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1.0
Introduction

1.1
Background

Communication Canada re-designed its Web site to enhance public awareness of its mandate, programs and services.   The Web site re-design was also intended to increase the public’s access to information while demonstrating Communication Canada’s commitment to transparency and accountability.

Prior to the launch of the re-designed site, Communication Canada conducted qualitative user-based research to ensure that the site meets the needs of its primary target audience: Canadians.  Communication Canada commissioned Phase 5 in the fall of 2002 to conduct research on the re-designed site. To accomplish Communication Canada’s specific objectives (section 1.2), the research was designed to:

· Explore the information needs of Canadians from Communication Canada in particular from their Web site.

· Explore Canadians’ reactions to the site.

· Assess the design and look of the site.

· Identify information gaps that exist.

· Review the labeling of content areas of the site.

· Test the usability of the revised site architecture.

This report presents the findings of the research, and outlines recommendations that will  support Communication Canada’s objectives of  increasing the public’s access to information while demonstrating its commitment to transparency and accountability.  The report is divided into the following sections: 

Chapter 2: Relates key findings, including overall issues identified through the course of the research.

Chapter 3:  Presents findings related to participants’ initial perceptions about Communication Canada and the purpose of its Web site.

Chapter 4:  Presents detailed Web page evaluations, including a discussion and analysis of issues encountered on specific pages.

Chapter 5:  Summarizes participants’ suggestions for organizing the ideal site and additional changes that could be implemented to make the site more appealing to the Canadian public.

Chapter 6: Summarizes conclusions from the study, and presents recommendations that Communication Canada could incorporate into subsequent revisions of the Web site and future Web strategy planning.

1.2
Objectives

The specific objectives of the research (as stated by Communication Canada) were to: 

· Identify and isolate areas of overall weakness within the site; structurally in the architecture and design or in the content.

· Identify the attitudes, perceptions and habits of Communication Canada’s Web site audience to accommodate them as required.

· Monitor and document perceptions and attitudes in the following areas:

· Overall reaction; 

· General content (comprehension, relevance and adequacy of content – Does it meet their needs as Canadian citizens?); 

· Usability and functionality (structure, interactive value, browsing speed, intuitive logic, readability); 

· Visual environment (colours, layout, animation, symbols, icons and originality of graphic design within Government of Canada standards); 

· Menu buttons and navigation bars (vocabulary, intuitiveness of themes)

· Perceived purpose (uniqueness, perceived target audience); 

· Perceived strengths; 

· Perceived weaknesses; and

· Likes and dislikes (suggestions for improvement).

1.3
Approach

Communication Canada required qualitative testing of their re-designed Web site.  We recommended an approach that combined a number of observational interviews and focus groups.  The observational interviews were recommended to specifically explore usability and navigational issues in greater detail, while the focus groups were recommended to obtain feedback on participants’ overall impressions of the site.  In total, we conducted four focus groups, two in English and two in French, with six participants per group.  We also conducted six in-depth observational interviews, with three in English and three in French.  

1.3.1 Focus Groups

The focus groups were effective for evaluating concepts and generating ideas, as it gave participants an opportunity to share their thoughts with other participants and build on the ideas of others.  The focus groups were particularly useful for:

· Evaluating users’ impressions of the site. 

· Exploring users’ information needs and perceived information gaps.

· Reviewing the labeling and the content.  

While group-based discussions are not ideal for in-depth exploration of usability and navigational issues, they are suitable for covering overall reactions to these issues.   

1.3.2 Observational Interviews

To explore usability and navigation issues, we recommended conducting a limited number of observational interviews.  In depth observational interviews are well suited for collecting this type of information. This research format required subjects to interact with a working prototype of the re-designed Web site, providing us with an understanding of their: 

· Detailed impressions and reactions to the site. 

· Navigational behaviour and search strategies. 

· Problems or issues with the interface.

In addition to testing usability, we also probed respondents on their overall reaction to the content on the site.  The interviews were conducted using a think-aloud, task-based testing methodology in which users were asked to review the site and to comment on their reactions, intentions and emotions.  

All focus group discussions and interviews were conducted with representatives from the primary target audience group: Canadians.  We recruited members of the general population who had used the Internet to access government information in the past 12 months. They had varied levels of experience with the Internet and all had at least some post-secondary education.  We recruited six respondents for each focus group and we recruited six respondents for the in-depth interviews.  We offered an honorarium of $60 to all focus group and interview participants.

The English research was conducted in Toronto, while the French research was conducted in Montréal.  It has been our experience that people living in Ottawa are sometimes more familiar with government workings and, therefore, interact with government information on-line differently than someone from outside the National Capital Region.  We concurred with Communication Canada’s request to conduct the research in Toronto and Montréal.  Members of the Communication Canada project team viewed the interviews and group discussions conducted in both Toronto and Montréal.

The table below summarizes the research by location:

	Research Methodology
	Location

	
	Toronto (English)
	Montréal (French)

	Focus Groups
	2 groups
	2 groups

	Observational Interviews
	3 interviews
	3 interviews


Fieldwork was conducted between October 7 and October 9, 2002.  The Toronto fieldwork (October 7) was conducted at Phase 5’s corporate offices in Toronto and the Montréal fieldwork was conducted at Contemporary Research Centre, a professional focus group facility.  All of the interviews and mini focus groups followed a discussion guide. 

1.4
Research Considerations

The results of qualitative research are not statistically representative. This means that they cannot be generalized to a wider population and represent only the perceptions and opinions of a select group of individuals.  However, the qualitative feedback obtained through this research can provide useful direction and guidance for future refinements and enhancements to the Communication Canada Web site.

