
CEO’s Failure Report 2013 
The worst failures are those from which we fail to learn. 

 

Most organizations put a premium on celebrating successes. We certainly do! 
But we also believe we have a great deal to learn from our failures—so we share 
those failures in hopes of reinforcing our lessons learned, demonstrating our 
frailty (rather than portraying ourselves as heroes), and cautioning our peers 
about potential pitfalls. 

Our regular Failure Report is a chance to look you in the eye, be vulnerable, 
and admit to the mistakes of the past year.   

We put a lot of time into presenting a hopeful image of Iraq and the Middle 
East because we want to counter the bad news with the smiles, hopes, and 
dreams that we see being fulfilled because of you and our partners who help us 
save lives.  But in sharing only these true, good-news stories, we run the risk of 
not telling everything or not being fully transparent about the difficulties we 
face every day.  We tell you how we failed in order to give you a glimpse behind 
the scenes to the difficulties of daily life in one of the world’s most notorious 
war-torn country.  Preemptive love can unmake violence and remake the 
world… but it’s not easy! 

Mega Failure 2013:  We gave one local person in Iraq too much local power 
and control over our organization. When we ultimately fired this man as his 
manipulations came to light, his hooks were in so deep we faced threats to our 
lives and property, lawsuits, financial loss, and damage to our reputation as an 
organization. Most of this probably could have been avoided and, therefore, 
represents a massive failure in my leadership. 

In 2009, we hired a man who became an integral part of our work. He was ini-
tially a translator who became indispensable. He was a cultural insider and 
could interpret both language and strategic scenarios that we would not have 
otherwise understood. He had important relationships we didn’t have and in-
formation that proved very valuable to our growth. The more we grew from 
success to success, the more responsibility we delegated to him, and the more 
we trusted him. 

The longer we lived in Iraq, however, we began to see in him what we could see 
at times in the broader culture: skepticism of others, a conspiratorial mind that 
sought to draw boundaries around us and control us. 
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The more our understanding of culture increased, the more we realized we 
needed to mitigate his influence and control.  But we had established a pattern 
and our efforts to multiply the voices of influencers in our decision making 
were seen through the most conspiratorial lens.  In November 2013, we termi-
nated his employment. 

By then, he had threatened our staff and quickly commenced in bringing class 
action lawsuits, spreading salacious lies about us among government officials 
and in the local bazaar, and was very actively inciting violence against us. 

For months there was an internal debate amongst our staff. Did we fail? Should 
I have fired him earlier? Could things have been different? Even when we I saw 
serious character problems in this Iraqi friend and colleague, I decided to con-
tinue working with him because we came here to love people. I made cat-
astrophic decisions to put up with things I would have never have tolerated 
from an American.  

So here’s the most difficult thing to say: my biggest failure may be that I be-
lieved this violence, manipulation, deceit, and posturing was inherent to life in 
Iraq, to Iraqis, or to Muslims. I would have never admitted that out loud. But, 
in hindsight, my actions suggest the “enemy I knew” within the organization 
was more desirable than any number of potential candidates outside of our or-
ganization. Did I view all Iraqis—or all Muslims—as inherently deceptive, 
volatile, or cynical? Indeed, I had largely been taught to view them that way, 
first by coming of age in a post-9/11 America and then by the tutelage of Iraqis 
themselves who denigrated their people and propped themselves up individu-
ally as the only source of real integrity or protection possible. 

I now believe I conflated good leadership, responsibility to our team and 
donors, and what could have otherwise been a personal posture of love toward 
him. I could have relieved him of his organizational responsibility and position 
and still loved him personally. Even as a community, we could have continued 
to love him as a friend, but it was unnecessary—indeed, naive—for me to sub-
ject our team, my family, and the well-being of our donors’ resources, our 
partners’ reputations, and the lives of thousands of children to the predations 
and manipulations of this one individual. 

Lessons Learned: This leadership failure was years in the making, leaving us 
raw, exposed, and betrayed. We are still dealing with the fallout.  In some ways, 
the pain is still too fresh to see the lessons learned.  

But here’s what we do know: There is wisdom in a multitude of counselors. We 
gave one person too much power and control. To prevent this from happening 
again, we are: 

• Inviting more local advisors into the conversation; 
• Improving and diversifying our legal counsel in Iraq; 
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• Interfacing more with other international organizations, asking for ad-
vice, learning from their experiences 

It is still to be seen how this will affect us, but we have learned a lot.  We are 
changing policies and protocols.  A multitude of counselors is making us bet-
ter.  We can’t afford to be a small organization that only has one chief advisor.   

Thankfully, our programming did not skip a beat during the fallout he created.  
We did not fail to serve one child that we might have otherwise helped. In fact, 
we are beginning to look across Iraq and outside of Iraq for opportunities to 
expand. 

We still won’t have it all figured out in the years to come, but we are committed 
to recognizing our failures, learning from them, and using them to build a 
stronger organization that continues to wage peace and remake the world.   

Sincerely,  

Jeremy Courtney 
CEO/President
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