed at 18-24 year-olds do not capitalize on the suggestions cited above. The majority of ads or websites lack sophistication. Some appear to be geared toward children rather than young adults, and opt for static images of young "happy shiny people". The Government of Canada is competing with the private sector for brand 'mindshare' and as such, it could become more sophisticated in its communications. To do so implies risk, but taking risks in government communications is necessary if it wants to reach this demographic group. It is important to note however, that change and risk can be incremental.

Be where they are.

· The key to communication visibility among 18-24 year-olds is to use the appropriate channels. The following are a list of channels to consider:
· School - high school, university and college offer a captive audience to target communication efforts. The stronger the relationship between government and educational institutions, the greater the ability to get messages out through faculty, administration and campus groups.
· Websites - young Canadians use the web more than any other demographic group. Therefore, an effective website presence is key. Communicating through the web should encompass far more than government websites. Efforts should be made to advertise and link to sites frequented by 18-24 year-olds (MuchMusic, Hotmail, MSN, Yahoo) in order to drive traffic to the government sites.
· Word of mouth / word of mouse - one of the best channels to promote government programs and services aimed at 18-24 year-olds are the current young Canadians who are using these programs and services. Efforts should be made to track participants/users and employ them as "ambassadors" in their communities in order to spread the word. The Government of Canada should also consider electronic messages that can be spread and pushed by the target demographic group to their peers. If the message and offering is compelling, young Canadians will not hesitate to disseminate the information electronically. 
· Private sector companies & Youth organizations - the Government of Canada should communicate through private sector organizations and youth organizations that already have a strong connection and brand with the 18-24 demographic. Brand awareness and favourability will provide the government with the opportunity to have their message heard. An example of this is the non-profit organization War Child Canada. They have linked with MuchMusic to communicate their message about war-affected children. 
· TV / Magazines / Radio  - these media channels are still very important consumption channels for young Canadians. The key is to select the precise TV and radio shows, as well as the appropriate magazines to advertise government programs and services. Selection should be based on current media consumption data. 
· Youth employment centres - many young Canadians use youth employment centres to find a job. Therefore, these centres are a key channel to communicate other programs and services that the government offers to 18-24 year-olds.
Think long term.

· The negative perceptions that young Canadians hold toward Government of Canada communications will not change overnight. As such, there will always be a small percentage of 18-24 year-olds who reject government communications outright, no matter how effective the ad or offering. However, the majority of young Canadians do see an important role for government in their lives and with increased visibility and effective communications, perceptions and impressions can change over time. Therefore, the Government of Canada should take a long-term approach and focus its efforts on sustained communications. Communication with 18-24 year-olds - who by their very nature are an ever-changing demographic - should be thought of as a marathon and not a hundred metre race. 

