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Uncovering embezzlement in four Zimbabwean high
schools: How we can ethically safeguard school funds
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Embezzlement of funds is a global problem that occurs continually, with increasing
complexity and intensity when turbulence and multiple deprivation rage. The
embezzlement of funds is becoming more complex and intense; hence, exploring and
discussing it is necessary before it festers more. Embezzlement is not only infesting
schools but has also grown in its intricacy, especially in emerging economies such as
Zimbabwe that are plagued by poverty. Acts of embezzlement of funds directly conflict
with the basic principles of the Constitution of Zimbabwe, which aspires for dignified
hard work that values equal, fair and honest living. This article, drawn from the authot’s
PhD thesis, aims to determine whether the Zimbabwean sampled schools are safe from
the ‘monster’ of embezzlement. Data from research on ethical leadership practices in
schools from a qualitative case study were analysed. My objectives included designing a
definition of embezzlement specific to schools, advancing ethical leadership, calibrating
the extent to which embezzlement has penetrated the sampled schools, and making
recommendations to fight embezzlement. My article is grounded on ethical leadership
theory, which provides a counterpoint that focuses on ethical behaviour and how the
absence of ethical leadership breeds embezzlement. Data were collected through
interviews with school heads, deputy heads and selected teachers in four schools selected
using purposive sampling based on my accessibility to the schools. They were in the
same district, allowing for an in-depth exploration of the phenomenon within the same
district. Documents were also reviewed for triangulation. Among other findings, I found
that even though some of the school personnel understood the unethical nature of
embezzlement, they indicated that embezzlement was fanned by turbulence and multiple
deprivations. Their knowledge of ethics did not seem to deter unethical conduct.

Introduction

Embezzlement of funds is a global problem linked to loss and abuse of funds. In the
United States of America, the largest embezzlement of school district funds was
discovered in the Roslyn School District, which was about US$ 11 million (Elder &
Yebba, 2017). Cover ups, poor auditing and rationalisation by the perpetrators facilitated
the embezzlement. The pervasive nature of embezzlement of funds is also made clear in
Indonesia, where the prosecutions for corruption indicate the high prevalence of
corruption in the education sector (Ismatullah, 2023). Ismatullah (2023) wrote about cases
that included a head of school who embezzled school funds amounting to IDR 8 billion.
A study in Brazil highlighted the dire effects on student outcomes due to embezzlement
of funds, as resources become insufficient for the learners (Ferraz et al, 2012). As
competition for resources increases, it is necessary to understand and expose
embezzlement to counter its effects (Lewis, 2011).

In Africa, I can also trace reports and discussions around the embezzlement of funds in
the education sector (Chibaya, 2021; 2024). In a study in Tanzania, Nachinguru and Mwila
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(2023) examined the challenges that heads of secondary schools experience when
managing the school's financial resources. The embezzlement of funds was one of the
challenges in their findings, due to a lack of financial management skills and knowledge.
Still on the management of funds in schools by principals, Hungwe and Mpofu (2021)
investigated the reasons for financial mismanagement in four schools in Eswatini and
found that the lack of checks and balances was a harbinger of financial malpractice and
misappropriation of funds. Agreeing with this, (Ndhlovu et al., 2020) highlight that checks
and balances prevent unauthorised, irregular, fruitless and wasteful expenditure. In
Zambia, a similar study by Mugala et al. (2023) explored the cause of embezzlement,
identifying inadequate infrastructure, poor learning material, and inability to achieve
educational goals. The lack of internal and external controls allows for the embezzling of
school funds that relate to an apparent opportunity (Elder & Yebba, 2017). To safeguard
school funds in South Africa, Serfontein and de Waal (2015) encouraged the South
African government to be stricter in the control of funds at the provincial and school
levels. One of the schools' requirements is to provide annual financial statements as
indicated in the South African Schools Act, 1996 (Republic of South Africa, 1996).

