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1. Background and Methodology 
Background and Objectives
The Virtual Trade Commissioner (VTC) acts as the electronic gateway for clients of the Trade Commissioner Service (TCS).    The TCS is continually working to improve the experience of users and developing better ways to achieve both communications objectives and the service provided by the VTC.  An important part of this work pertains to continually improving the usability and functionality of the VTC website.  To this end, the TCS has made preliminary modifications to the Graphical User Interface (GUI) in order to address some usability issues, primarily the issue of the crowding of the home page.  A full-scale reassessment of the site is planned for the spring-summer of 2007.

Prior to implementing these modifications, the TCS wanted to conduct usability testing on the existing site and an evaluation of the proposed enhancements to see if users would see a noticeable improvement in the look and feel, as well as the potential functionality of the site.
To this end, we conducted two focus groups in the National Capital Region on the evening of March 21, 2007.  The specific objectives of the focus groups were as follows:

The research objectives were:

· to evaluate how recent changes will change usability; 

· to assess whether the changes will make the site easier or more difficult to navigate;

· to assess how design enhancements could improve user experience.
Methodology
Two focus groups were held in the National Capital Region (in English)
 on the evening of March 21, 2007 among registered users of the VTC and clients of the Trade Commissioner Service.  
Recruiting
The target participants for the focus groups were members of the Canadian business community, who are considered exporters or ready to export, and who have registered for the Virtual Trade Commissioner Service.  In order to ensure full compliance with the MRIA
 (of which we are a corporate member) standards and code of conduct, and the Personal Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act (PIPEDA), the TCS was asked to communicate with individuals in their client base in order to obtain permission for our recruiters to contact them and invite them to the focus groups.  Once this permission was obtained
 we contacted prospective participants and offered them an incentive of $100 to attend a focus group session.  A total of twelve participants attended, six in each group.
  The recruiting screener used to recruit participants is provided in Appendix 1
Moderating the Group
As per MRIA standards, participants were asked to show picture identification prior to admittance in the group, as well as to sign a release acknowledging that the sessions would be video- and audio-taped, that they would remain anonymous, and that no quotes would be attributed to individual participants in any reporting.

The moderator’s guide, which was approved by the client, is provided as Appendix 2.  In order to test usability of the site, we asked participants to perform, without any instruction or guidance whatsoever, a series of ‘typical’ tasks that users would normally perform on the site.  After each task, the moderator debriefed participants on their experience, and also observed whether participants were able to perform the task with ease or difficulty.  Usability tasks were performed on the existing website, prior to any enhancements.
Given that the proposed enhancements are not part of the live site, we asked participants to view an image of the site, to indicate where they would click to perform each task, and how easy they thought it would be to begin the task.  Participants also were not told that the image represented improvements or enhancements, only that it was an alternate version of the same site, so as to minimize any potential bias.

	Interpretive Note: Although qualitative research in general, and focus groups in particular, are highly valuable for providing insight into the needs, attitudes and opinions of an organization’s customers and prospects, the results cannot be deemed to be representative of any wider group of individuals than those who participated.


2. Perceptions and Usability of the Existing VTC Site 
User Needs and Expectations of the VTC

Participants’ needs and expectations of the VTC, prior to any influence by conducting any functionality or usability, can be grouped into three distinct categories:
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1.  Market information, i.e. information on the participant’s business, or sector aggregated as close to their company level as possible for a country or market in which they are interested.  This includes but is not limited to market reports, research, news on the country, visit information, holidays, and local business practices.

2.  Market “intelligence” and/or leads, which is explained (by those participants who used the term ‘intelligence’) as information which is more dynamic, time-sensitive, and tailored to their individual needs.  Participants refer to opportunities, leads and other specific information such as “information on traveling exhibitions in China”.  This may or may not correspond with the TCS’s notion of market intelligence; and
3.  Personalized service and direct response  Several participants indicated that they had sent specific requests for information using e-mails without specifying if it was through the VTC.  None of the participants who sent these requests claimed to have received any response.  An interesting observation made by this moderator is that those participants who tended to expect this personalized service and response to their request tended to have much less, if any, international business experience.  Those participants who are either already active in export markets, or who were clearly “export-ready” (they had clearly researched and selected target markets and indicated they had developed a plan for market entry), did not use the site to contact the TCS or request service, but rather as a self-service mechanism to obtain information and keep updated on any new content (business opportunities or news about the market).

