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Introduction to Girton  
Pioneering. Progressive. Fearless.

Since its foundation in 1869, Girton College has led the way in educational empowerment. 

The College was founded as the UK’s first residential institution for the higher education of 

women and was part of an unstoppable global movement for full participation of women in 

political, professional and scholarly life. Girton has been fully mixed since 1979 and remains 

an inclusive, diverse, and supportive community that strives for excellence. The College has 

a long history of working to open access to a world class education for under-represented 

communities. Girton’s former students—its alumni—have entered careers and achieved 

success within many sectors, including public service, academia, and the corporate world.

Girton is a relaxed, friendly and close-knit college set in 50 acres of green belt that provides 

a stimulating environment for its students, staff and Fellows. The College offers a holistic 

educational experience that combines academic rigour with a vibrant social scene as well 

as excellent welfare provision. It has some 120 Fellows in all, around 80 of whom are fully 

involved in day-to-day governance, teaching and research. In addition, the College depends on 

the hard work of over 135 administrative and operational staff who ensure the smooth running 

of Girton’s buildings, services and its estate. Currently, the student community comprises 

537 undergraduates and 330 postgraduates. The College aims to grow these numbers during 

the coming decade to achieve an even balance of undergraduates and postgraduates and to 

maintain a similar equilibrium between Arts and Science subjects.

College members enjoy our vibrant scholarly life, including a provocative Fellows seminar 

series, postgraduate research evenings, and a variety of open-to-all subject society events, 

often with visiting speakers, sometimes drawn from our highly engaged alumni. It is a strategic 

priority of the College to support and profile Fellows’ research as well as their teaching in a 

variety of ways, including financially.

The College has enjoyed a strong commitment to the arts throughout its history and is 

well-known for its commitment to poetry, music and literature. Girton has a long- standing 

partnership with the Royal Society of Portrait Painters and houses The People’s Portraits 

featuring ordinary people from all walks of life. The College has its own museum collection, 

the Lawrence Room.



Our main College buildings are mostly Victorian, designed between the 1870s and the 1930s 

by three generations of the Waterhouse family. As well as an iconic main hall (one of the 

largest in Cambridge), there are spacious Fellows’ dining and drawing rooms, a sheltered 

Fellows’ Garden and a beautifully appointed Senior Combination Room on the main site. 

Our modern residential additions have been designed with sustainability and a commitment 

to green buildings in mind. Girton also extends into nearby Eddington, where a flourishing 

postgraduate and undergraduate community is expanding to fill the 325-room newly-built 

complex known as Swirles Court. Girton’s outstanding grounds comprise natural woodlands, 

heritage orchards and wildlife habitats. Students enjoy state of the art accommodation, an 

extensive Library and some of the best on-site sporting and leisure facilities in the University. 

It is the only undergraduate College in Cambridge with an indoor heated swimming pool.





Girton’s History  
The College came into being in 1869 as a result of the passion and quiet determination of the 

suffragist Emily Davies to campaign for women’s education. She devised a plan to create the 

first College for women, which the novelist George Eliot in a letter to Davies referred to as 

‘The Great Scheme’. The goal was to create a permanent institution and eventually to secure 

full membership of the University of Cambridge for the College and its students. The College 

moved to its current site in 1873.

Along with Emily Davies, many early Girtonians, including the educator and artist Barbara 

Bodichon, were important figures in the British suffrage campaign. Subsequently, many of the 

College’s members have been at the forefront of political and social movements designed to 

improve the position of women in society.

Girton was granted a Royal Charter in 1924, but it would still be many years before women 

would be able to gain university degrees. The College has campaigned tirelessly since its 

inception for women’s rights, and it was in 1948 that women first became eligible to receive 

a degree from the University of Cambridge. Girton celebrates this important breakthrough 

annually at the College Feast.

In 1976 Girton became the first of the women’s Colleges in Cambridge and Oxford to vote to 

admit men. By 1983, there was a gender balance in Girton’s undergraduate student body, and 

this has continued ever since.



Girton’s Future  
Girton has an exciting and ambitious future ahead. The College has a long track- record of 

academic success and is ambitious to continue this over the coming years. The College will 

continue to pursue excellence in all its forms and has an ongoing commitment to enable 

outstanding individuals to access Higher Education, regardless of background. The College will 

build upon its bold and inclusive outreach and widening participation programme and support 

its students to succeed throughout their time in Cambridge and beyond.