For Zimbabwe, the economic context is crucial in understanding the issues around the
embezzlement of funds in schools. The woes of the economy impact every sector.
Masunungure (2011) writes about the catastrophic economic decline of triple-digit
inflation and a shrinking economy. As a result of the economic decline, teachers have
experienced non-payment of salaries, schools have suffered massive brain drain, learners
dropping out of school to look for jobs, inadequate resources in schools, failure of parents
to pay the school fees, and poor health and nutrition (Masunungure, 2011). These
conditions can present a case for perceived financial pressure, which can be interpreted as
an incentive to embezzle (Elder & Yebba, 2017).

In newspapers, reports of embezzlement of funds in Zimbabwe are common. Cases range
from misappropriation of funds by a School Development Committee (SDC) or a School
Development Association (SDA), to misuse by senior staff. For example, "School head
under spotlight over missing US$100k. .. Audit exposes maladministration" (Herald Online,
2025a2); "Founders High School deputy headmaster up for fraud" (Herald Online, 2025b);
"School head in court over misuse of US$84k" (Herald Online, 2025¢).

Magaji and Musa (2015) defined embezzlement as the illegal expenditure of money and
other assets for personal gain. In this way, embezzlement refers to situations in which
property is taken by those entrusted to it. Considering this, embezzlement can simply be
seen as cases in which property is taken by those entrusted to it. Warner (2011) noted that
embezzlement of funds pervades all countries. School leaders are essential in managing
school finances effectively, efficiently, economically, and transparently (Ndhlovu et al.,
2020). Just like fraud, embezzlement occurs when there is perceived financial pressure,
rationalisation of the act, and apparent opportunity (Elder & Yebba, 2017). To the three
aspects of the Fraud theory described by Rohman et al. (2023), Mo (2020) added greed
and expectations as signposts for fraud. Like in any other country, the state of
embezzlement in Zimbabwean schools requires exposure and understanding.
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Therefore, my article investigates the safety of the sampled schools from this ‘monster’ of
embezzlement. It is drawn from my PhD thesis (Chibaya, 2021), aiming to provide an
expansion and updating that focuses upon the ‘monster’ of embezzlement, thereby
complementing an earlier article, also drawn from my thesis, that was concerned broadly
with ethical leadership practices (Chibaya, 2024).

Research objectives

Through analysing data generated from research that explored ethical leadership in
selected Zimbabwean high schools that were experiencing turbulence and multiple
deprivation, this article aims to:

1. Signpost the concepts that relate to embezzlement in general and education
specifically.

2. Develop an education-specific definition for embezzlement to promote ethical
leadership.

3. Assess the extent and nature embezzlement has infiltrated the four schools under
study.

4. Propose actionable recommendations to prevent embezzlement in schools.

Theoretical grounding

This paper is grounded on the ethical leadership theory. Ethical leadership theory
encapsulates ethical leadership behaviours such as role modelling, demonstrating morality,
ensuring ethical behaviour, contextualising success, transmitting organisational values, and
promoting transparency (Brown, Trevifio & Harrison, 2005). The ethical leadership theory
helped to analyse how the absence of ethical leadership creates an environment conducive
to embezzlement. Ethical leadership theory was considered relevant and pivotal in
understanding embezzlement, providing a robust lens to contextualise the findings and
make a significant scholarly contribution to literature. The literature is clear that for
leaders to succeed in their institutions, they need to focus on improving the ethical
standards in their institutions, besides carrying out their managerial roles (Ahmed, 2023).
Enhancing ethical standards helps to curb unethical behaviours such as embezzlement.

Research method and design

This article used an interpretivist paradigm as it sought to provide an understanding of
how subjectivity influences the world of humanised experiences through retention of the
integrity of the phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2011). In this way, my article sought to
provide an understanding and expose embezzlement in the four purposively selected
Zimbabwean schools experiencing turbulence and multiple deprivation. The dataset for
this was collected from the research participants, who were school heads, heads of
departments and teachers, using semi-structured interviews and document reviews
(Chibaya, 2024, pp. 268-277). Documents that were reviewed included newsletters to
parents, minutes of SDC meetings and school budgets for the last five years. Data analysis
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was conducted using thematic analysis and theoretical frameworks underpinned by ethical
leadership theory, emphasising ethical behaviour, integrity and transparency. Pseudonyms
have been used to identify participants; principals were purposively selected as they are the
accounting officers of the school; and teachers were randomly selected to gather data that
answers the research questions of the study. Pseudonyms were used also for the names of
the schools.