Impressions of the Current Site
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Generally speaking, participants all felt that the site was ‘too content heavy’, too busy, and difficult to situate and orient themselves.  By the same token, participants appreciated the fact that there is “lots of information”.  No one felt that there was not enough content; rather, they felt that the content was not organized in way which was tailored to their needs, and that much of the content on the home page was superfluous for their needs.  Perhaps the content is useful, but if so, they would like the home page to be cleaner, and they would find the relevant content to them more easily.

The second significant irritant with regard to the current GUI is the necessity to scroll down to view the entire page.   As the standard with website usability shifts increasingly to having the home page reflect a crisp, clean image with all options available on a single screen, participants in usability tests grow increasingly impatient with scrolling down pages.  Worse still, they do not scroll at all, and then can’t locate important information and options, which renders usability much more difficult.

The third comment made by several participants pertained to the use of yellow.  Several participants found this very displeasing to the eye.

Organization of Content by Sector vs. Market

One of the often repeated comments, which represents a substantial shift in preferences relative to our previous work for the VTC, is that participants do not want their pages or content filtered by country or region, but rather by sector.
  If they are interested in a single sector, they indicated they wanted to see all relevant options organized this way.  If they are interested in multiple sectors, as several participants have market applications in various sectors (e.g. nanotechnology) or were themselves in the service industry with clients in multiple sectors, they wish to see the content organized by sector, then market and not the reverse.
In fact, participants described exactly what is currently available to them in the ‘My Home’ tab, but it was clearly not apparent to them that that this was available to them by clicking on the tab.

Separation of the Top (Contacts and Services) and Bottom (Current Opportunities and Sector Information) Sections

With some reflection (and only when prompted), participants saw the logic behind the division of the two sections.  However, many participants indicated that the content which interested them was found in the bottom section rather than the top.   That being said, one of the strongest and most inviting visual features of the page is the photograph of the officer in the top box.  Notwithstanding, several participants indicated they would scroll (which they didn’t like to have to do) to the bottom and access the content there.
Ability to Complete ‘Typical’ User Tasks (Usability)
In order to assess the usability and functionality of the existing site, which would then be used as a basis to evaluate the proposed enhancements, participants were asked to complete a series of common, basic tasks on the site without any instruction or guidance from the moderator.  These tasks included:

· Finding a market report on your industry sector in country x
· Finding a lawyer in country x
· Finding business leads or tenders
· Finding trade shows in country x
· Finding news about your industry in country x
With the exception of the first task, i.e. finding a market report for a country (other than the country with the open tab), almost all participants completed the tasks with stated ease, with only 3 or 4 clicks, and within less than one minute.
The first task, finding a market report, presented considerably more difficulty for some participants.  The cause of the difficulty was quite clear.  Rather than click on the country tab and then finding a button or link corresponding to market reports, several participants were attracted by and clicked on the bright red “browse the world” button.  Some used the drop down menu to identify the country, but then got lost when at the drop down menu for the sector, and were not able to get back.

On the following page, we present the home page of the existing site and identify all of the usability and functionality issues which surfaced as a result of the different tasks performed.

3.
The Modified Page

The proposed modified page was introduced to participants as a different version of the same page, but participants were not told that these were proposed improvements, in order to minimize any moderator bias.  They were told only that this was a page mock-up, and that the links were “dead”, i.e. nothing would happen if one clicked on them.

Overall Reaction

The reaction to the modified page was very positive, as illustrated by the comments presented opposite.  Participants generally found the page much cleaner and much more pleasing to the eye.  They much preferred the use of blue for lines and tabs.
When asked if there was any information that they saw on the first (current) page and they felt was missing, they responded “no”, saying that they preferred the page with less information, even if a click or two was required to find the information that was there originally.

