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LETTER FROM MARIE STAUNTON,                  
CHAIR OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES

2

Thank you for finding out more about this exciting opportunity to become the new Director of SOAS 
University of London.

As Chair of Trustees, I am proud to be part of SOAS’s vibrant community and our truly global outlook.  
Our staff, students and alumni have a strong sense of social purpose and are uniquely placed to inform 
and shape thinking about the economic, political, cultural, security and religious challenges of our 
world.  We are inspired by SOAS’s core values, including our commitment to excellence, diversity and 
freedom of speech, and our vision is to be a research-driven, innovative and sustainable university that 
creates change-makers in the world.

Our current Director, Baroness Valerie Amos, has overseen a period of rapid change both in the higher 
education context and within SOAS itself.  Social sciences have grown significantly at SOAS in recent 
years while we remain proud to be home to strategically important and vulnerable and other world 
languages.  We have been decolonising our curriculum, reducing the BAME attainment gap and rose 9 
places to be ranked 44th in this year’s Sunday Times Good University Guide.  
 
Our current 2016-2020 strategy is nearing its end and our new Director will join at a pivotal and 
exciting time.  SOAS’s ambitious plans for the future include flexible and intensive learning experiences 
for all our students, with on-campus and online learning blended as standard, with every student 
undertaking an international placement and enjoying part of their SOAS education in the regions of our 
research expertise.  We are at the planning stage of exciting new initiatives, such as a new business, 
management, public policy and law school for primarily international students.  

Building on the special nature of the SOAS experience to which our students, staff and alumni attest, 
our diversity and reach, all these initiatives will create a global SOAS fit for purpose in the rapidly 
changing, less Western-centric world.

We look forward to hearing from you. 
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LETTER FROM THE SABBATICAL OFFICERS

3

To the potential new Director, 

SOAS is truly a unique university. From your decision to consider this incredible job role, we can guess 
that this is something you already know. Out of all the Universities in the University of London, SOAS 
is the most politically active and although we may not compare to others in terms of size, our voice is 
powerful. Just visiting the campus, it is clear that SOAS is a vibrant and energised place to study and 
work. Being such a specialist university comes with challenges. However, it also comes with a plethora 
of assets which are represented in our diverse student body. The Students’ Union embraces these 
wonders with open arms by elevating the student voice, showcasing student talents and pushing the 
School to be the best it can be. 

One of the aspects we are most proud of is our history of mobilising as a student body. The SOAS 
Students’ Union successfully campaigned and SOAS became the second university in the UK to divest 
from fossil fuels and one of the first to make comprehensive Consent Workshops a compulsory 
part of the enrolment process. We are always actively fighting for social justice both within the SOAS 
community and the wider globe. We invite you to come and be a part of this. 

It is imperative to the SOAS student community that we go beyond theory. Not only do we want to 
understand the complex structures of the world around us, we want to be impactful and contribute 
to making the world a better place for the marginalised and oppressed. Students study this from 
different perspectives and disciplines, from Development to Law, from Economics to the History of Art 
and Music. We then draw on critical understandings to shape our societies, campaigns, and student 
movements. For a SOAS student this means that much of our learning happens in the SU bar, and 
other informal spaces, as we unpack and debate things that have been presented to us as facts and 
“the way things are”. 

As such, we look forward to having a new Director who shares our values and priorities, and is willing to 
translate them into tangible projects and actions at SOAS and beyond. Our university is going through a 
period of change at the moment, which certainly brings potential for growth and we are looking forward 
to channelling that energy into the fruition of a better institution. By acknowledging and recognising our 
colonial past and the unjust dynamics it provokes, we can improve the present and shape the future. 
The potential exists to develop a novel, ground-breaking and stable institution. We hope you share our 
priorities and will work proactively with us to fulfil them, at a local, national or international level. 
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As well as the work of the Union, we have also achieved incredible things as a University. The SOAS 
community has spearheaded the national campaign around decolonising the curriculum. Though there 
has been a lot of work there is still much to be done. We continue working towards fully decolonising 
the classroom and the unequal racial dynamics that play out there. Related to this important work 
is reducing the BME Attainment Gap. With SOAS priding itself on being a diverse and multicultural 
student body, the institution needs to ensure it is doing everything in its power to support students 
to reach their full potential. For all of this work to be undertaken and carried out successfully, it is also 
imperative that staff feel valued and respected. This manifests in many ways such as proper respect 
towards formerly outsourced and frontline staff members as well as tackling pay gaps, both gendered 
and racialized. Overarching all of these issues, is the Climate Emergency which requires immediate 
action. Declaring one in name has been essential, but SOAS must take steps to become a carbon-
neutral organisation by 2025. Also, we need to ensure the climate emergency is being engaged with 
from a critical perspective in our classrooms, while reviewing and challenging our institutional links and 
responsibilities at this critical point.

