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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1
Introduction/Background

This report presents a summary of the findings derived from a qualitative evaluation of a video document produced for the Department of Justice.  This video document deals with the issue of young offenders, and articulates a government point of view on the logic, motives and rationale for upcoming changes to the Young Offenders Act currently being weighed in the Department.  This document, while seeking to articulate useful, credible and compelling information about how community programming for youth justice works and what its benefits are, is not intended as an objective or “journalistic” piece.   In an effort to garner uninfluenced reaction to the piece, this specificity was not shared with participants.

 The research process used in this study differs somewhat from traditional qualitative methodology in that the stimulus was exposed to much larger than usual sized groups of people (of over 55 participants), and involved the use of individual audience response technology.   The process followed the following sequence:

· An initial and very short warm up session where participants were instructed on the objective of the session and the proper use of the audience response system – a system based on hand-held, radio-emitting “dials”;

· A period of viewing the stimuli, in this case consisting of a 40 minute long video document, during which participants used their dials to indicate the nature (positive, neutral, negative) of their response to the stimuli.  This response was then tabulated and used to generate a moving line graph which was then superimposed over the image of the documentary, thus providing a “moment to moment”, real-time indicator of the response to specific sections of the video.

· A period of discussion following the viewing in which the standard qualitative measures relative to communications (perceived messages, reactions, inferred target audience and so on) were assessed via conversation with participants.

The research process consisted of two such groups, one each in the cities of Montreal on July 3rd, and Toronto on July 4th, 2001.   Groups were composed of a cross-section of Canadians, but monitored specifically for adequate representation of different age groups, and parents.  

The reader of this report is reminded that the methodology employed in this study remains fundamentally qualitative in nature despite the use of quantitative measurement instruments, and therefore should not be construed as representative of the larger population of Canadians in any statistically representative manner.   The consistency in findings from group to group in this process does, however, suggest that we may have confidence in the general validity of the findings reported herein.

1.1
Overview of Moment-to-Moment Feedback

The moment-to-moment oriented part of this process suggested a largely neutral reaction to the video document, punctuated by minor to moderate “peaks” of positive response.  There was a noticeable absence of evidence that might suggest content that was strongly liked or disliked.  This was somewhat unexpected compared to our in-going objective and expectation that the process would provide feedback useful for editing purposes.  In fact, this feedback clearly suggests that the delivery of the message on the video document and the variety of tools and techniques that are deployed with this objective in mind are largely uncontroversial.  Participants describe a document in terms that suggest a predominance of anecdotal and testimonial content that is largely irrefutable and unprovocative, as if each segment of the piece delivers a story or an accounting that participants find hard to question.  

Accordingly, most of the initial verbal feedback and virtually all of the dial feedback suggests that the document marshals a fairly convincing case for the Government of Canada’s position on young offenders, and offers a generally compelling set of arguments in favor of the changes the government is contemplating.   In this sense, there is little in terms of precise editing-oriented feedback to be gleaned from these findings: most of the content of the document appears at least superficially acceptable to most participants.  

1.2
Overview of Qualitative Feedback 

In ensuing discussion of the piece, however, we see evidence of more substantive problems with the piece.  These appear to emerge only after some consideration of the wider implications here, or following some form of larger weighing of the pros and cons of this piece.  More precisely, most of these problems center not on what is said in the document, but rather in what is not said regarding:

· The purpose of the piece and its origins.  Although the document was not designed to present a “journalistic” viewpoint, it was clear that the current version does not adequately convey this.  As such, some participants were inclined to presume a more balanced intent, and in this light, found the piece wanting. In this ambiguity, we found a variety of reactions and indicated risks, the most serious of which is a sense among some of these participants  that the intent is to manipulate:

“This is propaganda!”

“They’re pulling the wool over our eyes.”

This is, however, a minority point of view, and clearly one that would likely be much reduced if the origin and objective of the document were stated more clearly at the onset.  

· For many other participants, however, this document is more obviously an advocacy piece, and in this light, participants are not inclined to doubt the intent here.  From this perspective, the document is understood more readily as an advocacy of the government’ position on youth and justice, and can be weighed accordingly.  From this perspective, the document is more likely to be perceived as an invitation to consider the government’s point of view, and to draw one’s own conclusions as to the quality of the solutions being proposed.  For participants who appear to decode the purpose and objective of the document in this manner, our findings suggest also that the argumentation advanced in the document is potentially persuasive:

“I liked it – it gave me hope.”

“Well, this is just the government stating its case.”

· Finally, another minority of participants suggest a combination of the above: namely that they assume that this is a “journalistic” piece, and tend to “buy-in” to the point of view with little hesitation.  The piece is described in the most positive terms by this minority.

The above three points clearly point out that a more clear articulation of the specific origin and objective of this document is warranted, if only to redress the tendencies observed.  Reducing this ambiguity, on the other hand, is the most obvious avenue to leading viewers of this piece to a more balanced, and appropriately critical perspective.  