The Assistance and Self-Serve Tabs

One of the major enhancements was the change in taxonomy of the two sections to “Assistance” and “Self-Serve”.  This enhancement was almost immediately identified by many respondents, who noticed it right away.  The distinction between the purpose of the two sections appeared considerably clearer.
Consistent with the earlier comments on the use of these two sections, many participants, especially those who tended to be more active in international markets, indicated they would go to the self-serve section first, and would not likely use the Assistance section; whereas those who required more preparation and assistance prior to being ready for international markets indicated they would still be drawn to the “Assistance” section and would expect to receive a response to an e-mail service or information request.   Also, participants who would use the “self-serve” section indicated that it should be on top.
The Canada-Ontario Tab
Participants were asked if they understood what the Canada-Ontario Tab represented and what they would expect by clicking on it.   Participants really did not know and tried multiple guesses before a few indicated that it would represent services in Ontario.  Since participants did not tend to click on the ‘My Home’ tab on the current site, they did not identify the ‘Canada-Ontario’ button as being the consolidated information page for their sector of interest in all markets of interest.
Once the ‘My Home’ page was shown to participants, several of them indicated that this is how they would like to see the information consolidated:  without the country tabs.
The Four Service Bundles

We asked participants what they would expect by clicking on any of the four service bundles in the “Assistance” section (which include links to the core service descriptions and invitations to send service enquiries to the appropriate contact at the post or regional office).  
Interestingly, although some participants throughout the first part of the discussion indicated that they wanted or expected a personalized service response, they answered mostly that they would expect either different types of information or queries to fill out more information.   They expected more information as opposed to assistance or service.   When we probed for the reasons why, the responses were a combination of negative experience in sending information requests in the past where they had received no response and/or those that already have dealings with the TCS have their established lines of contact through direct e-mail (or phone) and do not need the VTC channel for this purpose.
Apparent Ease of Use – Tasks
Participants were asked how they would complete the same tasks that they undertook with the existing site.  Since the page had no live links, participants were simply asked where they would click (first) to complete the task; how easy or difficult it was to find the button or link, and how intuitive the positioning and nomenclature of the links are.

Below we present the modified page with the summary of comments.


4.
Conclusions and Recommendations
These focus groups allow us to draw the following conclusions with regard to the usability of the VTC website and the potential acceptance of the proposed enhancements:

The Modified Page Represents a Significant Improvement
· The modified page represents a marked improvement in terms of visual appeal, intuitiveness, and usability.  The modified page is perceived by focus group participants as cleaner, lighter, and easier to use.  Most participants were able to find links in order to complete tasks with greater ease on the modified page, although task completion was also relatively easy on the existing site, despite the perception of it being more content heavy and busy.
· Participants noticed and appreciated the key proposed enhancements, especially:

· the use of blue lines and tabs instead of yellow, which is seen by participants as a substantial improvement over the existing page;

· the change in nomenclature to “assistance” and “self-serve”.  Participants find this considerably more intuitive and are directed much easier to their area of interest on the page (we discuss this enhancement in more detail below);

· the removal of the “search”, “my briefcase” and “my contacts” boxes from the left-hand column, resulting in an airing out of the space.  Participants indicated that they did not miss these sections; and, 

· the removal of the “Welcome” line text, also resulting in an “airing out” of the page.

The Canada-Ontario Tab is not Understood
· Participants did not understand the meaning of the Canada-Ontario tab and the nomenclature did not encourage them to click on the tab to find out.  Most participants wrongly guessed that this tab would lead to “Canadian” content, i.e. information and business opportunities in Canada. 
· Although we cannot make a definitive conclusion based only upon these two focus groups, we will at least submit the hypothesis that there may exist a group of users who do not want to see their content divided on a geographic basis, and have interests across sectors (e.g. nanotechnology, services).  They see the geographic tabs more as a reflection of how the TCS is organized as opposed to organizing content based on their needs.  What is really important here is that the content is already organized the way they are asking for:  the ‘My Home’ or ‘Canada-Ontario’ tab.  

