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Introduction

The Government Online (GOL) initiative is driven by the principle of client-centricity. To achieve client-centricity, input from clients was sought throughout the initiative. This included public opinion research related to the development of the Canada Site, Gateways and Clusters, as well as research of a more general nature related to on-line service delivery and the attitudes of Canadians toward the Internet. These studies have been used to guide site navigation and information organization, to assess client requirements and levels of satisfaction, and to validate websites and their offerings in order to make online services as relevant and accessible as possible to Canadians. 

Each year, the research findings were analyzed, combined, and organized by subject matter to generate a summary report. These summary reports included only those studies seen to have wider applicability beyond the specific website for which the research was conducted. Each summary report brought together the accumulated ‘lessons learned’ from across the federal government that were viewed as relevant to the development and improvement of information and service delivery on the Internet. 

The annual summaries included 24 to 29 studies per year, and covered the period 2002 to 2005. The studies were both quantitative and qualitative, although most were qualitative, and involved different websites and audiences. While there is considerable consistency in the findings, caution should be exercised in generalizing beyond specific contexts. 
For the overview of GOL research included in this report, the summary reports were reviewed and the findings synthesized according to three main themes: 1) Accessibility, 2) Better and More Responsive Services, and 3) Building Trust and Confidence. This overview seeks to identify major themes in order to provide a coherent interpretative analysis of the findings as they relate to Canadians’ requests of the Government of Canada regarding its online information and service offerings. 

Accessibility

In terms of accessibility issues, the research reveals consistent requests by Canadians that Government of Canada websites be intuitive and easy to use, and readily accessible to all Canadians. Given this broad topic, research conducted over recent years investigated many related issues, including website organization and structure, navigation, look and feel, content in both official languages, and access for persons with disabilities. Most of the studies were qualitative; so, while there is considerable consistency in the findings, caution should be exercised in generalizing beyond the specific contexts due to the qualitative nature of much of the research. 

Canadians Prefer Multiple Means to Locate Information 

One of the most consistent findings in terms of website usability is the overall preference among Canadians for the ‘no-wrong-door’ approach – the presence of multiple means of accessing information. Numerous studies found this approach to be a desirable feature of sites, with participants expressing appreciation at having various ways to access information or services depending on their personal preferences. Beyond this clear desire for multiple paths, what also emerged from the more recent studies is that Canadians now expect to find multiple organizational approaches incorporated into government websites to accommodate the different ways they might want to use the site. Not only do people favour and expect this structure, qualitative studies have validated the effectiveness of the ‘no-wrong-door’ approach, demonstrating that users approach specific information searches by taking different paths, such as using Departments and Agencies links, the A-Z Index, or Gateways, among others methods, and do so with success. 

Despite the widespread endorsement of the ‘no-wrong-door’ approach, some findings have revealed contrary points of view. For instance, some research suggests that this can lead to confusion and frustration on the part of Canadians because of the repetition of information on a page in more than one organizational method, duplication of links, or when different routes do not lead to the same content. The latter suggests that different pathways should lead to the same, not different information, otherwise people wonder what they are missing by going through only one route to find the information they need. While these opinions are worth noting, they do not undermine the clear preference Canadians have routinely expressed in favour of the availability of multiple methods of accessing website information. 

Website Organization Based on Topic – Seen to be the Most Useful Method

The presence of multiple search methods is the organizational principle preferred by Canadians, but not every option is seen to be as useful as others. A variety of methods are used on government websites, including organization based on subject or topic, department and agency, life events, functional category, audience, and location. Recent studies have found that Canadians tend to prefer website information to be organized by subject matter or topic. For instance, a 2005 survey of Internet users revealed that, in decreasing order of preference, respondents preferred information organized by subject (85%), life event (70%), department (70%), functional category (64%), location (54%), and audience (51%). In terms of usefulness, a survey conducted on the Canadians Gateway reported that 81% attributed utility to the ‘subjects’ method, followed at a distance by life events (57%). Other studies support this finding, highlighting that website users value the presentation of main topics, followed by sub-topics. For these people, information organized by broad subjects, which then narrow into more detailed sub-categories, is both familiar and easy to use. Another study suggests that an arrangement based on subject or topic reflects the mental framework of many users and covers the broadest range of situations. 

Presented with the option of combining information and services by topic or separating online services from information links, a majority of people favoured information links and online services to be grouped together by topic heading, rather than broken into separate lists of information links and services links.