Another key pillar of Girton’s future is sustainability. Girton is a low carbon College, working 

towards environmental sustainability, ethical investment and the university’s low carbon 

goals. The College has committed to the University goal of achieving a net-zero carbon target 

by 2048, with an aspiration to reach this ahead of schedule. The entire community at Girton 

works towards maximising the College’s green impact; Our Fragile Planet is a key theme of 

Girton’s college-wide activities for 2020- 2022.

In line with these activities, Girton has recently developed a comprehensive estates Masterplan. 

The College is poised to capitalise on its extensive grounds and use them to best effect in 

enhancing the experience of students, staff and Fellows alike.

This is an exceptional moment to succeed as Mistress of Girton College. Girton continues to 

challenge itself about how best it can be a pioneering presence within Cambridge and wider 

society.



College Finances  
Despite the recent challenges presented by the COVID pandemic, Girton’s finances are robust. 

The College’s financial position has been transformed over the past decade, a period in which 

net assets have increased by 57% and now stand at a record high of £173m. This has been 

achieved by a combination of a successfully completed endowment campaign, some major 

changes to the estate, and several years of positive investment returns. Of this total, the 

College’s endowment and other restricted funds currently amount to roughly £71m and free 

reserves are over £33m. The College makes annual transfers from its investments each year via 

a spending rule to support its academic purposes and strategic priorities.

Following the sale of several non-strategic properties over the last few years, the College’s 

investments are almost entirely held in securities (a combination of public and private 

equity, bonds, real estate funds and alternative assets). The College’s investment portfolio is 

currently worth approximately £118m in total; the investments are managed by a professional 

investment adviser under the supervision of the Investments Committee chaired by the 

Mistress and reporting to Council.

Following this period of very significant financial transformation, Girton is now in a strong 

position to look towards the future. Key priorities will include the provision of further support 

to students and the Fellowship in order to develop the core mission of inclusive excellence 

and further optimise the estate. The College has obtained outline planning permission for a 

possible major building project on the main site.

This is an exciting opportunity for a new Mistress to set an ambitious direction for Girton from 

a strong financial foundation. Further information about Girton’s finances as of June 2020 

can be found here and candidates progressing in the process will have the opportunity to 

review the 2021 financial statements, currently being audited.

https://www.girton.cam.ac.uk/college-members/college-governance/college-accounts




Development and Alumni Relations  
Fundraising and alumni relations are critical to Girton’s strategic ambitions. The College 

currently raises an average of £2.5m every year in support of its educational mission and 

advancement.

In 2019 the College marked the 150th anniversary since its pioneering foundation as the first 

residential institution in the UK for the higher education of women and A Great Campaign 

was launched to commemorate this milestone. With a target of £50m from a combination of 

income received and future legacy pledges, this was the largest fundraising campaign since the 

College’s establishment. The campaign was focused on growing the permanent endowment 

capital to further the educational mission of the College and has provided financial support 

to augment not only the unrestricted permanent endowment capital, but also endowment of 

undergraduate and postgraduate bursaries and awards, and Fellowship positions to underpin 

teaching excellence and ground-breaking research. The extraordinary success of the campaign, 

which closed a year early and exceeded its targets, is a marker of the commitment of current 

and past members to Girton’s mission.

Girton has an extraordinary alumni community that is spread out across the world. Many 

of the College’s alumni remain actively involved by attending events, contributing to alumni 

publications, volunteering their time to support alumni associations, College committees, 

giving talks to both student and alumni audiences, engaging with the College’s social media 

platforms, and by donating to Girton. The College holds around 40 events, in the UK and 

around the world, in a year-round programme that aims to celebrate and bring together its 

alumni community.

Girton is now turning its mind to a new campaign based on the College’s strategic plan in 

which the Mistress will have a key leadership role.

Development and alumni relations will remain a pivotal part of Girton’s future success. Further 

information about the College’s fundraising and alumni relations activity can be found here.

https://www.girton.cam.ac.uk/alumni-supporters


The Role  
Building on the tremendous success of our current Mistress, Professor Susan Smith, the new 

post-holder will lead the College forward into the next stage of its development.