The Assistance and Self-Serve Sections

There is a substantive body of existing research which indicates that there is a clear basis of segmentation of organizations based on their interest and/or level of activity in international markets, ranging from organizations with no experience to those active in on a global basis.  
Again, two focus groups do not allow us to make definitive conclusions; however, they do provide an interesting hypothesis:  participants with less international experience want and expect the VTC to provide personalized service delivery from a Trade Commissioner and are increasingly disenchanted that they do not receive responses to their enquiries.  Participants with more international experience use the site for self-serve purposes and to keep themselves up-to-date on market information.  They seek personalized service through other (direct) channels.

Most (internationally experienced) participants also seek to satisfy their needs by themselves first (self-serve) before seeking assistance or personalized service.  

A final, yet crucial, consideration is the visual appeal and power of the photograph of the trade commissioner in the “assistance” section.

“No Business Leads Available”
When participants see “no business leads available” or “no opportunities available”, it reflects extremely poorly on the image of the TCS and the VTC.  


The Antima Group has been extremely pleased to have had the opportunity to assist the VTC Team in achieving what we hope was a successful outcome to this exercise, and we stand ready to provide any assistance during the development and execution of your future plans.

T H E    A N T I M A   G R O U P 

Norman Baillie-David

Managing Partner
Appendix 1

Recruiting Screener
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Respondent Name: 


Home #: 


Business #: 


Group #: 

Recruit  8 PER GROUP





Recruiter: ______________________________________________________________________


GROUP 1



GROUP 2






Wednesday 



Wednesday




March 21th 



March 21th  



AT 5:30 P.M.



AT 7:30 P.M.






Hello my name is ________________ and I am calling from _________________, a market research company. We are telephoning on behalf of The Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT).  DFAIT has identified you as being registered on its Virtual Trade Commissioner (VTC) client website.  We are calling today to invite you to a focus group discussion scheduled for the evening of (MARCH 21).  Your participation in the research is completely voluntary and your decision to participate or not will not affect any dealings you may have with DFAIT.  All information collected, used and/or disclosed will be used for research purposes only and administered as per the requirements of the Privacy Act.  You will also be asked to sign a waiver to acknowledge that you may be audio and/or video taped during the session.  The session will last a maximum of 2 hours and you will receive a cash honorarium of $100 as a thank you for attending the session.  May we have your permission to ask you some further question to see if you fit in our study?

1. Are you or is any member of your household or immediate family employed in, or ever been employed in:






Currently



Ever 






No 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

Market Research


(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )


Marketing


(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )


Public Relations


(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )


Any media (Print, Radio, TV)
(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )



Web Design


(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )


DFAIT



(   )

(   )

(   )

(   )


IF CURRENTLY EMPLOYED IN ANY, THANK AND TERMINATE.

2. Participants in group discussions are asked to voice their opinions and thoughts, how comfortable are you, in voicing your opinions in front of others?
 Are you….


Very Comfortable 
1– MIN 50% PER GROUP


Fairly Comfortable
2


Comfortable
3


Not Very Comfortable
4 – THANK AND TERMINATE 


Very Uncomfortable
5 – THANK AND TERMINATE 

3. Have you ever attended a focus group or one-to-one discussion for which you have received a sum of money, here or elsewhere?


Yes
1 – MAX (50%) PER GROUP


No
2 – SKIP TO Q. 10
4. When did you last attend one of these discussions?



___________________________________________________________



TERMINATE IF IN THE PAST 6 MONTHS 

5. How many focus groups or one–to-one discussions have you attended in the past 5 years?




__________________________________



(SPECIFY) IF MORE THAN 5 – THANK AND TERMINATE 

6. Would you please tell me the topics discussed?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

IF  TRADE COMMISSIONER SERVICE OR THE VTC - THANK AND TERMINATE 

7. Have you been invited to another of these focus groups or interviews in the near future?


Yes
1 – THANK AND TERMINATE


No
2

8. For this focus group you will be asked to operate a computer and complete some predefined tasks.  Is there any reason why you could not participate?