While Canadians value having access to multiple navigation methods, concern was expressed with some of the approaches – the audience, life events/cycle and location-based approaches. These concerns were not widespread nor consistent, but do warrant mention. Studies found that there is a problem with using an audience-oriented structure, such as “I Am… (e.g. senior, youth, self-employed)” when people cannot readily see themselves reflected in the options. As one example, qualitative research conducted with Non-Canadians revealed uncertainty with respect to which audience group best represented them on the Canada Site. Business users in this research were unsure whether they should select the ‘Non-Canadians Gateway’ or the ‘Canadian Business Gateway’. Similar problems were found with the lifecycle approach. One study conducted with persons with disabilities suggested that organization by life event was potentially problematic as the required information for life events varied depending on a person’s profile. A few other studies found that the organization of information by the location of the user was not well-received, and tended to confuse people rather than help them with their information search.
Website Navigation Needs to Be Easy

In terms of navigation, Canadians have consistently expressed their strong preference for websites that are intuitive and easy to use. One survey found that consistent navigation was seen by 82% of Canadians and 87% of business Internet users to be one of the most important elements of any website designed to give access to government information and services. Despite the importance attributed to ease of navigation, 42% of respondents in a panel survey felt that usability issues with respect to Government of Canada websites remain a concern. While organization and structure are key elements that ensure ease of use of websites, a of other aids also contribute to Canadians’ navigational ease with government websites. These include: 

Alphabetical Order. Regardless of the preferred method of organizing website information, the most common choice for presentation of the labels is alphabetical order. While this is insufficient as a method of categorizing on its own, when used in combination with another broader method – subject, audience, life event, etc. – research findings consistently conclude that alphabetical organization is a strong method. 
Descriptive Labels. Canadians have consistently requested website titles and labels that are descriptive and intuitive, and that use plain language. In one study, 49% of Internet users were not satisfied with the labels and titles used on Government of Canada websites. In addition, numerous qualitative studies have found that website users prefer to have short descriptions included with the links and labels to ensure that they understand the type of content to be found within each area. More specifically, brief summaries should be provided for items located within the topic links to allow visitors to see what the primary focus of a topic will be without navigating in a ‘trial and error’ fashion through each link. Not only do people feel that descriptive labels are needed for links on a website, they also would like to find a clear statement of the scope or purpose on websites – especially when sites are functioning as portals, not content providers. Many people suggested that each Government of Canada website have a line identifying it as an official government information source and a paragraph describing the purpose of the site.

Menus and Links. Specific preferences among Canadians have varied somewhat over the years. What remains constant, however, is the importance they attribute to top or left-side menus as navigational aids, although specific findings in this area are somewhat at odds. While studies have suggested that some website visitors ignore the top menus as perhaps being irrelevant and turn first to left-side menus, other findings suggest that people typically scan across the top navigation bar first and then down the left-side menu. Yet another study revealed that many users view the top and left-side menu bars as being a single feature (i.e. as working with one another). Despite this lack of consensus about the priority attributed to each type of menu, it is clear that the top and left-side menu bars are among the first features that users notice and go to on Government of Canada websites, and where they would expect to find ‘standard’ items. And, whatever the preference in terms of menu use, research suggests that any duplication between categories within the menus and other parts of the web page has the potential to confuse visitors.

‘Home’ Button. There has been considerable ongoing confusion among Canadians regarding the ‘Home’ button on the top menu bar of government websites. Confusion stems from the fact that the relative destination of ‘Home’ changes continually as users progress through their search. Studies have found that since the Gateways and Clusters forward visitors to content that resides on different government websites, users become lost and confused when the ‘Home’ button leads them somewhere other than where they first began. This remains an issue of some concern.   
Search Engines. Search engines are routinely used by Canadians to take them to relevant information. A number of quantitative and qualitative studies have revealed that many people prefer to use search features as a means of accessing content directly, rather than navigating through the website. A common search pattern observed in studies is for users to scan a homepage in search of key words, and if nothing appropriate is available, to opt for the search engine. Despite this reliance on key-word searches to locate information, Canadians do not perceive Government of Canada search engines to perform particularly well. Qualitative research reveals that the performance of search engines is a top complaint of government websites. Typical criticisms have been that government search engines do not interpret or present results in a logical order, and that they are not prominently located on home pages. As a result, there is a tendency among some people to rely on general search engines, such as Google, rather than on the search capabilities of the government website they have visited. Given this, there is a tendency among some Canadians to rely on general search engines, such as Google, rather than on the search capabilities of the government website they have visited. Given the popularity of commercial search engines, like Google, it should come as no surprise that many might defer to this model as the standard bearer in terms of function, and that the performance of government search engines would be measured against this standard. In fact, focus groups participants have suggested that government websites consider incorporating natural-language search capabilities that would enable users to ask questions. If this type of search feature returned relevant results based on users’ specific requirements, this would be a desirable way of directing website visitors to the information or services that they sought.

