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a series of lessons learned, based on the observations of those interviewed, written material, and the
insights of the case author and editor.
All cases are prepared by a researcher/writer and then edited. The research is based on published
material and interviews with those who were involved with the case. All interviews are treated as
confidential and no quotations arising from them are attributed to identified individuals.
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Abstract
When the United States imposed passport requirements on Canadians landing by air, a crisis was
sparked at Passport Canada that exposed certain cultural and managerial weaknesses that had been
developing over time. The response to the first wave of this change and preparation for the second
wave enabled the leadership of Passport Canada to address the immediate situation with a series of
measures designed to address the cultural fault lines as well as to just get through the day in crisis
mode. The course of the response, still under way several years after the initiating event, represented a
major transformation for this organization. Much can be learned from this transformation about the
relationship between operating culture and outcomes, the need for internal cohesion in basic values,
the role played by analytical information and not just data and the need for senior managerial focus on
core cultural values in the resolution of an immediate threat. Finally, this is a very interesting case of
how organizations learn from their challenges, their initial response and corrective measures.
Case
You can’t go shopping around for a passport in this country. You have just one choice – Passport Canada.
So what happens when your sole supplier gets hit with a tsunami-like surge in demand, driven by
policies beyond its control, but that sends it into a performance tail-spin just at a time when having a
passport becomes more important for Canadians? This is the case of how Passport Canada faced and
overcame that surge in 2006 and 2007, what it did and what lessons were learned along the way.
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Background
Passport Canada was created as a Special Operating Agency (SOA) of the Department of Foreign Affairs
and International Trade. It carries out its work under the authority of the Canadian Passport Order. It is
responsible for issuing and controlling the use of passports by Canadians. As an SOA, it operates with
some independence but still under government policy direction. It is part of the Departmental structure
and subject to the financial and human resources rules of the Government. Its employees are public
servants. Operations are financed entirely from the fees charged for passports and other travel
documents. However, since it is an SOA, the government can provide appropriated funding for special
projects or to meet emergency needs. Normally, Passport Canada derives all of its operating and capital
revenue from its own revolving fund.
Passport Canada has a service mandate, but it also carries a heavy security burden. It must ensure that
the passports it issues are based on fact, are used by Canadian citizens for legal purposes and are
respected around the world as authorized travel documents permitting entry to other countries.
Therefore, while timely service is important, the real target is timely service that continues to give
assurance on the credibility and security front. High-quality service has to be measured against this
backdrop.
Passport Canada has four regions and a number of local offices across the country. It also has an
extended system of receiving agents, usually associated with Canada Post or Service Canada, to ensure
coverage in more remote areas. It also provides passport services to Canadians outside the country
through the consular services of the Department of Foreign and International Affairs (DFAIT).
Going into this crisis, Passport Canada as an organization faced several challenges which weakened its
ability to respond effectively:
•
•
•
•
•

Internally, units were not working together,
Even though it continued to grow, information and forecasting were suspect,
A crisis-response capacity was lacking even though the department had experienced many
surges in demand in the past,
The organization was highly operational, with little focus on trends and little orientation to
change processes,
The department’s funding model limited capacity to innovate or create redundancies.