Yes
1 – THANK AND TERMINATE 


No
2

NOTE: IF RESPONDENT OFFERS ANY REASON SUCH AS SIGHT OR HEARING PROBLEM, A WRITTEN OR VERBAL LANGUAGE PROBLEM, A CONCERN WITH NOT BEING ABLE TO COMMUNICATE EFFECTIVELY – THANK AND TERMINATE 

9. Could you please tell me what type of business or organization you work for? (DO NOT READ - Select one only)
Accommodation, restaurant and beverage services………………1 

Agriculture and Agri‑Food…………………………………………….2 

Business services (consulting, etc)………………………………….3 – MAX 2 PER GROUP



Communications and utilities………………………………………...4 

Construction…………………………………………………………...5 

High Technology Industry…………………………………………….6

Health or social services……………………………………………...7 

Manufacturing………………………………………………………….8 

Transportation and storage…………………………………………..9 

Wholesale……………………………………………………………..10

Retail…………………………………………………………………...11

Financial……………………………………………………………….12
Student………………………………………………………………...13 -  MAX 1 PER GROUP
Educational……………………………………………………………14 - thank and terminate
Government…………………………………………………………..15 - thank and terminate

Non-profit ……………………………………………………………..16 – MAX 1 PER GROUP

Other - ________________________________________……..17 - (get client approval)
10. Record Gender


Male

1


Female
2

11. We would very much like to participate in this focus group.  The focus group will last no longer than 2 hours and will take place at Opinion Search on Elgin Street.  As appreciation for your participation in this research, you will be offered a cash honorarium of $100.  Would you be interested in participating the focus group?



Yes


1  ( INVITE



No


2  ( THANK AND TERMINATE



Don’t know / need to confirm
3  ( SCHEDULE CALL BACK

12. When was the last time you logged on to the VTC? 


More than 1 year ago




1 



Between 6 months and 1 year ago


2  - ANSWER 1, 2, 3 or 9 – INVITE TO GROUP 1



Between 3 and 6 months ago



3



Less than 3 months ago




4  - INVITE TO GROUP 2



Don’t know
9 – GROUP 1

IMPORTANT:
The session is 2 hours in length, but we are asking that all participants arrive 10 minutes prior to the start time of the session. Are you able to be at the research facility 10 minutes prior to the session time?  

 Yes.......1              

               No........2 – TERMINATE

All participants in this study are asked to bring to the group PICTURE IDENTIFICATION.  If you do not bring your personal identification then you will not be able to participate in the session and you will not receive the incentive fee. Are you going to bring along your ID

Yes.......1              

               No........2 – TERMINATE

The group discussion will last approximately 2 hours and we offer each participant a $100.00 cash gift as a token of our appreciation. I should also tell you that the groups will be audio and video taped for research purposes and members of the research team will be observing the discussion from an adjoining room.  Everything you say will be kept confidential. 

[   ] CHECK TO INDICATE YOU HAVE READ THE STATEMENT TO THE RESPONDENT.

Before we finish, I would just like to confirm some contact information.  

Confirm Participant’s:

Name - __________________________

Tel Number - _____________________

Fax Number - _____________________

Email - __________________________

Thank you for agreeing to participate in the focus group.  We will fax/email you the focus group logistics including time, location and contact phone number.  

LOCATION: 

Appendix 2
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Moderator’s Discussion Guide

DRAFT FOR DISCUSSION

1. INTRODUCTION (10 minutes)
· Description of focus group procedure

· Objectives of the focus group:

· review expectations and experience with the Virtual Trade Commissioner (VTC) 

· test usability and functionality of current VTC website
· review and discuss proposed enhancements to the VTC
· understand how participants can be motivated to increase service requests on the VTC
· Familiarization with facility and confidentiality commitments (recording, one-way mirror, etc.)