Concept clarification

Embezzlement is linked to corruption, bribery and fraud as defined by Lewis (2011). It is
also synonymous with words and phrases linked to other unethical practices such as
extortion, abusing power, nepotism, insider trading or abuse of information that should
not be shared and favouritism (Oosthuizen, 2010). In addition, the word embezzlement is
related to corruption as the first schedule on the Zimbabwe Anti-Corruption Commission Act
[9.22] defines corruption (Republic of Zimbabwe, 2004)) as being, among other things,
bribery, unlawful request for a reward, falsifying documents, and the intentional non-
disclosure or concealment of a transaction. The last two points indicate what
embezzlement can be seen as.

With this in mind, other concepts that are linked to embezzlement and highlight the abuse
of power include maladministration: dishonestly handling money (Pearsall & Hanks,
2006), mismanaging finances (Merriam-Webster, 2003); bad or careless use and poor
handling of finances (Pearsall & Hanks, 2006), misappropriation: “misusing someone
else’s money, at times to one’s benefit; stealing money” (Pearsall & Hanks, 20006, p. 743);
“theft or embezzlement” (Merriam-Webster, 2003, p. 758), misuse: using money
wrongfully or for an incorrectly purpose (Pearsall & Hanks, 2006). The following
definition is consequently proposed for embezzlement:

In schools, embezzlement includes any wrongful, abusive or misappropriating conduct
connected to the school personnel’s position and any interference with the finances and
school property for self-enrichment.

In this regard, Chingwanangwana (2019) reported on embezzlement that involved the
SDC/SDA working together with school heads in paying each other large amounts of
money as sitting allowances for meetings, appreciation gifts to the school heads and
soliciting political interventions, amongst other practices. According to the Education
Amendment Act 2006 (Republic of Zimbabwe, 2004), the SDCs are responsible for
school financial management. As the SDC is not available for daily administrative duties in
the schools, there is a gap in the number of other school members who can access the
school funds. Besides, the SDC can work in cohorts with other school members to
embezzle school funds.

Embezzlement at the school level does, however, affect the current learners as well as
future generations since the lack of quality education leads to an increase in skills gaps
which are well known to impact on economic growth (Molteno, n.d.). One cannot
overlook the deficiency of teaching and learning resources due to the proliferation of
school funds and resources (Ferraz et al., 2012).
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Embezzlement in the sampled schools

The participants from the sample schools expressed knowledge of embezzlement in their
schools. This agrees that anyone can commit embezzlement anytime and anywhere
(Endahsari et al., 2020). The participants revealed that it was mainly the people who had
been trusted to manage the school's finances who were often caught or suspected of
embezzling school funds. It was clear from the findings that those entrusted with the
leadership and management of the school funds were mainly involved in the misuse or
abuse, misappropriation and stealing of money for their benefit. Unfortunately, schools
sampled for this study are not safe from the embezzlement of school funds.

It was clear from the majority of participants in this study that there was explicit abuse of
funds, characterised by a lack of financial integrity in schools due to the context of
turbulence and multiple deprivations in the selected schools. This was supported by
reports of poor financial records, lack of accountability and a pending case of financial
malfeasance against the head of school at one of the schools selected for the study
(Ngwenya & Maushe, 2017). The school's SDC accused the school head of misusing the
funds to maintain the school grounds.

On the other hand, the embezzlement of funds in schools sometimes occurs in collusion
with the SDA members. Consequently, embezzlement by SDA members in collusion with
school heads could be traced in irregular tender processes for projects to benefit the
school heads and the members of the SDC/SDA (Mafa & Nyati, 2013; Mupindu, 2012).
The unethical undertakings were done daily, and the school heads and the SDA worked
together to defraud the school. In 2015, the Government of Zimbabwe ordered audits in
schools that showed a scandalous disappearance of monies that amounted to millions of
US dollars equivalent from school coffers. The blame was placed on the heads of schools,
who were accused of colluding with the SDA to syphon money from fees and levies.