As one manager said, “We had and have great situational and immediate problem-solving skills. We did
not do a lot of reflection on our experience and adapt accordingly.”
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The Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (WHTI)
In 2004, the US Congress passed the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act, which required
all travellers from western hemisphere countries, including the citizens of Canada and the United States,
to have a valid passport or approved travel document to enter the US. Under this Act, in 2005 Congress
announced the Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative
(WHTI), which proposed rolling out new passport rules in
In January 2007 along, Passport
two phases. Under WHTI Phase I, Canadians arriving in
Canada received more than
the United States by air would require a valid passport or
505,700 applications, a 47%
approved travel document. Final confirmation of this increase from the previous month
Phase I deadline as 23 January 2007 was announced on 24
and equal to about 23,000
November 2006, leaving only 60 days for Passport Canada
applications a day. By May 2007,
to prepare. Under WHTI Phase II, travellers arriving by
the backlog had grown to 199,000
land or sea would require a valid passport as of 1 June
applications.
2009.
The WHTI was a major policy shift in Canada-US relations, beyond the control of Passport Canada and,
arguably, the Government of Canada. From November 2006 to February 2007, the agency faced an
unprecedented surge in passport applications, resulting in significant delays in application processing
and increased wait times at its offices and call centre. This surge put Passport Canada into an
emergency response mode that eventually led to a series of transformational changes in policies,
operations, strategic outlook and how the agency deals with its people.
Like any surge in demand or unanticipated change, the WHTI presented the immediate challenge of
meeting increased demand and responding to the public reaction when the demand was not met.
Weaknesses within systems and in the organization as a whole were also exposed. Concurrent with this
was the inevitable increase in public scrutiny, most notably from Canadian citizens through their
legislators, directly to Passport Canada, the media, the Public Accounts Committee and the Auditor
General of Canada.
A Surge, Yes, but with a Backdrop of Steady Growth
Canadians travel and they use their passports a good deal. Over many years prior to this surge, there
had been steady growth in demand for passport services.
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Rocked by Surge 1, Warned about Surge 2
The scramble to catch up with the surge meant high overtime, long wait periods and an organization
under considerable stress. In fact, this translated into trying to do the same thing faster and harder, with
less than promising results. Surge 2, the requirement for passports for land and sea entry, now
represented a considerable risk to Passport Canada and to the Government. Attention was increasingly
focused there.
Led by the Operations Bureau, the division responsible for determining entitlement and producing the
passport booklet, Passport Canada undertook a range of innovations in anticipation of the WHTI final
phase. Employees from all branches across the Agency responded to the challenge not only by working
significant overtime and coming to work on weekends in special “blitzes,” but also through on-going
efforts to identify and remedy problems in a sustainable fashion. This horizontal approach to an
operational issue represented an important culture change for the organization. Operations managers
provided leadership to address the problem while creating an opportunity for front-line staff to re-think
and re-build many of their processes to improve efficiencies and address volumes. Strategic Operations
staff implemented new means of monitoring daily demand on all service channels to prevent the
adverse effects of a second surge anywhere in Canada. These innovative improvements became the
lessons learned that allowed Passport Canada to be prepared for the second phase of WHTI.
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Getting Help and Building Capacity
Passport Canada could not respond to this challenge on its own. It was widely recognized that the
revolving fund and the self-funding model would not provide the resources needed in a timely manner.
In June 2007, it received a one-time investment of $55 million from the Government of Canada. The
investment was to develop the operational capacity Passport Canada needed to address the backlog and
the anticipated increase in demand from the second phase of WHTI. Passport Canada used these funds
to build and equip a new mail-in processing and printing centre in Gatineau, Quebec, which opened in
January, 2008. It also replaced outdated equipment at its printing centre in Mississauga, Ontario and in