Two additional perceived omissions in the piece apparently serve to undermine the credibility of the effort by failing to speak more thoroughly to the following:

· Certain aspects of youth and crime.  For a good proportion of participants, the discussion of crime in the document is “long” on minor offences and short on its treatment of the more serious kinds of crime.  In this context, participants are apparently sensitive to the potentially controversial questions that surround how young violent offenders should be treated, and would have appreciated a more in-depth focus on questions of this nature.   In this sense, the perspective on violent crime is apparently considered as a sort of “litmus test” of any proposed comprehensive approach to youth and justice.  

· Many participants noticed – and were suspicious – of what they considered an excessively “rosy” description of both the orientation and outcome of the measures and community programs described.  While most are clearly favourable to the underlying principle that community group involvement is an essential ingredient to such a plan, they are also aware that these are not infallible measures, and that there must surely be failures to accompany the successes.  The document, however, is perceived to be scant on these failures, and this omission forms an additional source of concern that undermines the credibility and perceived objectivity of the piece.  

Finally, there were some perceived omissions in the piece of a more technical or pragmatic impact, namely:

· A failure perceived by some to provide sufficient context and justification for the message.  While most participants are prepared to accept that young offenders are an important problem that should be addressed, many also felt that their interest in (and perhaps support for) the platform being addressed here would be higher if more effort was directed at describing why it is necessary in the first place.  In concrete terms, the missing information may be of a statistical or factual nature that outlines, at the very least, some idea of the extent, depth and breadth of the young offender “problem” in Canada.  Alternatively, information about the legislation-specific problems the new law means to address would also serve in the same manner.  

· Additional information that was deemed potentially useful in this sense would be to situate the programs discussed in the piece in greater temporal clarity, which would clarify when and where they would come into effect, and what they would replace. 

· Problems with the quality of the French language translations and voice-overs used in the test piece.  These, while arguably attributable to the unfinished character of the tested material do highlight the importance of conveying this message with a level of French that appears up to standard for Quebecois participants 

1.3
Conclusions

The conclusions to be drawn from this research clearly point to consideration of the following changes and amendments:

· Measures to clarify the source and objective of the document, and to state its mission to convey the government’s point of view more clearly at the outset.  While most participants quickly arrive at the conclusion that this document is not a piece of objective journalism, the fact that many others assume so testifies to the importance of this change.  Clearly, when participants conclude that this is intended to be an “objective” or at least “balanced” piece, they are much more inclined to indict the credibility and legitimacy of the overall message simply because there is an apparent lack of countervailing points of view here.  On the other hand, we see equally compelling evidence to suggest that a clearer acknowledgement of the built-in advocacy in this piece provokes a much more balanced and appropriately critical point of view.

· Measures to clarify the nature and extent of the underlying problem the act is meant to address.  While we see much evidence to suggest that the issue of youth and justice is of concern to participants, it is equally clear that not all viewers are equally informed about the root problem.  Accordingly, many decode the document’s failure to lay out this contextual and background information as a signal as to the intended audience.  In this light, many participants felt that the intended audience here is actually people who work in, or who have had some form of contact with the youth justice system.  These comments are fuelled by an apparent absence of facts (crime statistics, etc.), dates and specific details (about when and where the laws are currently, or are expected to take effect, what they will replace, etc.) that most feel are necessary components for a wider, general public audience.  

Other indicated changes to the piece would address some of the more pragmatic or technical shortcomings observed by participants, which were nonetheless deemed very important:

· Efforts to improve the quality and execution of the French language version. 

· Efforts to widen some of the communicational tools in the document to reduce what was considered an over-reliance on testimonials.

2.0
OBJECTIVES

The overall objective of this study was to assess a Department of Justice produced video document for critical feedback prior to final production.  More specifically, the process submitted this document to a “general public” research audience for feedback specific to the following questions and concerns:

· The ability of each document to generate awareness and understanding of the key messages;

· the ability of the document to achieve its intended communications objectives;

· overall comprehension of the document, specifically with respect to primary and secondary messages and perceived target audience;

· the clarity of the language, terms, images and production elements employed;

· the credibility of the messages perceived and the messenger;

· reactions to specific words, visuals and sequences in the flow of the document;

· identification of significant sources of problems in the execution or delivery of the intended message, and potential solutions to these if possible;

· for evidence of any potential unanticipated or unintended reaction to the concepts or elements therein;

3.0 METHODOLOGY

3.1
Chosen Method

Given the objectives set out for this study, the method of large group interviewing combined with audience-response and feedback/stimuli overlay technology was selected as the most appropriate.  

3.2
Number, Composition and Location of Groups

A total of two groups were held, one in Montreal of July 3rd, and another in Toronto on July 4th, 2001.  Both groups were similarly composed save for spoken language, and structured so as to ensure the representation of:

· Different age groups, with a focus on people who are old (or young) enough to have children between the ages of 12 and 18.  Efforts were also made to ensure some representation of youth between the ages of 16 and 18 and of adults over the age of 55.

· A roughly equal representation of men and women;

· A broad distribution of education levels.

3.3
Recruiting Screener

Recruiting "screeners" or questionnaires designed to facilitate the recruiting process were developed prior to the start of the process and submitted for client approval.  Copies of these are appended to this report, and contain the more specific instructions to recruiters regarding group composition, exclusions and general recruiting criteria.