‘Breadcrumbs’. There is some support for the use of ‘breadcrumbing’ on Government of Canada sites to provide a visual presentation of the directory structure for the current webpage that allows the user to backtrack to any higher level in the site. While there is some evidence that website users appreciate this type of navigational aid and consider it to be highly intuitive, other qualitative studies found that people do not notice the directory path or ‘breadcrumb’ or do not tend to use it to navigate within the site. 
Look and Feel – Preference for Consistent Visual Design to Improve Ease of Access 

There is widespread support for the maintenance of consistency in terms of the visual design or ‘look and feel’ across Government of Canada websites. A panel survey found that 92% of users expect consistency when navigating between Government of Canada websites, and they think all government websites should use the same navigation buttons. In validation of this finding, a number of studies have revealed that website users prefer consistency in look and feel design elements, such as colour-schemes, top and left-side menu bar navigation, and federal identifiers, throughout government sites. Underscoring this preference is the finding that users tend to view the Canada Site as a single website, not as a series of Gateways and Clusters, and expect consistency in the ‘look and feel’ elements throughout. In addition, as several studies have noted, the top menu bars and red and white colours are among the first features that users notice when visiting federal government websites. Another study took this finding further to suggest that people feel that the Canada wordmark and common ‘look and feel’ features work together to make official government websites easily recognizable as just that – Government of Canada websites. Common ‘look and feel’ helps Canadians quickly identify the website they are visiting as belonging to the Government of Canada. 

Graphic and Visual Elements Should Add Value to Site

Feedback from Canadians on the use or role of visual elements on Government of Canada websites was largely consistent across the research. Studies frequently confirmed the view that government websites are seen to be boring and not visually engaging. However, while many studies reported that people want more graphics or colour to enhance the site presentation, there was a fairly consistent sense that the use of graphics must further the information value of the site and not detract from its overall functionality. In short, images should be meaningful, clear and distinct in purpose when used on government websites. Users expect graphics and images to directly relate to the information that they accompany. In essence, Canadians are looking for a balance between the use of colour and graphics to make a website visually interesting and the actual functionality of the site – graphical enhancements should not detract from the usability of websites. Most people, in fact, hold that simplicity in visual appearance and ease of navigation are critical to making their search activity enjoyable. So, while visual appeal is an important attribute of websites, the inclusion of visual effects should not compromise ease of navigation or the ability to quickly locate information. 

Ease of Access for Clients with Disabilities 

Comparatively few studies appear to have addressed issues of accessibility for clients with disabilities. That said, a recent study found that people who require specialized software to access the Internet continue to encounter problems accessing Government of Canada online information and service offerings. This includes difficulty reading PDF files, flash applications, graphics with clickable areas, poorly designed or disorganized pages, advertisements and publicity distractions, poor colour contract, the use of hard-to-read fonts, bolded text, and JPG graphics. The findings point to the need for continued attention to be paid to the requirements of persons with different disabilities to enable them to access the same services and information as other visitors to Government of Canada websites. 

Ease of Access in Both Official Languages

Feedback from Canadians on the accessibility of Government of Canada websites in both official languages is limited, but consistent in direction. Overall, French versions of websites were considered to be not as good as the English versions. A general finding was that users often found French translations to be of poor quality, and encountered numerous errors in the French versions of websites. As well, testing with non-Canadian audiences revealed inconsistencies in translation, which reflected on the overall perceptions of the quality and credibility of the information on the website.

Better and More Responsive Services

Canadians are relatively satisfied with the information and services provided by the Government of Canada through the Internet. A number of studies have revealed strong satisfaction ratings and assessments of government online services and websites. Not only do Canadians tend to be satisfied with the online offerings, many highly value the Internet as a service delivery channel because of its accessibility, speed, access to large amounts of information, and overall convenience. In fact, a survey found that 60% of Canadians and 61% of businesses, in a ideal situation, would prefer to complete all or most of their transactions online. This section presents a summary of Canadians’ requests and feedback regarding better and more responsive services, as revealed through a mix of quantitative and qualitative studies.  

Time Savings, Cost Savings – Perceived Benefits of Online Services

Canadians tend to identify cost savings and particularly time savings as significant benefits of Government of Canada online information and services. Qualitative studies have found that website users view government online services as fast, convenient, easy to access, always available, and less time-consuming compared to in-person or telephone service channels. As well, findings from a panel survey indicated that a majority of Internet users believe that the GOL initiative will result in faster service and that it represents good value in terms of tax dollars spent. In a different panel survey, 58% pointed to time-savings as the most important benefit of the GOL initiative. It is clear that Canadians associate both time and cost savings with government online services.  