its local offices across the country. The new Gatineau mail-in production center – a renovated former
high-tech production building – was operational on January 3, 2008. This facility is at the forefront of
secure document production, both in terms of its amenities and the new, more streamlined workflows
that its design permits. Since its opening, it has attracted interest and tours by other passport agencies
from around the world.
Increase Service Access
Passport Canada also extended its reach into communities by increasing the number of receiving agents.
These Canada Post and Service Canada Receiving Agent employees have been trained to review
passport applications to ensure accuracy and completeness, as well as to collect the appropriate fees.
Applications are forwarded to Passport Canada for examination and processing. Final decisions on
passport entitlement are always made by Passport Canada.
Better Process Control
The initial surge showed that the capacity of Passport Canada to effectively monitor its performance was
constrained by systems that were not fast enough or by employees not asking the right questions to
accomplish process improvements in a timely way. Considerable energy was expended in building new
electronic tracking and performance systems.
Hands-On: the Floor Blitzes
Now part of the organizational history, one practice emerged that seemed to be a metaphor for the
approach the CEO wanted to bring to this crisis and, through it, to the organizational shift he wanted to
achieve. Increased hours and effort on application processing was not limited to front-line operational
staff. Everyone, from the CEO down, was required to participate in what were called floor blitzes where
everyone on the floor downed normal tools, forgot dress protocols and got down and dirty, opening
applications, stamping them, making sure they were in the tracking system, doing initial reviews for
errors and following up so that the application reviewers were free to focus on final approvals. So
entrenched is this in the mythology of the organization that it was the first story told to this researcher
whenever he talked with a Passport Canada person, regardless of level.
It is not clear if such efforts made a huge difference in the backlog. In all probability, they helped. More
importantly, the effort made clear that the crisis was owned by Passport Canada in toto. It also
communicated the degree of commitment of senior management. It also allowed staff and functional
teams to better support the main business line work.
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Looking at Approval Processing
Process design can always create impediments to effective processing and not necessarily for reasons of
security or law. Times of crisis invite another look at processes. A focus on productivity also invites staff
to come up with ideas to move things along without losing control of the end product. In this instance,
the backlog taught Passport Canada to focus on the production results without losing sight of the
security and quality mandate. New pre-screening processes and the breaking down of the processing
work into distinct steps enabled case workers to segment their time better and speed up processing.
Two steps were taken to make passport applications easier for almost everyone. The Simplified
Renewal Process (whereby most applicants already holding a valid passport aren’t required to submit
original identity documents) and the new Guarantor Policy (making most Canadian passport holders
eligible guarantors) were launched in only a few months.
Next, Passport Canada’s senior management sought and received the support of the highest levels of
the public service in recognizing that ensuring an optimal production environment for secure travel
documents was a government priority. This was crucial for achieving the necessary financial support to
implement long-term production improvements, as Passport Canada is a user-fee-based agency with no
annual appropriation from government.
To expand its reach, it engaged more receiving agents through other government outlets. Canada Post
and Service Canada Receiving Agent employees have been trained to review passport applications to
ensure accuracy and completeness, as well as to collect the appropriate fees. Applications are
forwarded to Passport Canada for examination and processing. Final decisions on passport entitlement
are always made by Passport Canada.
In this way, Passport Canada leveraged other government initiatives and services as part of its overall
strategy. This strengthened its presence in more remote communities as well.
Improved Analytics
Better production arrangements are best utilized with solid forecasting of input volumes. To ensure an
effective understanding of trends in passport applications, Passport Canada has moved to a new
forecasting model that supports more proactive demand management. A key part of this is regular client
demand surveys, which extrapolate future passport application patterns from data on Canadians’ travel
plans.