Ultimately, SOAS is an incredible place to work and study. It is an institution full of potential and 
inspiration. This is the kind of place that makes you want to wake up and head into the office. We have 
big dreams, and the belief that SOAS has what it takes to be leading in the sector. We hope you see it 
too. 

Best of luck,

The 2019-20 Sabbatical Officers

Valeria - Co-President Welfare and Campaigns 
Youssra - Co-President Equality and Liberation 
Peadar - Co-President Events and Activities 
Maxine - Co-President Democracy and Education 
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BACKGROUND 
About SOAS
Celebrating more than 100 years of research 
and teaching excellence, SOAS University of 
London is a unique institution specialising in the 
study of Africa, Asia, and the Near and Middle 
East.

SOAS is a remarkable institution. With our vast 
repository of knowledge and expertise on our 
specialist regions, we are particularly well-placed 
to inform and shape current thinking about 
the economic, political, cultural, security and 
religious challenges of our world. 

Our programmes are taught by respected 
academics engaged in fieldwork and research 
which influences government policies and 
the lives of individuals across the globe. SOAS 
scholars engage with the pressing issues 
confronting humankind today: democracy, 
development, economy, finance, language, 
public and corporate policy, human rights, 
migration, identity, legal systems, poverty, 
religion, and social change.

SOAS is home to some of the world’s leading 
experts and researchers in these regions who 
are regularly interviewed by the international 
media including the BBC, ITN, Reuters and 
CNN. They act as advisors, commentators and 
consultants to government departments and 
non- governmental organisations, as well as the 
private sector and multinational companies. 
Through their research excellence the School 

has gained a global reputation as a leading 
institution for the study of these regions, a 
reputation which is reflected in the diverse 
nature of its staff and student community.

The library is one of just five National Research 
Libraries in the country and houses the world’s 
largest concentration of scholarly works on 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Amongst its 1.5 
million items, the library has many treasures 
including a 9th century Tibetan prayer book, 
priceless Japanese scrolls and original colonial 
maps of Africa drawn in the 19th century. 

5
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Approximately 5,400 students from 133 
countries study at undergraduate and 
postgraduate level, 50 per cent of whom are 
from outside the UK. 4,000 students around 
the world study through distance learning 
programmes. There is a well- established and 
active alumni community in more than 180 
countries who are involved in hosting events 
around the world each year. The many high-
profile alumni include world leaders, human 
rights lawyers, politicians, diplomats, journalists, 
museum curators, philosophers and writers, 
many of whom have helped bring about change 
to improve the world in which we live.

As an institution set up 100 years ago with a 
clear colonial mission, SOAS has been working 
towards decolonising education, by reviewing 
its curricula and tackling the attainment 
gap for BAME students. . As part of SOAS’s 
commitment to social inclusion we have 
launched a Foundation Year and we are working 
with partners to develop our Transnational 
Education portfolio. 

Further information about SOAS can be 
obtained from our website at 
www.soas.ac.uk 

6
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VALUES
The School’s core values are promoted and celebrated and underpin all 

activities. They help guide staff and students in their work and studies.

Excellence
SOAS is committed to striving for excellence in 
all its activities. 

Equality and diversity
SOAS is above all else a community that 
celebrates diversity and is respectful and 
collegial. The School’s diverse population is 
one of its greatest strengths and equality of 
opportunity is at the core of all its activities. 

Freedom of speech and tolerance
SOAS is committed to the pursuit and 
dissemination of knowledge. This can only be 
conducted effectively in an atmosphere of 
open enquiry, mutual respect and intellectual 
freedom. In practice this means SOAS 
acknowledges the paramount importance of 
freedom of expression. However, this freedom 
may not be exercised in ways that threaten the 
safety or the freedom of expression of others.

Global outlook
SOAS approaches all questions, be they 
academic or otherwise, from a global 
perspective. We eschew a Eurocentric approach 
and SOAS is committed to fostering broad 
cultural understanding in the world at large.

Ethical standards
SOAS will maintain the highest ethical standards 
in all of its dealings and will be open, honest, 
tolerant, fair and responsible in everything it does.

Community
SOAS recognises that staff, students and 
alumni are its greatest assets. Collectively 
SOAS strives to create an atmosphere of 
community, collegiality and cooperation for 
all staff, students, alumni, partners, friends 
and supporters.  We also work closely with 
the Students’ Union and our recognised staff 
unions, UCU and Unison. 

Evaluate and self-reflect
SOAS is committed to regularly monitoring, 
evaluating and reviewing all activities, 
procedures and processes in order to self- 
reflect and improve.