Responsibilities  
Leadership

The Mistress of Girton College is ‘Head of House’ providing leadership in pursuit of the College’s 

aims in education, learning and research. This involves overseeing the academic, social 

and personal well-being of all members of the College community and ensuring the sound 

management of the College’s finances and estates, as well as maintaining good relationships 

with its alumni. The Mistress is the senior figurehead and ambassador of the College within 

the University and wider world.

Although the role is not one of traditional “line management”, it is essential that the Mistress 

has a high level of administrative and managerial competence. Many matters are regulated by 

College Statutes and Ordinances so that the Mistress’s role is one of leadership and consensus-

building rather than executive power. The Mistress has a unique overview of College Life and 

is thus in a position to steer and guide discussion.

The Mistress has a key role to play in the strategic planning and direction-setting of the College 

and, together with College officers and the College Council (the trustees of the College), is 

responsible for drawing up and implementing the College’s 5-year strategic plan. To fulfil this 

aspect of the role, the Mistress will need to be fully aware of current and future issues in 

Higher Education, both within the collegiate university and beyond it. They should be able 

to respond to the many challenges faced by a College community in a manner that reflects 

Girton’s long history of pioneering in education and its commitment to equality and diversity.

The Mistress works closely with the College officers who undertake the day-to-day management 

of the College: principally the Bursar, the Senior Tutor, the Junior Bursar, the Development 

Director, and the Vice-Mistress, and also with the HR Manager and Secretary to Council. The 

Mistress’s relationship to all the Fellows of the college, from whom members of the College 

Council are elected, is that of first among equals.

The Mistress presides at most formal college functions, which include ceremonial events such 

as the Admissions of Fellows and Scholars, the Commemoration of Benefactors and Foundation 

Dinner, various formal dinners and guest nights, and alumni and development events, both in 

the UK and internationally.



Contact with undergraduate and postgraduate students is an important part of the Mistress’s 

role; it occurs in any case through student membership of Council, and when the Mistress 

presides at special College occasions and at Formal Hall which takes place once or twice a 

week during Full Term. The Mistress meets all incoming students in person and entertains 

students informally, including hosting supper parties for first- and third-year students, assisted 

by Fellows of the College.

Governance

Stated formally, according to the College’s Statutes, “the Mistress shall preside at all College 

Meetings, Meetings of the Council, and Committees at which she is present. She shall exercise 

a general superintendence over the affairs of the College, its good government and discipline 

as provided for by these Statutes and any Ordinance or resolution of the Governing Body 

or Council. In all matters not so provided for she shall take such action as she may consider 

appropriate.” (III.1)

The Mistress normally presides at meetings of the Governing Body, the Augmented Council 

and College Council, and of other important committees including the Education Board, 

the Academic Policy Committee, the Buildings and Estates Strategy Committee, the Health 

and Safety Consultative Committee, the Financial Planning Committee, the Investments 

Committee, and the Committees which elect to Research Fellowships and full-time teaching 

positions, although they may choose to delegate some of these functions.

As Head of House, the Mistress becomes involved in University governance to a considerable 

extent as is commensurate with their role. As well as being deputy to the Vice-Chancellor 

on occasions such as conferring degrees at General Admission, they may serve on University 

committees, such as Appointments Committees and Management Committees. They will 

be expected to attend Head of House meetings and can be nominated as Head of House 

representative on the University Council.





Development

The Mistress has a crucial role in development and fundraising, both in terms of working on the 

overall strategy with the Development Director and communicating this to the Fellowship, and 

in actively campaigning on the College’s behalf to boost Girton’s endowments which support 

so much of our educational work. Girton has a dynamic and long-established Development 

Office and the Development Director reports directly to the Mistress via weekly meetings. 

The College has just completed the most successful campaign in its history raising £50m from 

donations and legacy pledges, and the incoming Mistress will take the leadership role in the 

private and public phases of a new Campaign. The Mistress is called upon to host regular 

events and meetings with potential donors, principally major donors. The postholder will also 

be involved in all key alumni events including regular meetings with alumni groups and will be 

responsible for maintaining good relations with alumni, past and present donors, prospective 

donors and benefactors. Public communications helping to raise the profile of Girton College 

is also a key aspect of this role.