Developing Public Information Warnings – Making the Client Part of the Solution
One key factor was to ensure that the source of the surge, a nervous public that needed to get
passports, actually shared some of the responsibility by helping them to prepare in advance. In the
months leading up to the implementation of the WHTI final phase, Passport Canada undertook its firstever public information campaigns. These included postcards mailed to households within 100
kilometres of the US border; public service announcements on radio; and banners on major Internet
travel sites. The campaigns’ intent was to emphasize the coming June 1, 2009 deadline months in
advance and encourage Canadians to apply early.
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Passport Clinics
Another measure designed to introduce greater efficiencies into the approval
process was the staging of a number of Passport Clinics across the
country. Despite the availability of tools such as written From the Vancouver Sun:
instructions, web services and call centres, applications were still February, 2007: “Passport
being mailed with easily preventable errors. These errors slowed bureaucracy frustrates captive
everything down as applications were put on hold while the travellers with its incompetence.”
reviewer sought the answers.
April, 2007: “None of Cossette’s
To improve the process, Passport Clinics were held in a number of
remote areas not serviced by Service Canada. The take-up was
very good and reduced errors in applications.

(CEO, Passport Canada) body parts
are truly safe.”
October, 2007: “Passport Canada
has cleaned up its act.”

The clinics were expensive to operate, especially at a time when
staff overtime to complete basic processing was rising. However, the clinics served several purposes:
•
•
•

They calmed people down and reduced anxiety,
They took pressure off Members of Parliament,
They reduced error rates on applications.