Canadians Want Simplified Interaction with Government

The research suggests that Canadians have high expectations for Government of Canada online services. Among other things, studies have reported that Canadians expect more efficient means to seamlessly interact with government across all levels. To this end, Canadians have provided feedback on how this could be achieved by requesting website content and reacting to future service options. 

Access to Inter-Jurisdictional Information. The most frequent and consistently-heard suggestion for additional content to be added to existing Government of Canada websites is for the inclusion of inter-jurisdictional information. Canadians are often unsure about whether the information or service they are seeking is a federal, provincial or municipal responsibility. Numerous studies have found that Canadians prefer links relevant to a given subject that access all levels of government. For instance, an online survey reported that 85% of respondents felt that the Government of Canada should partner with other levels of government to integrate service offerings. Inter-jurisdictional information was desired by some to ensure that they can obtain a complete and accurate accounting of a topic. Another survey of Internet users found further support for access to different levels of government – 79% said they would be interested in accessing provincial information, and 69% said this about municipal information. 

Single-User Accounts. Many favour the use of a single-user account to simplify their interactions with the Government of Canada, where a user name and password would give access to all government online services of interest to them. Studies have found that website users tend to react positively to features that incorporate user profiles to enable information sharing and service delivery across departments or jurisdictions. By way of illustration, the ‘My Account’ feature offered on the Canada Revenue Agency website was well received by participants in qualitative research.  

Ability to Complete Transaction in Single Contact. Many Canadians would like to be able to complete an entire transaction in a single contact, rather than through multiple contacts or using multiple modes of contact. 

Use of the Internet for Better Information

The Internet is the preferred service channel for many Canadians, and they rely on it for a wide variety of information needs. A majority of online Canadians report that they access the Internet first for government service (followed by the telephone). Qualitative research corroborates this finding, revealing that participants considered the Internet to be the best, or one of the best, ways to find information – especially government information. In addition to this clear preference for the Internet, 72% of Internet users were satisfied with the government website they most recently visited, and even more (76%) said that they got what they needed from the site. 

In a panel survey, 57% of Internet users said their most recent service interaction involved obtaining information. A different panel survey found that many respondents visited government websites because they needed information. In addition, a number of studies confirmed that the Internet is an information channel that people are relying on for diverse types of content, from health to consumer information, to information about the environment. That said, Canadians appear to visit Government of Canada websites most often for information on jobs, taxes, and government, including contact information. Secondary content areas of interest tend to be laws, education, programs and services, forms, and publications. While many look to the Internet for government information, the level of contact to complete some form of transaction with the Government of Canada is far lower. A survey of Internet users found that just 12% had contacted government to complete a transaction online – most often to complete a form or application or to apply for a job.

Not only do Canadians use the Internet to access information, studies suggest that website users perceive online government information to be more up-to-date than that available in offices or by phone. Confirming this finding, a panel survey found that 45% believe the most accurate and up-to-date information is provided by Government of Canada websites, 27% that it is provided from government offices, 21% through the telephone, and 7% through printed documents. Qualitative studies report that visitors to government sites consistently believe that the websites are useful and present voluminous and high-quality information. It seems apparent that Canadians use the Internet to obtain information, and view online information to be of greater currency.

Bundling of Related Components Available Through Internet

Canadians appear receptive to the idea of bundling related Government of Canada service and information components through the Internet. As noted, Canadians have, in essence, requested one-stop shopping for government services and information. That is, they have consistently asked for an inter-jurisdictional approach to online information and services, they tend to favour the introduction of single-user accounts, and they ideally want to be able to complete one transaction in a single contact using just one method of contact.  

Building Trust and Confidence 

Canadians continue to express privacy and security concerns with respect to the Internet, and these issues represent some of the main barriers to overall Internet adoption. While the attitudes of Canadians have evolved over recent years, concerns related to Internet security and the privacy and protection of personal information continue to exist. This summary is based on 15 different studies, more than half of which were qualitative. As such, although there is considerable consistency in the findings, caution should be exercised in generalizing beyond specific context. 