The Mistress’s presence in College on a regular basis is both crucial and highly valued. The 

statutes require that they are resident in college for at least 210 days per year, mainly in term-

time. At the same time, effective fundraising and networking are vital to the future of Girton 

so that travel to meet with alumni and potential donors, both nationally and internationally, 

is also an important element of the role. This currently includes two trips per year in the 

Christmas and Easter vacations – to the USA and the Asia Pacific regions respectively. Attaining 

the right balance between college involvement, and alumni and development work is critical.



Background and Experience 
The Mistress will need to have outstanding interpersonal, management, leadership and 

diplomatic skills. They will have distinguished themselves in their chosen field, and must 

have a strong intellect as well as empathy for, and commitment to the work of, an academic 

community of international excellence. The College is open to applications from those not 

currently working in higher education; candidates must, however, demonstrate an active 

interest in, and understanding of, the wider higher education sector and possess the academic 

credibility and gravitas necessary to hold sway with academic colleagues.

The Electors have approved a list of following criteria that they will bear in mind when 

considering candidates.



Key Qualities 
The ideal candidate will be:

• Fully supportive of Girton College’s commitment to diversity, excellence and inclusion, 

(including widening participation) and to the college’s commitment to environmental 

sustainability;

• Able to empathise with and inspire excellence and commitment among all college 

constituencies – staff, students, fellows and alumni;

• Able to maintain and develop the community spirit and cohesion that characterises the 

college;

• Able to work with, and relate well to, people of all ages, backgrounds and different cultures, 

both within the college and beyond it;

• Committed to helping students fulfil their academic potential as well as encouraging their 

personal and social development;

• Supportive of the full range of college activities, including welfare, social, alumni and 

academic events;

• Able to act in an ambassadorial role, representing the college within the university and in 

the wider world, including internationally, and to the business community;

• Willing to operate within the constitutional structure of the college (as set out in its Statutes 

and Ordinances);

• Able to operate in a consultative and collaborative manner, with tact and diplomacy;

• An excellent communicator - on paper, in person and in social and other media.



Experience and Skills 
The ideal candidate will:

• Have achieved distinction in their profession, whether in academia or other field, and 

command intellectual respect;

• Have significant experience of leadership and strategic planning;

• Possess experience/awareness of current issues in Higher Education, including widening 

participation;

• Be sympathetic and understanding of the need for the College’s Fundraising and Alumni 

Relations programme and willing to engage with alumni on a regular basis as part of 

the college development strategy (including evening, weekend and vacation events and 

international trips as required), ideally with successful experience of fund-raising from 

high-net worth individuals;

• Be financially aware and commercially astute, and able to chair and participate in 

discussions on the College budget and investment portfolio;

• Possess senior administrative and managerial experience and competence, including 

effective chairing of committees.



Terms and Conditions 
Following the decision to admit men to the college in 1976, the office of Mistress is open to 

both women and men, and the College Statutes allow the title of Mistress to be altered by the 

College Council depending on the gender of the person recruited, if so desired.

The College believes this role to be very demanding and likely to be done on a full- time basis, but 

they are open to considering applications from those who wish to maintain a small proportion 

of their time for other commitments. This is a fixed term appointment of negotiated length. 

Accommodation shall be provided as part of the appointment. There is currently a spacious 

two-bedroom flat onsite but what is offered can be adapted to suit the needs of the incoming 

Mistress.

The remuneration for the post is competitive and will be discussed with serious candidates.



Appointment Process 
The College welcomes direct applications and nominations and will also be making direct 

approaches to potential candidates, including through our chosen search agency. Girton has 

retained Minerva (www.minervasearch.com) to advise on this appointment.

Anyone who wishes to express an interest in this role should send a covering letter explaining 

their interest in the post together with a full CV to 

girton@minervasearch.com. Those wishing to nominate candidates should write to the same 

address and provide as much professional information as possible about their nominee.

Should you be interested in an informal conversation about the post, please contact Minerva 

via girton@minervasearch.com.

Minerva will engage in full discussions with interested parties ahead of the shortlisting process 

which will take place in December. The College expects to hold interviews for the appointment 

in January and February 2022, and the Electors for the Mistress, comprising some 66 fellows 

of the College, will make the final election. The start date for this appointment is 1st October 
2022.

http://www.minervasearch.com
mailto:girton%40minervasearch.com?subject=
mailto:girton%40minervasearch.com?subject=