The research revealed that the ‘typical’ Canadian had very little use for the Communication Canada departmental Web site.  It is recommended that Communication Canada conduct further research with members of its secondary target audience groups - educators and media representatives.  Research with these groups could potentially reveal different impressions of the utility of the site and recommendations for future enhancements.  

2.0
Key Observations and Findings

This section summarizes key observations and presents critical issues that were uncovered during the course of the research.  Detailed findings and a discussion of these overall issues are included in subsequent chapters.   

· The role of the Communication Canada Web site was unclear to most participants.  The content on the homepage combined with unclear labels in the top and left menu bars did not readily communicate the role or purpose of the site.  The lone tagline “Improving communications between the Government of Canada and Canadians” was considered vague and did not aid participants in understanding the purpose of the site.

· Participants were also unsure of the site’s intended target audience.  The ‘Faces and Places’ feature (positioned at the bottom left of the Homepage) confused many participants, who felt that the image of the woman was meant to signify the site’s target audience.  In addition, the content in the ‘Hot Issues’ section of the homepage (the four icons in the center of the page) was varied, which further confused participants.  This made it difficult to describe the type of person who would use the information on the site.

· Participants had a difficult time conceptualizing why they would visit the Communication Canada Web site.   When asked what type of information they would expect to find on the site, most suggested actual Government of Canada programs and service information.  Even after reading a description of the role and mandate of Communication Canada, participants still had difficulty articulating what type of information would be on the site.

· It was observed that participants felt that the department name ‘Communication Canada’ was ambiguous.  Indeed, even after spending a considerable amount of time on the site, many participants still struggled with understanding what the department was responsible for.  Most felt that the content on the site was vague and did not give a quick synopsis of the purpose and responsibilities of the department.  

Some of the particular concerns with the labels on the Homepage included the following:

· Listening to Canadians: Many expected this section to contain interactive content (e.g. the ability to submit concerns or opinions on issues to the Government of Canada).  Some also expected to be able to participate in a survey in this section of the site.

· Information for Canadians: Most felt that this label was quite vague and they did not know what type of information would be included in this section.  Upon exploring this section, participants felt that while the actual content was detailed, they had expected to be directed to the specific content (e.g. to the Canada Site), rather than be directed to a detailed background section on the program.

· Services for Government: Many mistook this section for a ‘Government Services’ section, rather than a section that described the services that Communication Canada provided to other Government departments.  When they discovered the true intent of this section, many felt that it did not deserve such prominence on the homepage.

· GOL: Participants did not understand this acronym.  Even when ‘Government On-Line’ was described, participants still struggled with conceptualizing why this would be relevant to them.

· Across Canada: Participants noted that the content in this section seemed to repeat content in other sections.  Most expected to find specific descriptions by province and felt that the section was unnecessary if it simply repeated content located elsewhere on the site. 

The above issues are outlined throughout the detailed findings that follow, often with specific examples and relevant screen-captures to illustrate salient points. 
3.0
Initial Reaction to the Role of Communication Canada and its Web Site

This section summarizes participants’ initial perceptions of the role of Communication Canada and the purpose of its Web site, prior to having interacted with the site.  Perceptions of the department and the site tended to be similar in both research locations.  

Participants were initially asked whether they had ever heard of Communication Canada.  Very few participants indicated that they had heard of the department. Among those who had heard of the department, none could give a description of what they thought the department was responsible for.  

Prior to being provided with a detailed description of Communication Canada and its mandate, participants were asked to consider what they thought they might go to the Communication Canada site for.  Participants experienced some difficulty answering this question.  Responses were very general in nature, with a focus on ‘communicating’.  Typically, participants indicated that the Communication Canada site might allow them to communicate with the Government of Canada and all of its departments.  Some also expected that they could voice their opinion to the Government of Canada through this site.  

Following this initial discussion, participants were provided with a pamphlet (provided by the Communication Canada project team) that outlined the role, mandate and responsibilities of the department.  Participants were given a few minutes to read and digest the information in the pamphlet. They were then asked, based on what they had just read, what they now thought they would go to the Communication Canada site for.  Interestingly, even though participants had just read a detailed description of the department and its areas of responsibility, many indicated that they expected to go to the Communication Canada site to access what could be classed as specific program and service information.

It was observed that many participants tended to indicate that they would go to the Communication Canada site for specific information like government jobs, citizenship and immigration information and policy information.  Still others indicated that they would go to the site to ‘communicate’ with the government, either by email or by accessing a phone number.  In general, participants tended to indicate that they would go to the Communication Canada site for reasons that were more relevant to the Canada Site, rather than the Communication Canada department site.  

The typical information needs that participants had with respect to the Government of Canada (e.g. specific program and service information) caused them to have difficulty conceptualizing why they might go to the Communication Canada department site.  Participants’ primary information needs blurred their ability to differentiate between the type of information that would be contained on the Communication Canada site and the type of information that would be contained on a site such as the Canada Site.  In addition, the name ‘Communication Canada’ was thought to be a somewhat abstract title, conveying numerous images and impressions among participants.  At the outset of the discussion, these combined factors influenced participants’ inability to clearly conceptualize the purpose of the department and the Web site. 