Perceptions Related to Privacy, Security and Transmission of Personal Information 

Feedback on security and privacy issues related to Government of Canada websites revealed that Canadians have limits to what they are comfortable doing online. Canadians continue to express some concern with online transactions that require them to share personal or confidential information with the Government of Canada. Research conducted with seniors, for example, highlighted concerns about how personal information is protected from third-parties who might use the information improperly. A national panel survey of Internet users found that levels of comfort with providing personal information varied by type of information. While the large majority were comfortable providing their address (78%), phone number (76%) and date of birth (75%) over the Internet, fewer were comfortable providing financial information, such as a line from a previous tax return (63%) or their income (56%). Canadians were least comfortable sharing a Social Insurance Number (50%) or credit card number (38%). In general, the more sensitive the information, the lower the proportion of Canadians that feel comfortable providing it in an online environment.  

General Trust in Government Websites and Information 

In terms of the level of trust in Government of Canada websites, the research findings were fairly consistent. Despite the fact that not all Canadians are comfortable providing personal information online, most users are confident that the Government of Canada is keeping their personal information safe. Studies revealed that most website users were confident that their online transactions with the government were protected and secure, and that the government is committed to privacy and the protection of personal information. A majority (55%) of Internet users in a panel survey said they would not permit privacy and security issues stop them from using new, personalized online government services. Trust in the security of online transactions with government appear to be based almost entirely on the assumption that the federal government is doing everything necessary to keep Canadians’ information secure. However, findings from a different panel survey also indicate that Canadian’s understanding of how personal information is used by government and shared across departments is highly variable. For instance, understanding ranged from the belief that:

· All federal government departments have access to their personal information through special request to the department holding the information (34%).

· All departments have easy access to their personal information (31%). 

· All department have access to their personal information only with express consent (21%).

· All departments except for the one that they are dealing with are prohibited from accessing their personal information (14%). 

It appears that Internet users trust Government websites without much knowledge of how their personal information is actually handled or made secure. 

In addition to trust in Government websites as it relates to their personal information, some studies revealed that people have a relatively high level of trust in the information provided on government-sponsored sites. When compared to similar private sector information sources, findings from an online focus group found that people perceived information provided by the Government of Canada to be more reliable. In another qualitative study, clients expressed confidence in the quality and relevance of the information listed on the website and accessible through it simply because it was a Government site. These people expressed the belief that the Government of Canada ensures that the information provided on its websites is pertinent, accurate and timely in nature. 

Measures to Increase Confidence in Security of Online Transactions 

While trust in Government of Canada websites appears to be quite high, studies suggest that it can be enhanced by the introduction of measures to raise confidence in conducting secure transactions. A survey of Internet panellists found that the inclusion of privacy statements on government websites that conduct secure transactions would increase users’ confidence when using the websites for such transactions. Another study had conflicting results, however. Focus group research found that some people were not convinced by privacy notices because of the influence of factors beyond the Government’s control, such as hackers and viruses. Accordingly, privacy notices would not increase their comfort with respect to sharing personal information. Another study found that Canadians’ concerns with the security of online transactions could be allayed if the government communicated safety and security statistics – that is, publicized the number of transactions that have been processed and the percentage that have not been ‘hacked’ with security protocols in place. Finally, there was an expectation among some that government online services would be delivered in a manner similar to activities conducted on financial services sites, with password protection and notifications of entry into a secure area of the site. Overall, while the research findings were not consistent, they do suggest that there are measures that can be taken to increase confidence among Canadians regarding the use of federal government websites for secure transactions. 
Privacy Concerns and Potential Measures to Address Concerns

Notwithstanding levels of trust in government websites, specific privacy concerns were evident among Canadians. As noted, seniors expressed concerns about personal security should third-parties access their personal information and use it improperly. The potential for hackers to access sensitive information was also raised by a wider audience – an online panel of Canadians. The majority of panellists expressed concern about access to their personal information by unauthorized persons and their lack of control over information shared over the Internet. In this study, respondents were asked if there were reasons they might not use the new personalized online services that the Government of Canada plans to offer in the future. A top reason for not using the services was hackers and identity theft – identified by more than one-third of respondents. Another study revealed that a majority of Canadians and businesses Internet users are concerned about a number of issues:

· Unauthorized persons accessing their information (87% residents, 89%  businesses)

· Lack of control over information shared over the Internet (78% and 83%)

· Sharing of their personal information between federal departments and agencies without their permission (77% and 80%)

· Consolidation of their personal information into one file (62% and 68%)

· Applications or forms automatically completed with information previously provided on other application or form (55% and 59%).

To address perceptions that personal information can be compromised, there are a number of measures that would serve to build confidence. As revealed by this survey of Canadians and businesses, potential measures include better protecting information from unauthorized use, using leading technology, requiring informed consent to share information, knowing how information is to be used, being able to view personal information online, enacting privacy legislation, and limiting information sharing between departments and agencies.