The Passport Clinics are a good example of using process management and improvement techniques
that engage the client rather than treating the client as simply the source of the problem.
Successful Results
With these process improvement initiatives, Passport Canada was able to approach the WHTI final
phase from a position of strength. This effectiveness was acknowledged in the 2009 Status Report of the
Auditor General, Chapter 5—Passport Services—Passport Canada. In fact, since December 2007,
Passport Canada has been meeting or exceeding client service expectations, while maintaining the
security of the Canadian passport. The 2008 National Client Satisfaction Survey found that 96 per cent
of Passport Canada’s clients were satisfied or very satisfied with the service experience, an improvement
of seven percent from a year earlier. The most significant improvement was in the area of waiting times
in offices, which improved from 34 per cent to 85 per cent satisfaction, a significant achievement when
more than 75 per cent of clients still come to a passport office for service. The 96 per cent approval
rating for the competence of Passport Canada’s staff speaks for itself.
The scale of this achievement is evidenced by the results of the
Agency’s 2008 National Client Satisfaction Survey. A little more than a
year after Passport Canada was swamped by a tidal wave of demand,
awash in a sea of negative media coverage, the Agency was able to
show the best client satisfaction results in its history.

“I was able to assure the House of
Commons Standing Committee on
Public Accounts that we were ready
for June 1 and the expansion of the
passport requirement for US entry
to all land and sea border crossings.
Indeed, the second phase of the
WHTI passed without a hitch—we
saw none of the problems
encountered in the first phase.” –
Christine Desloges, CEO, Passport
Canada, 2010 Annual Report

7

This result is not only evidence of how Passport Canada’s management team was able to work on
several strategic fronts at the same time. Above all, it is an example of how a team has to take
ownership of an issue before it can resolve it. In June 2009, while appearing before the House of
Commons Standing Committee on Public Accounts, Passport Canada’s performance was underscored in
the following manner by one of the Committee’s members: “I am often critical of what agencies and
departments say in their reports about how wonderful things are, [but you acknowledged] the long lineups, the disgruntled applicants, the long processing times and the general frustration that resulted as
Canadians applied for passports in record numbers. It's refreshing because it's true, so thank you for
that. [...] I'll give credit where credit is due, and you did a really good job.”
In responding to the 2007 surge in demand, Passport Canada built upon the experience of other
agencies throughout the world that experienced similar challenges, most notably the United Kingdom’s
passport crisis of the late 1990s. Passport Canada’s performance over the past 24 months is now welldocumented and has been shared with other passport agencies throughout the world, including those
of the United States, Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand.
Learning and Reflecting
After the first surge and crisis, senior managers wanted to learn from the mistakes that were made and
use these insights to engage not just the top level of the organization, but all staff. To that end, two
lessons-learned exercises were conducted, one informal and group-oriented and one formal and reportoriented.
The first exercise, conducted by Passport Canada at the annual managers’ conference, involved a
lengthy facilitated discussion on lessons learned. The exercise engaged many of those directly involved
with the long line-ups, the mandated overtime and the pressure of the crisis.
The following weaknesses, among others, were identified:
• More processing capacity was needed,
• More walk-in office space was needed,
• Hiring practices for new employees needed better management,
• Forecasting had to be improved,
• Communications had to get ahead of the coming changes, not follow it,
• Contingency planning was weak.
Out of this process came a series of internal action plans that covered the waterfront of ideas, big and
small. Key here was communicating follow-up actions and tracking progress for affected employees and
all managers.
In the second more structured and formal exercise, DFAIT interviewed more than one hundred Passport
Canada managers as well as stakeholders. The result was a very helpful overview, pointing to more
strategic issues such as culture, the structure of the SOA, the need for reform of the funding model to
build redundancy, among other ideas.
These exercises resulted in more than helpful checklists of things to fix. Reflection upon dramatic events
will inevitably lead down many paths of discourse within an organization. These efforts may be costly in
terms of money and resources, but as one senior manager said, “Sure, these things cost money, but the
returns are proving themselves already.”
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Becoming Strategic: Improving Strategic Capacity
The Enterprise Alignment and Innovation Bureau was established to support the Chief Executive Officer
and Executive Committee in shaping corporate strategic initiatives to better align available resources
with current and future challenges, and to create innovative solutions to address these challenges.
Already, a new strategic direction and outlook for the agency has been developed and endorsed by the
Executive Committee, to provide the foundation for strategy and planning for the next three years. The
agency also has a new executive governance model, which includes a Strategic Project Portfolio
Committee to focus on the agency’s strategic projects and enterprise planning. In addition,
interdepartmental governance committees may be mandated for large strategic project initiatives of
government-wide interest, such as: a Senior Project Advisory Committee (SPAC) (ADM level) and Senior
Review Board (SRB) (DG level) for the ePassport project. These committees include members of
government departments with a common interest in a project, central agencies including Treasury
Board Secretariat, as well as Public Works and Government Services Canada. Also, in support of the new
Treasury Board policy on investment planning, a process was developed and an internal working group
created.
The Legislation and International Relations Bureau was established to oversee and conduct public
consultations required under the User Fees Act (UFA) prior to tabling in Parliament a proposed new fee
structure. The Bureau’s work is vital to the successful development of a new fee-for-service structure
that will generate sufficient revenues to sustain Passport Canada operations in the future, including the
introduction of the more expensive ePassport.
Lessons Learned
“The most important lesson that the first phase of WHTI taught Passport Canada is never to be
complacent,” noted CEO Desloges in the 2010 Annual Report. Put another way, public organizations
have to read the signals and anticipate and plan for challenges and system weaknesses – even when
they are operating well
Lesson: Focus on Mission: Any crisis can readily distract both management and staff from their basic
work and mission. In addressing a crisis, it is important to stay on mission and avoid such distractions.
This means that the core work of the organization must be understood and must be the focus of even
the crisis response. This sense of unity of purpose has to be pervasive in the organization and not limited
to those most directly involved. Even those employees involved in work unrelated to the direct response
need to focus on the crisis as well. In its simplest sense, a processing crisis cannot be seen as an
operational matter. It is an information, communications, human resources and financial matter as well.
Lesson: Cultural Readiness Trumps Tactical Readiness: This is a case of an organization that found itself
responding poorly to a crisis even though it had all the necessary experience, skills and innovative
capacity to respond effectively. The organization found itself unable to marshal its own capacity because
the internal culture was highly segmented, working relationships were not effective, information was of
poor quality and poorly used. This is all about having the right organizational culture to effectively use its
ideas and resources. In classical organizational theory terms, there was no resilience. This was also an
organization that would surely face crises from time to time. It was not prepared. Senior managers have
to focus on finding the means to measure and assess resilience.
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Lesson: Get the Analytics Right: Analytics are vital. Too often crisis responses and destabilizations
ignore critical success factors such as understanding the problem, working through the facts and getting
a reliable flow of both operational and strategic information. When crises hit, the number of players
grows exponentially. So do opinions. The affected agency needs to be in command of its analytical
capacity.