4.0
Detailed Findings – Page Reviews

This section of the report presents detailed findings on the individual pages of the Communication Canada Web site.  Participants were exposed to the re-designed Web site following the initial discussion of the role of the department and the Web site.  The following pages were evaluated: Home, Listening to Canadians, Information for Canadians, Services for Government, A to Z Index, GOL, What’s New, About Us and Across Canada.   

4.1 Home

Participants began the evaluation of the Communication Canada Web site by providing feedback on the Homepage.  Participants were given a few minutes to familiarize themselves with the content on the page and were then asked a series of questions that probed on overall impressions and solicited suggestions for change.

4.1.1
Home - Overall Findings

Overall, participants felt that the Homepage was unclear and that it did not communicate the purpose of the site or the role of Communication Canada.  As indicated in the previous chapter, participants felt the name Communication Canada was ambiguous and abstract, leading to confusion about its role.  Participants commented that, aside from the caption ‘Improving communications between the Government of Canada and Canadians’, there was no indication on the Homepage of the site’s purpose or of the mandate of Communication Canada.  

It was generally felt that, given the relatively low levels of familiarity with the department, a brief description outlining the role of the department and the purpose of the site would have alleviated some confusion with respect to the type of information that was available on the site.  One participant commented that, “…It’s ironic that they are trying to link Canadians with this site by saying Communications between the Government and Canadians, but no one has heard of it and no one has any idea what it is, or what it is for and it’s no clearer when you look at it”.
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4.1.2 Hot Issues

The Homepage included a central ‘Hot Issues’ section.  This section was designed to direct users to important or ‘hot issues’ that Communication Canada wished to highlight on the site.  While participants generally liked this concept (after having it explained to them), it was not initially obvious to them that this was the purpose of this section.  As such, participants were initially hard-pressed to explain why these sections (e.g. ‘Services for Seniors’) were represented on the Homepage.  In addition, without any context around this section, participants became confused as they attempted to draw similarities between the content in this section.  The Web site did not have a label or heading for this section and many participants suggested that it would alleviate confusion if a heading (such as hot issues) was included to describe this section.  It was also observed that some participants immediately equated the information in this section as the primary content of the site.

Participants generally had few problems with the actual content in the ‘Hot Issues’ section, once they understood its purpose.  The exception was the link to ‘Government of Canada Communications Survey’.  As discussed earlier, the confusion with the overall purpose of the site contributed to participants’ confusion with the type of content that would be contained in this specific section.  Many participants expected that they could actually participate in a survey sponsored by the Government of Canada, rather than view the details and results of surveys that had already been conducted.

Participants viewed the second level of the ‘Government of Canada Communications Survey’ results as confusing and convoluted.  The list of sections was thought to be unnecessarily lengthy and was not described in ‘lay-man’s terms’.  Participants suggested that if this site were to be useful to them (which many thought it could be), the information should be presented in a manner that summarized the key findings through a highlights section and the categories should be re-labeled to clearly indicate the content within each section.

4.1.3 Faces and Places Feature

The Web site also contained a ‘Faces and Places’ feature.  This was intended to represent the diversity and beauty of Canada by featuring images of Canadians or Canada’s landscape.  The re-designed site contained an image of a woman, under the left-menu bar.  Participants were asked to describe the purpose of the image.  Most participants indicated either that the image was in place to indicate the site’s target audience or that the image was designed to represent a ‘typical’ Canadian.  Regardless, many participants commented that the image of the woman was limiting as it gave the impression the site was only designed for women.

When the image’s purpose was explained to participants, many thought that while the concept of an image was good, it should perhaps reflect Canada’s landscape, rather than its people.  Participants felt that images of people could potentially cause confusion with respect to the site’s target audience, unless they fully represented Canada’s multicultural and social diversity and were rotated frequently.  Participants were overwhelmingly skeptical of the idea of submitting images of themselves for inclusion on the site.  Many indicated that they simply would not take the time to do so, while others were uncomfortable with actually having their own image on a Government of Canada Web site.  
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4.2 Listening to Canadians

Following the evaluation of the Homepage, participants provided feedback on a number of specific sections of the site, beginning with the ‘Listening to Canadians’ section.  

4.2.1 Content Expectations

Most participants indicated that they had initially expected that this section would be more interactive in nature.  In particular, participants appeared to equate the label ‘Listening to Canadians’ with the ability to actually provide opinions and comments to the Government of Canada.  Indeed, many participants expected that this section would include an on-line survey that they could fill out or include the ability to send the Government of Canada emails related to issues, concerns or general opinions that they might have.  

With these initial content expectations, participants were generally confused when they actually viewed this section.  Many indicated that after reading the content, they did not have a good understanding of what Communication Canada actually did to ‘listen to Canadians’.  One participant commented that this section should be structured as follows – “you talk, we listen, we hear what you say and this is how we understand it”.  Indeed, participants wanted to find information not only on how the government listens, but on how it has actually responded to the feedback.  

A small number of participants indicated that they wanted to see a clearer indication of the ongoing research conducted by the Government of Canada.  Some commented that they would have found it valuable if this section contained highlights of important issues facing Canadians, presented historically from past surveys.  It was observed that the surveys conducted by Communication Canada were of interest to participants, but the way in which the information was presented did not entice them to explore it in further detail.

4.2.2 Architecture


Participants indicated that this section did not inform them of what Communication Canada actually did to ‘listen to Canadians’.  This was partially influenced by the expectations that they had for this section, but also by the way in which the information was presented.  In particular, the bullets that denoted each sub-section of  the ‘Listening to Canadians’ section did not contain enough information to quickly convey the scope of each topic.  Participants were unclear after reading each brief description as to what information could be contained in each sub-section.  Participants indicated that they would have preferred a more detailed description of the type of information contained in each sub-section.  However, it should be noted that the actual way in which the sub-sections were presented (bullets) appealed to participants.