Embezzlement is, at times, possible due to falsification of documents. This was the case
highlighted by Mr Motsi who said

At some point, it was discovered that there were two receipt books where fees paid by
parents were not recorded in the correct book. In one case, the money paid is received in
one book and another in another. The money that would be from one book goes directly
to the pockets of the perpetrators (Okukodwa High School Head, Mr Motsi)

Mrs Phiri of Mapatya High school provided a report of an incident where money was
taken from the school’s bank accounts, which demonstrated another way embezzlement
occurs. She related an instance in which school funds were siphoned out of the school’s
bank account and that one of the employees was suspended as he was linked to the
misappropriation of the missing funds. The responses from the participants indicated that
some of the staff members were taking school money for self-benefit. Mrs Phiri revealed
that one of the staff members was suspended for abusing school funds, which showed
that there was knowledge within her school of the embezzlement of funds.
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Signposting what causes embezzlement of funds in the selected schools, Mr Motsi linked
the embezzlement of funds to greed, inadequate salaries and a deteriorating economic
environment. The utterances portrayed a picture of the embezzling of funds being directly
linked to the financial woes that the teachers, heads of departments and heads of schools
were facing. Undeniably, greed also has a role in this and was identified as an antecedent
of embezzlement of funds (Mo, 2020). Greed was not ignored as a cause for embezzling
funds, Mr Motsi’s response shed light on it when he described how greed had overtaken
the conscience of some school leaders.

In his reference to the causes of embezzlement of money in schools, Mr Phiri, a school
head, also reckoned that the financial challenges faced were a huge contributor. He said:

I think you are aware of the amount of money that teachers are being paid as civil
servants. They are tempted to do things that will give them a little extra, whether ethical
ot not. These days, they talk of "hustling to survive", which even involves embezzling
school funds (Mapatya High School Head, Mr Phiri).

What is also thought to be fuelled by greed and financial constraints is the conniving
between the school managers and their subordinates to embezzle school funds,
demonstrating a lack of ethical leadership. Elder and Yebba (2017) showed how those
who may have been given the power to prevent and report embezzlement sometimes
connive among themselves to embezzle funds and even help each other to cover it all up.
These ethical attributes of a leader were shown to be missing in the presence of
embezzlement (Chibaya, 2021; 2024). Ethical leadership involves managing funds
ethically.

When funds are not ethically managed, mismanaged or misappropriated, there is
dissatisfaction. One such expression of dissatisfaction on how funds were managed came
from Mr Sibanda, who said,

I am not happy with how funds are handled here. You see that unethical conduct mostly
concerns school monies; they (the school heads) would like to take shortcuts, collect and
use money without accounting for it. (Okukodwa High School Head of Department, Mt
Sibanda)

The shortents from Mr Sibanda’s response can be interpreted to mean the lack of financial
management skills and knowledge among school leaders, which is highlighted by Zhuwau
and Shumba (2018) and (Mugala et al. (2023). My findings point to an apparent lack of
financial training. In addition, the selfish attitude demonstrated by those who embezzle
school funds deviates from ethical leadership practices, as an ethical leader is committed
to acting in an ethical manner (Branson & Gross, 2014). The heads of the department also
echoed the issue of embezzlement of funds. Some of them revealed the link between
behaving unethically and how bad decisions on finances by the school leaders show a lack
of integrity. Integrity is one of the tenets of ethical leadership and ethical leadership theory
(Khoza, 2012).
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The participants explained that there were different ways through which funds were
collected in their schools. Most of the money was collected as school fees, and some were
collected through school fundraising initiatives, which were reported to be without
transparency and lacking accountability, exposing the money to misuse. Mrs Mazaiwana
weighed in on the embezzlement of the school funds by relating how money was collected
without giving receipts during civvies days at Ina High School. She reckoned that this
exposed the money to misuse.

