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Introducing 

You are currently investigating community 
members’ perceptions of the Zambian government’s 
response to public financial mismanagement. Can 
you tell us a bit about the aim of this research?

My study seeks to understand how citizens perceive the 
government’s efforts in public financial management - 
specifically public debt management. The question then 
becomes why Zambia’s public debt and why citizens’ 
perceptions? To answer the first question, I grew up in 
Zambia, and since I was young, I followed the country’s 
debt story and its relationship with the Bretton Woods 
Institutions, i.e. the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund. I lived through Zambia’s structural 
adjustment program phase and became interested in 
bailout programs and their consequences. As I grew 
older, I realized that the country was perpetually in debt 
and that matter should not only concern politicians and 
public administrators but citizens too. In this study, I am 
also interested in understanding what participatory 
governance looks like in public financial management, 
specifically in public debt management. I hope the 
insights gained from this study will be useful for 
strengthening public financial management systems and 
improving citizen engagement in governance. 

Sombo Muzata received her Ph.D. in Public 
Policy and Administration from Virginia 
Commonwealth University. Her research focuses 
on public financial management, and economic 
development. She now works at the Department 
of Political Science at James Madison University, 
located in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley. We spoke 
to Sombo about her current research, her 
experience working for a Swedish NGO, and how 
she overcame one of her biggest fears. 

You have a vast experience in international 
development. You have, for example, worked as 
country director in Zambia for Diakonia, a Swedish 
international nonprofit. What was it like working for 
an organization located in Sweden while operating 
in Zambia?  
 
I loved working for Diakonia, and some of my best 
career moments and memories are from my time there. 
My Diakonia experience was unique, and I often say 
that I learned and practised my leadership skills 
while working for the organization. From my time in the 
accounts department to managing the country office as 



I saw that you worked as a filmmaker at the UNDP 
in 2011. In your opinion, what can researchers learn 
from filmmaking when reaching out with their work?

At the core of both are the human experience. Much in the 
same way that the short documentary films I produced for 
the UNDP were a form of storytelling, my own research tri-
es to uphold the voices and experiences of the communities 
with whom I conduct research. I think it is important for re-
searchers in the social sciences to remember, regardless of 
epistemology, that people are at the center of their resear-
ch. Thus, both in film and in research, ethical engagement 
with communities is of utmost importance. In my opinion 
this includes ensuring that communities have access to and 
opportunities to engage with scholarly and creative out-
puts, through workshops, film screenings and other means.

Let me start by saying how I discovered my fear of 
heights. One day in college, in 1999, I needed to visit a 
colleague who lived on the second floor of another 
hostel connected to go the one I lived in. Walking across 
the two buildings and seeing how far I was from the 
ground scared me so much, I was paralyzed by fear and 
almost had a panic attack [may have had one]. A friend 
held my hand and walked me across, and I couldn’t 
believe what had just happened. I didn’t know that I 
was afraid of heights! From that moment, I devoted my 
remaining time at college to practising walking across 
even if I didn’t need to see anyone. By the time I left 
college, I had overcome that fear. Overcoming that fear 
has fed directly many other exciting things. For 
example, it has been great to fly to more than 25 
countries and across the United States; that’s higher 
up in the air than that second-floor building at college. 
It was exhilarating to do a zipline across the Zambezi 
River in 2014 and abseil in 2015. I was an adrenaline 
junkie then and did the zipline and abseil to prepare 
myself for the challenges ahead. At least that’s how my 
mind saw things back then: do risky things and gain a 
new perspective.
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Country Director in Zambia, I learned to lead with 
passion and from my heart. Diakonia emphasizes 
leadership development. Additionally, the organization 
has a strong culture that emphasizes hard work, 
commitment to duty, respect for stakeholders, and 
service to humanity. The physical distance 
complemented the organization’s approach to letting 
country offices operate independently using local 
expertise while maintaining close contact with the 
regional office in Nairobi and the head office in 
Stockholm. One more thing: I enjoyed fika! That 
Swedish tradition of taking a break from work and 
enjoying a refreshment, chatting, and just being 
while at work released a lot of tension and built 
friendship bonds. It made work fun and a delight. No 
one felt alone in any team; that was my experience.  
 
I’ve heard that you used to be afraid of heights but 
overcame that by flying to more than 25 countries, 
doing a zipline across the Zambezi gorge, and 
abseiling! What motivated you to overcome this 
fear? 

”The physical distance 
complemented the 

organization’s approach to 
letting country offices operate 

independently using local 
expertise while maintaining 

close contact with the 
regional office in Nairobi and 

the head office in 
Stockholm.”
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