4.2.3 Additional Observations

Participants were briefly exposed to the second-level pages of each sub-section (see discussion of Listening to Canadians survey in 4.1.2 – Hot Issues).  In particular, participants commented that the level of detail in these secondary pages was excessive and the language appeared to contain unnecessary technical terms and “government jargon”.  Participants commented that they wouldn’t take the time to read through such detail and would prefer to get a brief description of each sub-topic, rather than an exhaustive discussion of the topic.  It is important to note that this comment was repeated often throughout many of the sub-topic second-level pages on the site.

4.3 Information for Canadians

This section also caused a considerable amount of confusion among participants.  The primary contributors to the confusion were the gap between content expectations and the actual content as well as comprehension of the actual content contained in this section.  

4.3.1 Content Expectations

This label was viewed as vague and non-descriptive.  When asked what type of content they expected to find in this area, participants suggested a broad range of information, from telephone numbers to links to other government services.   A comment echoed by many was the following – “…what information are we looking for?  With Communication Canada we expect sponsorship campaigns.  I don’t know what they want to convey to me besides the Speech from the Throne.  I don’t know what else they are trying to convey or communicate to me”.

Confusion around the role of the site and the mandate of the department further complicated participants’ expectations of this section.  Many felt the title ‘Information for Canadians’ was too broad and did not conjure up any specific associations with the type of information or content.  When participants viewed the actual content contained in this section, many expected that the links to current Communication Canada programs and services would direct them to the actual service – not to a background description of the initiative.  Given that most participants were primarily interested in accessing government programs and services, the descriptive content in this section did not meet their needs.
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4.3.2 Architecture

Participants adamantly complained that this section was too text-intensive and not designed to get them to information quickly.  Many commented that the section gave them the impression that they would have to “jump through hoops before getting an answer”.  The primary concerns centered on the way in which the information and the links were presented.  Participants did not like that they had to read through three paragraphs of information before they reached the actual links to the sub-topics in this section.  A few also commented that the number of paragraphs at the beginning of this page would cause them to have to scroll down the page to see the actual links.  Some felt that they could potentially miss the links if they did not scroll down the entire page.

Participants also experienced confusion with the actual links themselves. The links were presented on their own, with no explanation of the content within each, with the exception of the ‘Citizens Information Initiative’. Many indicated that they would have preferred each link to have a short description of the content within each sub-topic.  

4.4 Services For Government

The ‘Services For Government’ section was interpreted incorrectly by many participants.  Most interpreted the label to mean services offered by the Government of Canada (to Canadians).  Once participants understood the actual intent of this section, they questioned why it was given such prominence on the Homepage.

4.4.1 Content Expectations

As indicated, most participants read the label for this section and expected the information to relate to services offered by the Government of Canada.  Few picked up from the title that this section related to services that Communication Canada provided to the Government of Canada.  Many expected to find links to programs and services (such as links to the Canada Site) in this section. Some participants also commented that the first sentence of the first paragraph, “Communication Canada strives to make it easier for citizens to obtain information on the programs and services available from the Government of Canada”, did not accurately describe what this section was about, adding to their confusion.

Once participants actually viewed the content in this section, they realized that it was designed to contain information on services that Communication Canada provides to the Government.  Participants expressed frustration with respect to the label and felt that it was misleading.  Some suggested that the section be called ‘Services For Other Government Departments’ or ‘Support Services For Government’.  At this point, some participants questioned why this section was given such prominence on the Homepage, especially if Communication Canada was targeting the Canadian general public.

As participants further explored this page, they commented that the information in this section would be more appropriate for the Homepage.  Many felt that the links included here gave a better sense of what Communication Canada was responsible for and would alleviate much confusion if incorporated into the Homepage.  

Participants commented that the language used on the second-level pages of this section appeared to be directed at educated professionals, rather than the general public.
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4.4.2 Architecture

Concerns with the ‘Services for Government’ section primarily focused on the labeling and overall purpose.  Once participants understood the purpose of this section, they had few concerns with how it was structured and organized, recognizing that this was not a section they would have any use for.

4.5 Help

Many participants commented that the ‘Help’ section did not meet the expectations they had for its purpose and actual functionality.

4.5.1 Content

When asked what they expected to find in a ‘Help’ section, most participants indicated that they expected to find assistance with navigating through the site.  One participant offered the following, “…logically, its not going to explain the titles…they should help us find our way…”.  However, the ‘Help’ section was designed to do just that – explain the labels.  This caused some frustration among participants, as they felt that it was just a re-iteration of what was already on the site.  In fact, many participants felt that these explanations would have been more useful on the Homepage, rather than in the ‘Help’ section.

4.5.2 Architecture

Participants expected the ‘Help’ section to include contact information (for assistance with using the Web site), FAQs (many thought the two sections could be combined) and an index of topics and subjects (similar to the Help function in the Microsoft products).  The simple definitions of each section of the site did not meet participants’ expectations.
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4.6 A to Z Index

Participants had few comments related to this section.  Many were particularly impressed with the scope of its content.

4.6.1 Content Expectations

The content in this section met participants’ expectations.  Many were impressed that the index included both ‘technical’ and ‘layman’s’ terms.  Most felt that it was an exhaustive list and would meet their needs.  Interestingly, some did comment that they still expected to be taken to a service (e.g. 1-800 O Canada) rather than the background text on the service.  This is consistent with the mindset that many participants carried with them when reviewing the site, and the difficulty they experienced conceptualizing the type of information included in the Communication Canada department Web site.  

