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Summary/Sommaire

The findings in this report are based on two focus groups conducted October 11, 2005, in Ottawa. The main subject of enquiry was potential advertisements developed by Natural Resources Canada.
While it is very difficult to draw conclusions from two focus groups, the results suggest that proceeding with the advertising campaign before the measures are passed by Parliament might produce little net impact.

Les conclusions de ce rapport proviennent de deux groupes de discussion tenus à Ottawa le 11 octobre, 2005.  Les principaux sujets d’enquête étaient les perceptions des annoncés relatives aux Ressources naturelles Canada.
C'est difficile à dessiner des conclusions de deux groupes de discussion, mais les résultats suggèrent que procéder avec la campagne publicitaire avant que les mesures sont passé le Parlement pourrait produire petit impact net. 

1. Introduction

1.1 Background


On October 7, 2005, the Government of Canada announced a program of financial assistance and other information for Canadians in response to rising energy costs. To support this announcement and rollout of program elements, print and radio ads were developed. The purpose of the research was to obtain the reaction of members of the public to the draft ads, including two radio ads, a print ad (with three potential looks) and a tag line.

1.2 Methodology


Two focus groups were conducted on the evening of October 11, 2005, in Ottawa. A total of eight participants participated in each groups. One group was conducted in English, the other in French. Participants were randomly selected members of the general public.

1.3 A Note on Qualitative Research


The primary benefit of focus group discussions is that they allow for in-depth probing with participants on behavioural habits, perceptions and attitudes related to the subject matter. The group discussion also allows for flexibility in exploring other areas as they arise that may be pertinent to the investigation. 

Focus groups allow for a more textured understanding of the issues at hand in that the thoughts or feelings are expressed in the participants’ own language. The focus group technique is used as a means of developing insight and direction, rather than quantitatively precise or absolute measures. Due to the inherent biases in the technique, the data cannot be projected to any universe of individuals. While every effort was made – within the recruiting parameters – to balance various demographic characteristics when recruiting participants, these groups (and therefore the findings drawn from them) may not be said to be representative of the larger population as a whole. For the reader’s ease, these findings are depicted to some extent as definitive and representative — this is, however, true only for the universe represented by these participants.

2. Findings


Overall, the ads pass the disaster check, but barely so. Participant reaction suggests that the main problems might lay more with the timing of the campaign (i.e., pre-vote), and, to a lesser extent, the policy, than with the execution per se.


Reaction to the radio and print ads was generally tepid. Many people felt that what they heard and read raised more questions than it answered. The discussions, however, did reveal that people understood the basics of what was being proposed. Specifically that:

· Government of Canada assistance is available mainly or exclusively to low-income earners to help ease the burden of rising energy prices.

· $2.4 billion in new funding.

· It is a reaction to the much-publicized rise in the cost of energy.

· A combination of rebates for energy efficient home modifications and cash for those who qualify.

· A mix of short-term measures and some long-term programs aimed at energy reduction.

· For more information, call 1-800-O-CANADA or visit a web site.

Timing: The Main Weakness


Prompting revealed that most people seemed to understand that the measures were being proposed/considered by Parliament. But this was raised spontaneously as an issue by relatively few people. Those who did raise it tended to be more sophisticated/educated participants. Once raised, there was some debate as to the appropriateness of advertising the measures before they are adopted. Some of the more sophisticated/educated people felt that going ahead with the advertising was a cynical strategy on the part of the Liberal Party at pre-election positioning: “It’s vote buying.” “It’s designed to put pressure on the opposition.” “There is no reason to advertise this before it becomes a done deal other than to make the Government look good before an election.” There was also concern, shared more broadly among participants, that if the package of measures was not passed the advertising would have created “false hope” among “poor people”, or at the very least, caused confusion.


Those who felt it was appropriate for the Government to advertise the measures in advance of a vote in Parliament appeared more likely to qualify for the subsidies (i.e., lower SES). Some were equivocal in there support, however: “I guess it’s okay to talk about it now.” Others put forward more cogent arguments around the related notions of transparency and consultation: “It’s good that they are telling us what they are thinking of doing about this.” “I think it gives us an opportunity to let them know whether it’s a good idea or not.”

In the end, participants thought that the measures should be adopted regardless of timing. While imperfect and somewhat narrow, they were seen to respond to a real need. 

· Other Weaknesses

The ads led people to note the following weaknesses and concerns with what the Government is proposing:


The ad suggests that the Government is focused on a (politically motivated?) quick fix, since the subsidy is understood to be a one-time only strategy. Similarly, some felt that the approach misses the point on either one of two levels: 1) It does not sufficiently address the fundamental need for reducing energy consumption, and 2) It does not address the rising retail costs of energy (e.g., why not lower federal taxes on energy?).