While elaborating on the embezzlement of funds, other heads of department pointed out
that greed, selfishness, the absence of transparency, lack of accountability and
impoverishment were linked to embezzlement of funds as mentioned by Mo (2020) and
Rohman et al. (2023). These reasons agree with the ideas of Mugala et al. (2023), who see
a link between a lack of transparency and poverty and the embezzlement of school funds.
The general impoverishment in the society as a result of harsh economic conditions was
shown to be impetus for the embezzlement of school funds by Mrs Nyamvura and Mrs
Makotore. Mrs Nyamvura declared that poverty had forced people to take what does not
belong to them and the absence of effective monitoring and clearly punitive
consequences, embezzlement of funds was exacerbated. She explained that as a school
head she had often tried to advise her staff at Mapatya High School to resist the
temptation of taking what does not belong to them. In the same vein, Mrs Makotore
narrated that:

The inability to make ends meet among teachers brings about selfish motives that may
involve taking from the school funds. The widespread poverty and financial challenges in
the nation are a cause for some of the financial misconduct. (Ezine High School Head of
Department, Mrs Makotore)

The harsh reality of being selfish and greedy and feeling no emotions for others revealed
the spread of unethical practices in the form of embezzlement. Ethical leadership is
characterised by selflessness, caring for and respecting others (Khoza, 2012;
Mwambazambi & Banza, 2014). Consequently, not caring for others is a cause for
embezzlement, as well as several other unethical practices in schools. It must be
considered that unethical practices can be both a cause and a result of unethical practices.
Indicating an awareness of the repercussions of embezzlement of funds, Mr Sibanda said:

A person can be charged through the courts of law (for embezzlement of funds); they
are not just school funds, but they are public funds. Therefore, you are supposed to
appeat before a magistrate and can be charged for that. It is a criminal offence to take
what is not rightfully yours. (Okukodwa High School Head of Department, Mr Sibanda)

In their responses to the interview questions on embezzlement of school funds, the
teachers shared their experiences. Their responses echoed the views of the heads of
schools and heads of departments in outlining how funds are stolen in schools and
pointing fingers at those meant to manage the finances. Their views highlighted the causes
of embezzlement as greed, poverty, poor accountability, and lack of ethical leadership,
which are congruent with the thoughts of Mugala et al. (2023).
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Exposing how greed leads to embezzlement of funds, Mrs Chakanyuka described how
there was suspicion of how some high-ranking officers were illegally benefiting from the
school funds. She yearned for an opportunity to have high positions, too, to access the
loot. The way she expressed herself shows rationalisation of the embezzlement of funds
(Elder & Yebba, 2017). She said she, as a teacher at Mapatya High School, could not
understand why people who were paid more than her still need to take money unlawfully
from the school funds. She said she needed the money more than they did and expressed
outrage at the greed around the whole scenario.

Emphasising on the lack of accountability in her school, Mrs Ngwenya, a teacher at Ezine
High School reported that the school did not present financial statements on time, and
there were years when there was no financial statement. This can be seen as corruption as
it can be interpreted as the intentional non-disclosute of/or concealment of a transaction
in order to deceive the Zimbabwe Anti-Corruption Commission Act [9.22] (Republic of
Zimbabwe, 2004). The literature is clear that if there is regular reconciliation and matching
of financial records with bank statements and other transaction documents, the
embezzlement of funds can be curbed (Ismatullah, 2023). Mrs Ngwenya added that the
lack of communication led to mistrust and the failure to disclose the financial status of the
school was indicative of lack of accountability.

The lack of accountability links to the lack of communication. Communication is a vital
component of ethical leadership as literature shows its value in influencing others to be
ethical (Chibaya, 2021; Makuvaza, 2010; Yukl et al., 2013). It is true that the public may
not be privy to all the information that the school has; however, as school funds are
public funds, how they are used and what they are used for must be made public. It is the
responsibility of the school leadership to make sure that they communicate effectively to
avoid doubt about the administration's conduct, especially regarding finances. It was
noted that this was the general view among the teachers who participated in this study.