4.6.2 Architecture

Participants liked the way that this was structured, with an alphabetical listing of letters at the top of the page followed by the index below.  Participants preferred to view all letters and subjects on one page, rather than only view one letter at a time on a page.  Some did comment that there should be a button beside each letter that allows the user to go back to the top, rather than have to scroll back up to the top manually.  
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4.7 GOL

Not surprisingly, participants could not offer an explanation as to what the acronym ‘GOL’ referred to.  This echoed previous research that Phase 5 has conducted on behalf of the Government of Canada - ‘GOL’ is not a term that is recognizable among the Canadian general public.  

4.7.1 Content

Notwithstanding the fact participants did not understand the acronym  ‘GOL’, when participants were told that it referred to ‘Government On-Line’, its intent was still unclear.  Many participants expected that ‘Government On-Line’ referred to Government of Canada services that were on-line.  It was observed that participants interpreted the term literally, expecting links to Government Departments and Services.  In addition, one participant mused that it might be “…a live Web Camera to the House of Commons”. 
When participants were exposed to the actual content of this section, many felt that it was not at all relevant to them and that the text was too tedious and heavy.  Many perceived that this section would be a more relevant tool for internal Government of Canada employees.  Again, participants’ expectations of accessing actual Government of Canada services from the Communication Canada Web site influenced their disappointment with this area.  

4.7.2 Architecture

Participants did comment that they would prefer the first page of this section to include links to the main topics in this section, followed by text below.  Participants did not like the first page that they were presented with, which only included 4 links and no text.  They felt it was more efficient to have to only click once to get to a specific topic, rather than have to go through two pages to get there.
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initiative. TIMS is also responsible for approving all GOL funding allocated to
federal organizations.
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4.8 What’s New

Participants were generally happy with both the content and structure of this section.  However, some felt that it was a repetition of the ‘Hot Issues’ section on the Homepage, resulting in unnecessary circular linking within the site.

4.8.1 Content

Most participants expected that this section would contain information on news releases, new publications, new surveys and general updates from the Government of Canada.  Participants felt that in general the content met their expectations, however some questioned why it appeared to contain information similar to the ‘Hot Issues’ section on the Homepage.  Some commented that it was redundant to have both the ‘Hot Issues’ and the ‘What’s New’ sections, while others liked both.  Those participants who felt that it was necessary to include both sections on the page liked the fact that ‘new’ items were included over a longer time period and liked the option to access archived ‘What’s New’ information.

4.8.2 Architecture

Participants liked how this section was structured.   In particular they liked the chronological order of the information.  Some commented that this section appeared more intuitive, compared to the way in which the ‘Hot Issues’ section was organized on the Homepage (in columns).
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4.9 About Us

Participants generally felt that this section did not reflect what they expected to find in a section labeled ‘About Us’.  In addition, the amount of text turned participants off, as they indicated that they would not spend the time reading all of the information in this section.

4.9.1 Content Expectations

While participants expected to find information on Communication Canada and specifically its role within the Government of Canada, the level of detail in this section was considered excessive.  Participants suggested that they would like to see a series of links related to Communication Canada’s major areas of responsibility and its programs and services.  They indicated that these links should include a brief description of the subject (similar to what they suggested for other areas of the site).  Users could then link into a more detailed description if they wanted to.  Participants felt that the amount of text on this page would turn them off and would not encourage them to explore the section any further.  

Similarly, the second level pages (e.g. ‘Public Programs and Services’) appeared too detailed.  Participants again indicated that they would prefer to have the topics of this sub-section organized in links at the beginning of the page.  A brief description would be included beside each link.  Participants could then click the link to get more detailed information if they required it.

4.9.2 Architecture

Tied to the excessive amount of detail and overwhelming amount of content in this section, participants suggested a more intuitive and user-friendly structure.  This structure would have links to each sub-section in ‘About Us’ at the very beginning of the first page.  Participants could then choose to access the link if they required more detailed information.  Similarly, participants felt that this structure should be maintained into the second-level pages of each sub-section.  

4.10 Publications

The content in this section reflected the expectations and needs of most participants.  Many also commented that the way in which the information was structured and presented was a good model for other areas of the site.

4.10.1 Content 

Participants expected that they would find information related to all Government of Canada publications.  Most felt that the content reflected their expectations and would lead them with ease to a publication of interest.  

4.10.2 Architecture

Reaction was quite favourable towards the structure and layout of this page.  In fact, many participants seemed to finally be satisfied when they saw this page.  Participants commented that all of the pages should be modeled on the structure of this page: a bulleted link with a brief, yet descriptive label of each section.  
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4.11 Across Canada

The final section of the site reviewed by participants was ‘Across Canada’.  In general, participants felt that this section simply repeated content that was located elsewhere on the site and did not reflect any new information related to Communication Canada’s activities across Canada.