· Roundtable introduction of participants (name, position, company, export experience, VTC experience)

2. WARM-UP DISCUSSION – EXPORT INTERESTS AND EXPERIENCE WITH THE VTC (10 minutes)
ROUNDTABLE TO BEGIN.  EVOLVE INTO FULL GROUP DISCUSSION: 
Specifically:

· Have you ever used the VTC? 
· PROBE NON-USERS:  What have you heard about the VTC?  Why do you think you have never tried it?
· PROBE USERS:  How often do you use the VTC?  What for?  Have you ever submitted a service request (DEEP PROBE)?
· What has been your experience with the VTC to-date?
3. EXISTING VTC WEB PAGE FUNCTIONALITY AND INTUITIVENESS  (30 minutes)
COMPUTERS WILL BE OPEN TO EXISTING VTC HOME PAGE.
 

(TBD:  have registered users log in to their own account?  Non-registered users to be given dummy usernames and passwords) 
· MODERATOR TO FLIPCHART:  “Looking at this page, what would you want to do on the VTC (PROBE USERS.).  What tasks would you like to accomplish?
· What do you expect to find in the top (Contacts and Services) vs. bottom (Current Opportunities and Sector Information) sections?  Does this make sense?  Is it intuitive?  Does it fit with what you’re looking for on the site?
· How easy or intuitive is it to do the tasks (use examples from flipchart) that you are talking about?  Where is your eye drawn?  Are the buttons in places you would expect?
· I would like to go through some tasks to see how easy or difficult you find doing them.  After each one, we’ll stop and I want you to take walk us verbally through the steps that you went through. (Identify any “pain points” and probe.)
· Find a market report on your industry sector in Italy (or country x)
· You need a lawyer in Italy, go find one.
· Find information on import regulations
· Statistics
· An economic profile
· Business leads or tenders
· Trade shows
· News about your industry in Italy (country x)
· Where would you click to obtain help from:
· Your trade commissioner
· A contact at EDC
· A contact at another Government department
· Would you do this? Under what circumstances?
· Now I would like you to add “Belize” to your list of countries, and modify your industry sector to “Services and Capital Projects” or other.
(BELIZE selected as it is not likely to be already on anyone’s list).  WAIT, OBSERVE, DEBRIEF.
4. EVALUATE ENHANCED WEB PAGE CONCEPT (40 minutes)

HAVE PARTICIPANTS OPEN ENHANCED TEST PAGE.

Have participants rate the home page in terms of visual appeal on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very appealing, and 1 being not at all appealing.  Roundtable debrief and probe responses. What is your impression of the updated page?

Do you see any marked improvements? PROBE.

If not mentioned, PROBE enhancements:

· Country tabs

· “Assistance” and “Self-serve”  - Probe :  is the distinction clear and obvious? 
· Left column:

· From “Your Account” to “My VTC”

· New on My VTC

· Removal of Search, Ask Us, My Briefcase

· Etc.  Change your Sector / Change your country 

REPEAT AND REVIEW KEY TASKS ABOVE asking participants where they would click (dead links), and how easy it is to find the button.  Debrief as to whether participants find the page more or less intuitive and why.  
· Find a market report on your industry sector in Italy (or country x)
· You need a lawyer in Italy, go find one.
· Find information on import regulations
· Statistics
· An economic profile
· Business leads or tenders
· Trade shows
· News about your industry in Italy (country x)
· Point out “Canada-Ontario” button.

· What does this represent?  What would you expect by clicking here? If not clear, what would you call this button? 

· What do you expect to see when you click on each of the 4 buttons on the right? ASK EACH IN TURN:

· Develop my strategy
· Find a lead or partner
· Pursue a lead
· Close a deal
· Do these four service bundles on the home page adequately portray your service needs at different stages of exporting?  PROBE TO UNDERSTAND VARIOUS STEPS. REDESIGN PROCESS WITH GROUP IF NECESSARY.
· Is the taxonomy (wording) clear?  Do you know what is being offered if you click on a service?  Would you recommend any changes in wording?