The energy subsidy aspects are also seen as narrow and somewhat arbitrary, offering nothing, for example to a non-GIS receiving single person or married couple living below the poverty line. Similarly, the amounts (i.e., maximum $250.00) are judged to be low, provoking a mix of responses ranging from “drop in the bucket” to “every bit helps”.

There appears to be little for the middle class. While disappointing (though not unexpected), almost everyone agreed that it made sense to target low-income households.


The rebates to landlords might not benefit low-income tenants if savings are not passed on. It also raises questions about how the Government could monitor/enforce this.

· The Radio Ads

In terms of specifics, reaction to the radio ads was mixed, but no one found either one terrible. Both ads were seen as quick, in that “there is a lot of information to digest”. Clearly, the radio ads will be more effective in tandem with print messaging.


The radio ad that focuses on rebates for energy efficient retrofitting was well received. It struck a chord and responded to fundamental concerns about the need for Canada to reduce energy consumption. It is also more appealing from a purely execution standpoint: “I like the wind when the door opens.”  The radio ad that focuses on the energy subsidy was less well received for its content (i.e., one time cash subsidy for some low income people). The execution was also felt by some to be monotone and somewhat doleful: “It’s supposed to be good news isn’t it? You’d think the guy would be a little more enthusiastic.”

· The Print Ads

Participants tended to highlight more positive than negative words and phrases in the print ads, and much of the negative highlighting indicated questions as opposed to disagreement/rejection. Overall, however, participants felt that the print ads lacked clarity. The positive aspects were as follows:

· $2.4 billion sounds substantial.

· Helping low-income families and seniors is good.

· The specificity of the numbers lends credibility and concreteness.

· The $5,000.00 for low-income earners who make energy efficient renovations sounds substantial.

· Rebates and grants aimed at curbing energy consumption resonate as part of a long-term strategy aimed at fundamental problem.


The negative aspects/questions included the following: 

· The words “relief” and “help” in the title suggests disaster relief at first glance

· Lack of understanding/questions about who qualifies for subsidy (e.g., are the income figures examples or thresholds? what is NCBS and GIS?)

· Are rebates/grants/subsidies taxable?

· Is this a one-time only initiative?

· Some felt that the transit infrastructure bit is disconnected from the rest, others understand why it’s there and like it.

· Monitoring changes in energy prices, neither highlighted as negative nor positive, was seen as likely ineffectual: “’Monitor’ doesn’t mean they’re going to do something about it.” 

· People understand that the package is being considered. The less sophisticated do not see this as unusual or problematic unless prompted. Others see this as typical of government and politics, and one participant was “insulted” by what he considered to be the LPC’s political motivation.


Participants were asked to discuss the appeal of three potential print ad looks/designs (with the text remaining the same in all three options). The plainer “square” version was dismissed as bland. The “curved” version was preferred by about half of participants because it gave prominence to the Canada word mark and the Government of Canada logo/Canadian flag. It was also felt to be more aesthetically appealing: “The curves make it lighter. The box is too serious, like an ad for disaster relief.” Other participants opted for the “cityscape/leaf” version. They felt that it drew them in more than the other ads did: “I can relate to it more.” “It seems more relevant. It’s less government.” A few participants, however, noted that the cityscape evoked low income housing: “It reminds me of [the 70s TV show] Good Times.” 

· The Tag Lines

The tag lines tested poorly. “Helping Canadians” is fine, but the notion that the Government is “… putting all [their] energy into it” was not at all well received. It suggested to people that this is all the Government would do to deal with the energy situation, and more broadly, the environment: “I sure hope they don’t put all their energy into this.” A few participants also thought there was something subtly ironic about the idea of putting all of one’s energy into something that fundamentally needs to be addressed by a reduction in energy consumption. 


There was agreement that removing “all” in favour of something along the line of “we our putting energy into it” would work.

a) The Bottom Line


While it is very difficult to draw conclusions from two focus groups, the results suggest that proceeding with the advertising campaign before the measures are passed by Parliament might produce little net impact. Many will not notice the ads. Among those that do notice, “supporters” appear less likely to be active/vocal while any positive impact might be limited given lower levels of engagement and education. Conversely, the relatively few people that might react negatively to the campaign as premature, and thus politically motivated, are more likely to be active/vocal and any negative impact that the ad might have could linger.


Consideration could be given to recasting the campaign to give more emphasis to Canada’s Action Plan for Sustainable Development and the measures aimed at energy reduction.
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