Some heads of departments lamented the lack of care from other school leaders. They
indicated that when leaders selfishly enrich themselves with resources meant to help
others, it is a sign of a lack of compassion. This may also relate to rationalising the
unethical practices of embezzling school funds, where perceptions of perpetrators shift
regarding what they are doing (Elder & Yebba, 2017).

The documents analysed which included, letters to parents, SDA/SDC meeting minutes
and school budgets from previous years did not shed much light on the issue of
embezzlement. Two things were clear, firstly, the newsletters showed communication of
what the school required from parents, financial demands, but lacked feedback on what
the money was used for. This highlighted that it is not only about communication but also
the quality of communication. Secondly, the budgets and SDC minutes of the two schools
that supplied them had passed clean audits. There were gaps noted as the financial
statements were not of consecutive years. Though these were requested for consecutive
years, excuses were given related to privacy and changes in office bearers. Ismatullah
(2023) asserted that school transparency is essential to maintaining the integrity and trust
of external parties such as parents and local governments. From the teachers’ responses to
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the documents analysed, it was laid bare the lack of transparency regarding school
finances. The findings highlighted that the teachers were suspicious of the financial
management in their schools.

The study demonstrated an agreement among the participants on how poverty, greed, lack
of care and the poor accountability and transparency are key causes of embezzlement of
funds. The nature of embezzlement is shown to be directly opposite to the values of
ethical leadership theory, particularly the values of integrity, honesty and selflessness as
shown by Khoza (2012). Penultimately, the findings underscore the effect of a strained
economic environment on ethical leadership as was outlined in the selected Zimbabwean
schools.

Conclusion and recommendations

From the consolidated look at the findings of this research, it became evident that the
four Zimbabwean researched schools were not safe from embezzlement. Evidence gives a
context of perceived financial pressure, rationalisation and apparent opportunity
conducive to embezzlement. The debilitating contexts for these schools, characterised by
turbulences and multiple deprivations, fanned the flame of embezzlement. It is therefore
concluded that dealing with embezzlement cannot be successful without paying attention
to the prevailing economic and political context under which the schools operate. In
addition, intentional attention to ethical practices must be actively encouraged and
unethical practices such as embezzlement must be actively discouraged and punished.

Although school leaders must individually focus on being diligently ethical by building
their characters accordingly, this article highlighted that embezzlement stems from
economic and political contexts. This conclusion agrees with Manyukwe (2010), who
noted the embezzlement of school funds by authorities and attributed it to the prevailing
conditions in Zimbabwe. In addition, the findings of this study made it clear that the
manifestation of embezzlement can mainly be assigned to the broader collapse of ethics
and values within the sampled schools.

The precise definition of ‘embezzlement’ in schools, which I presented above, could
advance help in understanding and exposing embezzlement in the sampled schools.
Principals, informed about how easily corruption can occur as schools perform their
varied activities, could become conscious of acting vicariously liable in a responsible
manner by assuming the relevant legal accountability — among other instances — for
delegated tasks.

The Ministry of Education must support school leaders by scheduling workshops during
which presenters qualified to report on rulings could communicate the outcome of
relevant education-related embezzlement court cases to school leaders and School
Development Association representatives. Besides, those found guilty of corruption and
embezzlement in schools must be punished.
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In addition, the Ministry of Education must create policies and conditions that facilitate a
culture of effective communication, such as procedures similar to transparency, to combat
embezzlement and promote trust and openness. In this way, school leaders might
experience trust from their subordinates and establish effective partnerships with the
Ministry of Education and other school heads in leadership community, as they participate
actively and perform their duties with accountability.

At a more strategic level, schools need to have a state that enjoys ethical leadership and
has democratic practices that are firmly focused on the imperatives of development. This
orientation provides the capacity needed for a developmental context that harbours ethical
practices. This means that the schools ought to be democratic enough to avoid secrecy
and promote transparency, yet sufficiently networked with the community to effectively
serve the educational needs of the community.

School leaders may also consider forming anti-embezzlement cluster groups to support
one another in maintaining integrity, sound ethical practices, and commitment to
exemplary conduct when managing their schools.
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