· Would you request any of these services? Which ones?
· SUMMARY AND PROBE ON HOW TO IMPROVE ENHANCED WEB PAGE.

· In addition to these proposed enhancements, what other changes or enhancements do you believe are necessary to encourage you to request more services through the VTC?

5.
OBSERVERS’ QUESTIONS (10 minutes)
THANK AND CLOSE SESSION

Total Time:  100 minutes
The Canada-Ontario Tab


Moderator: what would you find by clicking on the Canada-Ontario Tab?


“Most of the similar information, only for Canada and Ontario”





“Inter province Industry information”





 “Trade events and things that are going on in Canada, and not foreign “





“Provincial help”





“Contacts in Canada”





 “Sandra’s business must be in Ontario”





Information by country too limiting.


Participants’ think about their business


based on their sector or sectors’ of 


interest.  Participants requested layout as presented on “My Home” Tab, but it is not apparent to go there.








Overall Reactions to the Modified Page





“Brighter, cleaner, nicer, more space, less information (earlier he said too much all at once), Option to browse more countries, 


This page is much better”





Moderator: what is it about this page that makes it more appealing?


“The country tabs”


“There is more space”


“Not a lot of scrolling”





“The first thing you see is self serve and customizing (ACTION WORDS). They are not telling you “here is the information we are giving you, it’s saying GO GET IT.”





“The site uses words like “we recommend”, this makes it feel like they are customizing the site for you.”





“It’s cleaner. It looks more like eye candy, a little bit lighter. It still has all the same stuff on it, but the presentation is nicer”





“I like the fact that they’ve broken out a systems and self serve. This jumps out at me because systems lets me know “contact someone and work with someone”, and self serve means “I can go there and find my own information and do what I want to do”. 





“It looks like it has all the information that would get me started there; more specifically, business opportunity.”








Valuable content is not seen since participants don’t scroll the page before they click on links higher on the page to find content.





“No events”. “No leads, and “No documents available” sends a strong negative message that the site is not delivering value.





Users have become so accustomed to the bar that they don’t see the buttons being different from site to site, and they areignored in various tasks.   It is also visually unappealing.


The “Welcome” text contributes to the page’s appearance as cluttered, heavy, and having too much information.





More and more users expect the search field to be more prominently displayed in the top centre of the page. 





Photo is a very strong feature of the page, connecting with the users and adding personalization of the site. 





Participants recognize the sales process, but inexperienced exporters also want services at the ‘downstream’ end, i.e. pursue a lead and close the deal. 


Experienced exporters already have their strategy in place and don’t see themselves here.





Particpants don’t understand “Browse the world” button, they use it to search and get lost.





Current VTC Home Page





Top and Bottom Sections


“Once we get to sector section, YES I am seeing the stuff that is related to my sector, at least I think I am. It’s like walking into a Canadian Tire and going to the first cash, and then seeing that they have tools in another section.”





“I would ignore the top half. I would go to the second part first, and then if I found something of interest and wanted to go “





“I like to see the face of the TC there. Then I could have a face to a name. That is a good start”





……participants described exactly what is available to them in the ‘My Home’ tab, but it was clearly not apparent to them that that this was available to them by clicking on the tab…








Overall Perceptions of the Site





“I find it busy. There is a lot of information that I would skip over. I would like to have crisper titles, instead of all the information being right there.”





“We come from the school of Google, use very simple interface to begin with.”





“I like the content…”





What are you looking for on the site?  What do you want it to do for you?





“I’m looking for information.  Market reports.”





“New opportunities (generate sales in new markets, seeing what’s out there)”





“Looking for leads”





 “Research, identify a partner, leads”


“Hoping to talk somebody, looking for guidance, I do get leads” 





“I want to find market intelligence. Chinese museum information for example. I couldn’t find information on traveling exhibitions they have every year, or from which country.”





“If I said I am going to this country, the site would say “here is some stuff that might be of interest to you”., and I could then dig deeper. More dynamic in that sense.”








Links to partner site’s home pages are detract from functionality because participants leave the site and cannot get back.  They do communicate that there are many partner/sponsors contributing to the site. 