Lesson: Focus on Process is Vital: It pays to dissect processes to find ways to reduce impediments and
improve the flow. Organizations seldom meet surge challenges by simply doing things faster or using
overtime for extended periods of time. That approach creates more problems.
Lesson: Learn Lessons: Use staff and managers engaged in the enterprise to build on what went wrong.
Lesson: Structure to Anticipate: A major lesson learned from the first phase of WHTI is the imperative to
be strategically prepared for the future. To this end, in 2009–2010 Passport Canada realigned its
strategic and governance models and created two new bureaus.
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Teaching Note
Teaching notes are intended to suggest possible uses and themes associated with the case. They are
suggestive only, not definitive. The teaching use of these cases can be realized in several ways:
•
•

•
•
•

Discussion in groups with directed topics to be covered. Some of these are outlined below.
General case discussion in open class – small groups or one group – led by the instructor to draw
out themes, including judgments on the appropriate actions, responding to the “what would
you have done” question, qualitative commentary on the claimed and supposed outcomes.
Background and the foundation for a presentation from one of the actors in the case.
Simulation exercises based on the facts as presented. This, of course, requires additional design
work by the instructor.
Deeper assignments requiring students to go into more research either on the theoretical topics
to be explored or factual research into the actual case.

Some of the theoretical areas that this case lends itself to are:
•
•
•

Crisis management,
Corporate leadership and change,
Leveraging knowledge

It is important to note the open nature of this teaching note. This list is short and suggestive, as already
stated. It is also open to additions as other review the material and as the case is used. It is always
interesting to see how cases take on a life of their own in use, often leading the insights in directions
never intended by the originating writer.
Crisis Management
This case could readily be used in a workshop on crisis management. Some of the characteristics of the
case make it interesting in that regard:
This was in fact a two stage crisis with two deadlines set requiring passports for U.S. arrivals. The
first was anticipated but not treated as a crisis. In fact, Passport Canada's response created a crisis
of confidence in the organization. The second crisis was foreseen and the steps taken to mitigate it
alleviated the surge to a significant extent.
There was intense public scrutiny of the organization with the media in parts of the country, most
notably British Columbia, giving it the full headline treatment
The crisis management approach shifted and caused organizational realignments.
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Some of the elements that would be useful discussing in a workshop would be:
1. What are the risks in this case. Categories can be developed from the literature and the
group asked to discuss Passport Canada with respect to them. One set of risk categories in
such a case are:
Political and Economic Risks
Security Risks
Physical Risks
Financial Risks
Reputational Risks - of all players
Human Risks - internal and external
2.

What cultural factors put the organization at risk. In this case, Passport Canada had a
traditional approach to its work processes, working in silos and with little or not sharing of
integrated information across the organization. Peter Drucker has observed that many
organizations fall into crisis by repeating unthinkably the same actions over and over again
when the environmental conditions that made these aciton appropriate at one time no
longer apply. This is well worth discussing
What changed to create an effective crisis management response?

A good focus of discussion is how an organization can sustain its capacity for crisis management while
strengthening its capacity to mitigate such crisis. In other words, what helps an organization get ahead
of the curve. Here there has to be a distinction between crisis management as a responsive tool and
crisis management as one outcome of risk management.
Potential Readings
MItroff, Ian, Managing Crises Before They Happen, 2000, American Management Association
Fraser, John and Simkins, Betty, Enterprise Risk Management, Wiley, 2010: This is a major compendium
on risk identification, management and mitigation strategies.

Corporate Leadership and Change
This case confirms the popular saying that you should never waste a good crisis. The role of
organizational leadership during this crisis and the use of that crisis to bring about permanent change is
a good discussion and learning topic. In this model of leadership, short-term responses were made with
an eye to longer term strategic challenges within the organization. Some of the elements of the crisis
response that were also key to organizational transformation that the leadership addressed were:
the need for various parts of the organization to work in harmony and break down traditional
tensions,
the need to understand business processes better with an eye to improving them,
the quality of information to understand what it happening along principal business
objectives, be in a better position to trigger appropriate responses and use a common set of
definitions, and
the need to reform the business model of revenue dependence.
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With the exception of the later, there was considerable success in achieving these goals. Using this case
and much of the published reports about the case, a workshop can develop a deep appreciation of
strategic leadership in a crisis. The case does not fully document each change in detail. However, there
are several reports that do. The workshop could be tasked with further research.
The principal question on this topic relates to how leadership can be both reactive and forward in its
thinking. Discussion can focus on what are the characteristics shown here that led to a successful
strategic response.
Some Additional Reading
Office of the Auditor General of Canada, Status Report on Passport Services (2007 and 2008)
Passport Canada, Annual Reports, 2005-2011
Leveraging Knowledge
The theme of the improved use of analytics and information management runs throughout this case.
Therefore, from a teaching perspective, it presents a good opportunity to explore how information plays
both in a crisis situation and as a change tool.
Learning can explore some of the following elements:
how the organization treated information in its traditional cut lure - fragmented, referential to
sub-goals, e.g., financial information not connected to operational,
the significance of information in sense-making and decision-making in an organization,
what kind of information does an organization need,
how to make information useful in understanding performance
the role of triggers and variance in information management.
Some Additional Reading
Shaw D., Hall M., Edwards j., Baker B., Responding to Crises through Strategic Knowledge
Management, Journal of Organizational Change Management, 2007, Vol 20/4
Comments:
We are always extremely interested in how IPAC Cases and Simulations are employed and the
experiences of instructors. Please send us your feedback so that we can improve future editions.
ntl@ipac.ca
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