3.4
Participant Incentive Fees

Participants in both groups were offered an incentive of $50 for their participation and co-operation in the process.  

3.5 Moderating and Analysis

John Patterson moderated all of the groups and was also responsible for all aspects related to the analysis of results and the writing of this report.  Madeleine Langlois acted in an administrative role, and as a back-up moderator.

3.6 Audience-Response Output

The product of the audience-response system is a video tape containing images of the video document we tested, combined with a moving line graph of the audience response to the images on the screen at any given moment.  Copies of these tapes have been provided to the department for their review.

4.0 DETAILED FINDINGS

4.1
Initial and Considered Reactions to the Document

There were in fact two different kinds of reactions to this piece, that which was observable during the moment-to-moment evaluation, which we have noted was generally neutral or positive, and that which emerged during the open discussion that followed this viewing.  This latter feedback was considerably more varied, and took on the following mixed tone and character:

Some reacted very favorably, and indicated a strong propensity to accept both the tone and the substance of the video document on face value.  Generally, people of this orientation indicated some awareness of the built-in advocacy in the piece, but were otherwise not obviously bothered by it or the fact that it was unspoken.  These people tended to evoke the following reasons for their favorable response:

· That the piece (and the government’s position therein) focused on the importance of such themes as self-esteem, community involvement, flexible sentencing and meaningful consequences.

· That there was acknowledgement of the inherent complexity of the young offender phenomenon, and the related view that simple or simplistic solutions will not suffice.  

Generally, these sorts of opinions dominated the initial moments of discussion of the piece, and perhaps account for the generally positive feedback observed during the moment to moment evaluation with the dial technology.

4.2
Perceived Messages

The following is an inventory of some of the perceived messages we encountered that clearly demonstrate both the breadth and depth of reaction to the document:

“c’est un exercise de voeux pieu du gouvernement.”

“c’est bien mieux que les prisons douces.”

“le message?  La nouvelle loi est la bonne.”

Participants were quite articulate in inventorying both the comforting and discomfiting aspects of the piece.  Generally, the positive comments centred on the underlying principles associated with the programs, and the acknowledgement that this is a complicated issue.  More specifically, participants cited the following as particularly comforting or “sécurisant”:

· the perceived “sensitivity” of the piece, which was largely described as a quality of acknowledging that most young offenders have problems whose roots are internal;

· the perceived focus or emphasis on prevention;

· the perceived focus or emphasis on community involvement, which was an aspect mentioned spontaneously and repeatedly in both groups;

· the perceived focus in the piece on reintegration, which was one particular aspect that several mentioned as the source of “hope” in the document.

Other aspects and perceived secondary messages or connotations of the piece were apparently discomfiting to participants, and more pronouncedly so for participants who construed this to be a document with an impartial source and purely informative objective:

· That it always “finishes so well”.  As mentioned previously, the fact that so little mention of failure was made undermines the credibility of the piece, simply because this runs counter to a sort of “conventional wisdom” among participants that some young offenders are incorrigible, and that there are always failures;

· that the piece conveys a “moralistic” tone in places, and to some participants;

· that under the new act, important decisions may be left to people, organisations or groups that may lack the qualifications or detachment necessary to “do the right thing”;

· that all of the “beau projets”, programs and lofty intent behind this piece and the act in general may be subject to the will of the government budget and the changing budgetary priorities.

4.3
Likes and Dislikes

Although highly subjective in nature, we conclude this report with a partial inventory of the perceived “likes” and “dislikes” that were often the object of consensus opinion among participants.   Some of the more favourable aspects of the piece mentioned by participants were the following:

· The personal testimonial, and particularly of certain individuals.  Some of the testimonials pre-disposed many to not only accept the story, but also the underlying message with little tendency to question.  In general (and not without exception), participants cited the testimonials of actual youth and of individuals with some experience in the “previous” young offender regime as the most positive;

·  that the document as a whole was “focused”, generally informative and easy to understand.  In this light, it should be noted that the text of the piece is devoid of any apparent problems of vocabulary, overly complex wording and syntax.  Apparently, the language level was accessible to all participants.


With this said, there were also some aspects of the piece that were more likely to be derided or criticised:

· many participants in Toronto and some in Montreal indicated that the piece is overly reliant on testimonial.   A more in-depth probing of feelings in this regard suggests that the problem may not be so much one of an overuse of testimonials as one of overly similar ones.  Some participants criticised what they felt was a redundancy in these parts of the piece, and called for more “balanced” testimonial;

· In some cases, the individuals chosen to testify to the logic and benefit of the government’s initiative generated mild reproach because they appeared too removed or disinterested to be credible.  This minority perspective was most often provoked by the testimonial of judges and offices, but was otherwise not a problem for the majority;

· In French, many complained about the “overuse” of subtitles and about the quality of the French spoken in the translated voice-over.  Additionally, many felt that the substance of the messages being voiced was too dense to be absorbed in written form.  For these, and to the apparent agreement of a majority, the solution would be to use voice-over translation as much as possible, but with a voice that is more readily understood.
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