4.11.1 Content

Participants expected to find information on Communication Canada’s regional activities and sponsored events within this section.  However, the second-level pages simply re-directed participants to content that they had already accessed elsewhere on the site.  Participants expected that the links (e.g. ‘Advertising Campaigns’) would have directed them to specific advertising campaigns that were happening in different regions of Canada, rather than to a background explanation of the advertising campaigns run by Communication Canada.  Participants were left with the impression that this section was redundant, as all of the information is already contained elsewhere on the site and it fostered unnecessary circular linking.  Most suggested that this section should be removed from the site.
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5.0 Organizing the Ideal Site

Following the detailed page evaluations, participants were asked to imagine that they were Communication Canada employees working on the Web site development team.  They were asked, based on what they had seen of the site and the description of Communication Canada that they had been provided with, how they would organize the information on the site.  Participants were asked to consider the content and the structure of the site that they had just reviewed and were asked to suggest the main headings that they would use and the information that they would include within each section, or make suggestions for overall revisions to the site.

The following highlights the most common suggestions for organizing and/or revising the information on the site.  The reader should note that these suggestions have been taken verbatim from the participants exercise sheets and have been compiled and reported as stated.

5.1
Overall Site Revisions

· The Homepage should address Communication Canada’ role and purpose, as well as the scope of the site.  There was a strong feeling that the Canadian general public should be able to quickly understand what Communication Canada is, what they do and how this site can benefit them.  

· The ‘Faces and Places’ feature should be revised or removed.  Participants suggested including images of Canada’s landscapes, rather than its individual citizens. 

· The prominence of the ‘What’s New’ section should be increased and combined with the ‘Hot Issues’ feature in the centre of the Homepage.  Many indicated that this feature was appealing to them and should not be buried in the top menu bar.   Tied to this, many indicated that this feature should be intuitively labeled to capture users’ attention.

· Links to other Government of Canada departments and services should be included (e.g. Canada Site) in a prominent place on the site.  

· Drop-down menus should be utilized on the Homepage (e.g. to highlight the contents of the ‘Listening to Canadians’, ‘Information for Canadians’ sections).  Suggestions were also made to include ‘mouse-overs’ for each label.  These ‘mouse-overs’ would provide a brief description of the section’s contents.

· The text should be simplified throughout the site.  Many commented that the text was too detailed and lengthy and often repeated (e.g. the first few sentences of each paragraph that introduced a new section were very similar).  Some felt that the Web site read like a book, which was inefficient as many users of Web sites are looking for a quick synopsis of the subject.  Following the suggestion to simplify the text, participants suggested including more links at the beginning of each page, to enable those who want detailed information to be able to access it, while at the same time simplifying the primary pages.

5.2
Revisions to Specific Links

The reader should note that these suggestions have been taken verbatim from the participants exercise sheets and have been compiled and reported as stated.

Listening to Canadians:

· Users of the site should be able to provide feedback (on specific issues)  and responses from Government of Canada should be posted on the site.

· New services (offered by Communication Canada) available to Canadians should be listed on the site.

· Information should be provided on the ‘Listening to Canadians’ surveys and on how to participate in them.

Information for Canadians:

· Information should be provided on how Canadians can communicate with government agencies to access help and resources.

· Links should be provided on this page to actual Government of Canada programs and services (e.g. Canada Site).

Services for Government:

· This section was not pertinent to the general public. It should be removed as a major icon on the left menu bar and replaced in the top menu bar.

What’s New:

· This section should be maintained as is:  new services, publications and events should be listed and icons should continue to be included beside each topic.

About Us:

· This section should provide an overview of Communication Canada and include its mandate, goals, history, services and programs, and provide a link to contact information for Regional Offices.

· An emphasis should be placed on events sponsored by Communication Canada across Canada.

GOL:

· This section should include a link to GOL sites and services.

· The full name ‘Government On-Line’ should be used in this section, not the acronym GOL.

Publications:

· Listings of current, upcoming and archived publications should be included in this section.

· This section should include links to other government publications.

· This section should also include an on-line order form (the form should specify those publications that are free and those that are not).

Across Canada:

· Regional event listings, national event listings, and media information should be added to this section.

5.3
Making the Site Relevant

At the conclusion of the research, participants were asked to think about what Communication Canada could do to make the site more interesting and relevant to them.  The following bullets highlight the most common suggestions.  Note, many of these reflected participants’ earlier suggestions for revisions to the site and have again been taken verbatim from the participants exercise sheets and have been compiled and reported as stated.

· Relevant titles should be provided for of all main sections of the site. 

· The ‘Faces and Places’ feature should be revised or removed (either include photos of people in various age groups, other ethnic groups or landscapes).  Consider including a different photo on each page.

· Overall, the site needs to be more dynamic, more animation, more color (too much red and white).  The site could use a background color.

· Links to other government sites, programs and services, as well as to other useful sites should be included.

· The ‘Hot Issues’ area should focus on “what’s new” in relation to the general public and Communication Canada.

· The role of Communication Canada, the purpose of the site and how it benefits the general public should be clearly defined.

· The survey results should be presented in a more intuitive manner.  This information should be kept up to date in order to give people a reason to return to the site.

· Daily news releases on Government of Canada activities should be included on this site. 

· Information on government sponsorship information should be provided.

· Opportunities should be provided for Canadians to give feedback on various topics (e.g. employment, health, legislation).

· The site should be positioned as a research tool for the general public, providing current statistics and relevant information.  However, caution was urged with respect to the length of the text and the amount of redundancy. 

· Additional service options should be included on the site (e.g. service guides for youth, women, etc).  There should also be a greater emphasis on the service guides, highlighted by an icon on the site.

· More icons and links should be added throughout, to make the site more user-friendly and dynamic.  This should also help reduce the amount of text.

· Communication Canada should consider creating two sections on the web site: one section for professionals (e.g. government employees, business professionals) and one section for the general public.