Most participants clicked here to complete the task of finding a contact at EDC.  “Select another contact” in this market is not intuitive for this task.  





Participants found local date and time very useful. Perhaps make it more prominent.








Welcome line much cleaner without text.





White on blue tabs for geographic much clearer and visually appealing





Meaning of Canada/Ontario button not clear or apparent. 





“Develop” considered unnecessary.  Refine is seen as more appropriate.  Participants would still like this to be more tailored to their level of expertise





Participants find the distinction between assistance and self-serve very clear and intuitive. Many suggest it should be inverted since they will self-serve first, then seek assistance.





“My VTC considered clearer and sharper.  Change my sectors / countries buttons appreciate.





Browse more countries button clearer and does not divert participants as “browse the world” button did.





New on My VTC preferred.





Participants still don’t like scrolling down and navigation or links below may not be found.





Fewer boxes in left column makes the site much cleaner and less cluttered. 





The Four Service Bundles





“I would ignore these buttons, to learn how to develop a marketing strategy. It seems too simplistic”





“I would see a form that you could ask various countries. What do you want/need?”





“Find information on market intelligence.”





“Focus in on setting goals and objectives; meaningful list of opportunities and leads.”





“I would expect to find phone numbers, contacts”








Prospective Ease of Use and 


Intuitiveness of the Page





“This one is much easier to use. Even if you go wrong, it is easier to find yourself on this page.”





“I like the setup of the second one better. “





“The colour and the font is not much different, make it more obvious.”





“Get rid of all the scrolling that is needed. More visual support (maps, diagrams)”








Modified VTC Home Page





Recommendation:  


Proceed with the proposed enhancements and suggested improvements found throughout this report, subject to the remainder of our recommendations below.





Recommendations:


Re-name the ‘Canada-Ontario’ tab to ‘All (my) Markets’ while maintaining the red coloring which symbolizes that they are at their “home-base”, since participants repeatedly requested not to have the content parsed by geographic market;





Consider having the site open to this tab by default, rather than to a geographic market.





In the more substantive review to follow, evaluate the extent to which the wider body of users prefers a sector rather than geographic/market organization of content, and consider allowing the use of “sector” tabs as well as “market” tabs.





Recommendations:


Move the “Self-Serve” section to the top, and the “Assistance” section underneath.  However in doing so, the visual appeal of the top section must be augmented using photographs or other powerful imagery.





As part of the more substantive review of the VTC to take place, we submit a preliminary recommendation to review and possibly restrict the ability to make direct service requests for all users.  Our experience with this and other research and extensive interaction with the TCS indicates that requests from inexperienced users is causing increased frustration on both sides, and is severely jeopardizing the credibility of the VTC both among users (this is a hypothesis not substantiated by quantitative research) and in the Department. 








Recommendation:


If the only content to drive the business opportunities section on the page comes from “IBOC” or other “leads”, provide the user with an option to obtain an RSS feed of business opportunities.  In this manner, they will not see “no business leads…” available, and will be kept informed of any leads and opportunities of interest.  The World Bank and InterAmerican Development Bank provide models in this regard.





N.B.  This document serves as a guide for Moderator and Client to ensure a common understanding of the nature of information to be gathered through the focus group session.  This is not a questionnaire and questions will not necessarily be asked verbatim by the Moderator.  At the end of the focus groups, all of the questions posed in this guide will have been answered satisfactorily.








� Focus groups were held in English only due to the fact that these modifications are only a first step in the assessment, and more importantly, since the usability and functionality for these enhancements is not deemed to be language- or culture-dependent.


� Marketing Research and Intelligence Association


� This includes permission not denied.


� Usability tests are better conducted in groups of 4-6, which are smaller than traditional focus groups of 8-10.  This is because smaller groups allow individual respondents to provide more detail on their usability experience through more detailed explanations of their visual impressions and click-paths on the site than would be possible in a larger group.


� The reader should note that many participants making these comments were either not aware, or had forgotten, that their own sites are customized for their sector.
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