6.0
Conclusions and Recommendations

This section of the report presents conclusions from the research findings and subsequent recommendations.  It is important to note that these recommendations do not take into account the constraints and priorities of Communication Canada.  

We have presented the conclusions and recommendations in the same order as the detailed findings.

6.1
Overall Role of the Site

The research revealed that the role of Communication Canada and its Web site was unclear to participants.  Few participants were familiar with the department and when asked, had very vague notions of its areas of responsibility.  Many participants commented that the name ‘Communication Canada’ was quite ambiguous and had many possible meanings.  As such, the participants’ expectations of the purpose and scope of Communication Canada’s Web site varied considerably.

The Homepage did not effectively communicate the role of the department or the intent and scope of the site.  The statement, “Improving communications between the Government of Canada and Canadians” did not clarify what Communication Canada actually did to improve communications.  Further to this, the labels on the Homepage (e.g. ‘Listening to Canadians’, ‘Information for Canadians’) were considered non-descriptive and left participants feeling confused and uninformed.  Participants did not identify with the site and felt, upon initial impressions, that it was not a relevant tool for their needs.  Their needs tended to focus on accessing Government of Canada programs and services.  

Recommendation: To have the Canadian public as the primary target audience introduces a number of challenges.  In particular, the respondents’ confusion with the role of the department and their misguided expectations of the site are critical issues that need to be addressed.  At a minimum, the Homepage should include a brief description of the site, including the scope and type of information available.  In addition, a brief description of Communication Canada’s role and mandate should be included.

Communication Canada should also reconsider its primary target audience as it moves forward with strategic changes to its Web site.  As indicated, the respondents did not feel that the site was particularly relevant for their needs.  As such, Communication Canada should consider conducting further research with its secondary audience groups, such as media representatives and educators, to explore the utility and relevancy of the site from their perspective.

6.2 Highlight the Site’s Relevant Content and Features

It is imperative that the site contain elements that appeal to Canadians and assist in the improvement of communications between the Government of Canada and Canadians. 

Recommendation:  Communication Canada should highlight the relevant content and features that were appealing to the participants.  While in general the site seemed irrelevant to the participants there were certain elements that were found to be appealing. The ‘Listening to Canadians’ surveys, the Service Guides, ‘What’s New’ and information on the government’s sponsorship activities attracted the attention of this group.  While the current version of the site contains this information, it was often buried or placed in sections where it would be difficult to find by the casual visitor.  Communication Canada should highlight these features on the Homepage to quickly attract users and provide relevant information.

6.3 Overall Navigation and Architecture Issues

There is a lack of consistency in the structure and navigation conventions used throughout the site.  While some pages had a brief introductory paragraph followed by links to each sub-topic, other pages had excessive descriptions with links spread sporadically throughout the page.  Participants generally expressed frustration at the amount of text that they had to read to find a specific sub-topic within the sections.  

Recommendation:  All pages should use similar structure, format and navigation conventions.  Participants generally preferred the structure and format of the ‘Publications’ section – a short introductory paragraph followed by links with a one or two sentence description of the contents.  In addition, where pages require scrolling, arrows should be incorporated to direct users back to the top of the page.  (See following page for example).
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Communication Canada should also consider revising the length and language of the text throughout the site.  Many participants felt that it was too detailed and tedious, preferring a more general summary in plain language as many felt the language was geared towards educated professionals.
6.4
Specific Page Revisions

This section presents recommendations related to specific pages on the Communication Canada Web site.  

6.4.1
Homepage

A description of the role of Communication Canada and the purpose and scope of the site is required on the Homepage (see 6.1 Overall Role of the Site).  In addition, the homepage should prominently feature the content discussed in section 6.2. This would include: the ‘Listening to Canadians’ survey reports, Service Guides and the ‘What’s New’ information.  We recommend using the space currently occupied by the ‘Improving communications between the Government of Canada and Canadians’ statement and the ‘Hot Issues’ section to promote these elements. This section should be labeled to communicate its purpose to users and could incorporate features from both the current ‘What’s New’ and ‘Hot Issues’ sections and contain a link to archived ‘What’s New’ features.  

Many participants commented that the left-hand menu labels are not descriptive enough.  We recommend including mouse-overs for each label.  This means that when a user’s mouse scrolls over the label, a small text box will appear that describes the content of that section.  

As an alternative to maintaining the left-hand menu labels, Communication Canada could consider re-structuring the information in a ‘Who’, ‘What’ and ‘Why’ format.  The primary labels on the left-hand menu bar could reflect:

· Who Communication Canada Is 

· Include sections such as ‘About Us’ and ‘Contact Us’.

· What Communication Canada Is Responsible For

· Combining elements of ‘Listening to Canadians’, ‘Information for Canadians’, ‘Services for Government’ and ‘GOL’ as well as links to its services such as the Canada Site.

· Why

· A section that outlines the background to Communication Canada’s initiatives

The homepage would still feature a brief description of the role of the department, the scope of the site and the key features that appeal to the Canadian public. 

The ‘Faces and Places’ feature was met with a lukewarm reception, owing primarily to participants’ confusion over its purpose.  Many thought the image of the woman was meant to portray the site’s target audience and as such, felt it excluded many segments of the Canadian population.  As well, participants were quite reluctant to submit personal images for inclusion on this site.   We recommend that this feature be maintained, but that it only showcase a rotating image bank of Canadian landscapes, rather than Canadian individuals.  This will alleviate the confusion with the site’s target audience.

6.4.2
Listening to Canadians

Participants expected that this section would include interactive features that would enable them to provide feedback and opinions directly to the Government of Canada.  They also indicated that they expected to see information related to how the Government of Canada actually listens to Canadians and some evidence of what they have done with the feedback.  This section should prominently highlight the ‘Listening to Canadians’ surveys.  In addition, there should also be information featured on active Government of Canada initiatives that have resulted from research findings.

The presentation of the information in the ‘Listening to Canadians’ surveys was considered confusing and difficult to interpret.  The number of categories and the technical labels dissuaded many participants from further reading.  While this content was an appealing feature of the site, its presentation needs to be geared towards a more general audience.  We recommend revising this section to include high-level summaries of the results.  These summaries would be followed by links to the detailed survey report.

6.4.3
Information for Canadians

Many expected this section to provide direct links to Government of Canada programs and services, rather than background information.  We recommend including links to the actual programs and services (e.g. Canada Site) in addition to providing the background information.  Participants were more interested in getting to the program or service rather than reading background information.  Participants generally thought this label was vague.  Mouse-overs describing the content of this section would alleviate confusion.

6.4.4
Services for Government

The ‘Services for Government’ label was widely misinterpreted by many participants.  They misunderstood the label to be services from government. Once the purpose of this section was explained many questioned why this section was given such prominence on the homepage.  We recommend decreasing the prominence of this link by removing it from the left-hand menu bar and placing it in the top menu bar.

6.4.5
Help

Participants generally felt that this feature did not aid their navigation or overall experience with the site.  This feature simply provides a definition of each main section in the site.  Participants expected the ‘Help’ feature to contain information on how to navigate through the site and to include a list of frequently asked questions.  We recommend including navigation assistance and integrating the ‘FAQ’ into this section.  In addition, some participants suggested that it would be useful to include contact information for someone at Communication Canada. 

6.4.6
A to Z Index  

Participants had few problems with this section.  However, we recommend including navigation arrows in each alphabetical section to allow users to quickly get back to the top of the page. 

6.4.7
GOL

Participants did not understand the acronym ‘GOL’.  We recommend changing the label to ‘Government On-Line’ to alleviate confusion.  However, even when the full name was given to participants, many expected that this section would contain on-line contacts – the label was taken very literally.  Few understood that the section would contain information on the government’s initiatives towards bringing its services on-line.  If Communication Canada considered revising its site to reflect the ‘Who’, ‘What’ and ‘Why’ format (see section 6.4.1), the GOL content could form the background information in the ‘Why’ section.  

6.4.8
What’s New

This section appealed to participants and should therefore be prominently featured on the Homepage as part of a combined ‘Hot Issues’ section.  This section should feature a limited number (4-6) of featured items on the site, with a link to access more ‘What’s New’ and archived features.

6.4.9
About Us

Participants required a more succinct discussion of Communication Canada’s mandate, role and history.  We recommend organizing the information to provide quick links to this information.  While the information in this section was considered appropriate it was not quickly accessible.  This page should be re-structured as per our recommended format (see section 6.3), to enable users to quickly scan the categories. 

6.4.10
Publications

This section was relevant to participants and it generally met their content expectations.  However, we recommend highlighting the link to the Publications Web site as many participants indicated that this is a very useful resource.

6.4.11
Across Canada

The information in this section was considered redundant as it just circled back to content that was available elsewhere on the site.  Unless Communication Canada has content that is unique to this section (e.g. events listings by province), we recommend removing the section from the site.

Participants expected to find contact information and assistance with navigating the site (through a list of topics and subjects and FAQ section) rather than just a definition of each section on the site.  Many felt this information would have been better served on the Homepage.
























































Participants liked the structure of the Publications page – a brief introductory paragraph, followed by a brief description of each link.





Participants also liked the ‘up’ arrow convention and felt it should be present at various points on all pages that required scrolling.





Few participants expected to be directed to background text on the services operated by Communication Canada.  Rather, participants expected that when they clicked on a link, they would be directed right to the actual service (e.g. Canada Site).





Response to the ‘Faces and Places’ concept was lukewarm.  Participants were reluctant to submit their own photographs and felt that if the feature were to remain on the site, it should feature rotating images of Canada’s diverse landscape.





While participants liked the concept of including ‘Hot Issues’ on the Homepage, many experienced initial confusion understanding the purpose of this section.  





There is no indication on the Homepage as to the purpose and role of the Communication Canada site, with the exception of a brief, yet vague statement.  This resulted in much confusion about the content and purpose of the site.





Participants expected the links to direct them to information that outlined specific activities in the different regions across Canada.  The links simply re-directed participants to content that already existed on the site. 





Participants felt that the structure of this page could serve as a model for all pages on the site.  In particular, they liked that each section included a link with a brief description of the content.





Participants felt that the chronological order of information was intuitive, as was the placement of each month’s new feature beneath the previous month’s.
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Participants misinterpreted this section and expected it to include information on ‘Government Services’, not ‘Services For Government’.   Some did feel that the content should be reflected on the Homepage to better define what Communication Canada is responsible for.





Participants preferred the structure of the second-level page.  In particular, they liked the inclusion of both the topic links and the corresponding text on the same page.





Participants felt that the first page was inefficient – they preferred the format of the second page, where there were links to each subject followed by text below (see following page). 





The content and structure of the ‘A to Z Index’ generally met participants expectations.  Some did suggest including a button (e.g. up arrow) in each alphabetical subject section to enable users to automatically be directed back to the top, rather than have to scroll back up.