Transparent and accountable
SOAS will make decisions that are consistent 
and evidence based and will ensure that good 
quality information is shared widely with an 
emphasis on transparency. SOAS aspires to 
exemplary standards of governance.

Environment
SOAS will embed good environmental practice 
at an institutional level and will continue 
to reduce its carbon footprint and energy 
consumption.
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KEY FACTS
The world’s leading institution for the 
study of Asia, Africa and the Middle 
East 
• World-class research and teaching 

expertise, equipping people for a global 
economy and multicultural society.

Specialist and interdisciplinary 
strengths
• 350+ undergraduate degree combinations; 

200+ postgraduate programmes (taught 
and distance learning) with a distinctive 
regional focus and global relevance.

• Third in the world for the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goal “Peace, 
Justice and Strong Institutions” (THE Impact 
Rankings 2019). 

• SOAS rose by nine places to 44th in the 
Sunday Times Good University Guide 2020. 

• Ranked eighth in the world for Development 
Studies (QS 2020) and 23rd in the world for 
Politics and International Studies (QS 2020). 

• Ranked 13th in the UK and 57th in the 
world for Arts and Humanities (THE World 
University Rankings 2020). 
 
 

First class facilities
• One of only five National Research Libraries 

in the UK; 1.5 million volumes, periodicals 
and audio-visual materials in 400 languages, 
focusing on Asia, Africa and the Middle East.

• 89% of students think that Library resources 
have supported their learning well (National 
Student Survey 2019).

Intimate and ambitious
• SOAS has a student staff ratio of 11.3:1, fifth 

best in the UK (The Guardian, University 
League Tables 2020). 

• 89% of students found their course 
intellectually stimulating (National Student 
Survey 2019).

• SOAS Law graduates rank second highest 
for graduate pay in the UK, ahead of 
Cambridge and Oxford (Chambers Student 
2019).

Unrivalled range of non-European 
languages
• All SOAS languages may be studied without 

prior knowledge. 

• Ranked eighth in the UK for Modern 
Languages (QS 2020). 
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The world meets at SOAS
• 5,400 students from 133 countries on 

campus.

• 4,000 students around the world on 
distance learning programmes.

• 39,000 active alumni worldwide.

In one of the world’s great cities
• A vibrant central London campus forms 

an intimate community at the heart of the 
university quarter of historic Bloomsbury.
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ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE  
Senior Leadership - SOAS
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PROSPECTS FOR SOAS
Over the last five years SOAS has embarked 
on a significant programme of change.  New 
management as well as new academic and 
professional service structures have been 
introduced. There is a new academic strategy 
with each department looking at what and how 
subjects are taught.  Key initiatives have already 
started both in the UK and internationally to 
ensure that we further diversify SOAS’s income 
over the coming years.  

A new Foundation year in 2019/20 has 
recruited well. Building on a strong international 
reputation, we have invested in our summer 
school as well as a series of strategic 
partnerships.  The cost base for both academic 
staff and professional services has been 
addressed.  We have undertaken a significant 
modernisation of professional services teams 
and improved our teaching and learning 
provision for students, for example through the 
introduction of an education-focused career 
path. 
 
The SOAS Board has been transparent about 
our financial position, in line with our values. But 
coverage in the media about SOAS’s financial 
situation has been taken from past years and 

highlighted what would have happened if we 
had not successfully taken action.  
 
We now have robust plans in place to address 
the difficulties that many higher education 
institutions are facing, and we have a rising 
income line and a projected surplus in 2022 -23.  
This has also been helped by our successful 
alumni and major donor programme which has 
a return on investment the envy of many other 
institutions.  This enables us to explore ways 
of developing funding strategies to meet the 
many opportunities we have for investment. 
We believe we have a future as a strong 
independent institution with close partnerships 
with other institutions across the world. 

SOAS’s ambitious plans for the future include a 
complete overhaul of our on-campus and online 
curriculum to provide flexible and intensive 
teaching experiences for all our students, with 
on-campus and online learning blended as 
standard, with every student undertaking an 
international placement and enjoying part of 
their SOAS education in the regions of our 
research expertise: Asia, Africa and the Middle 
East. This global experience for all our students 
will be anchored on high quality, strong 
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partnerships with universities and education 
providers in-region. 

We are at the planning stage of exciting new 
initiatives such as a new business, management, 
public policy and law School at our campus near 
King’s Cross providing a high-quality, intensive 
education experience for primarily international 
students with several entry points, and an 
integrated undergraduate and masters degree 
taught in three years. 

Added to our world-class national research 
library, with its irreplaceable archives and 
collections, our unprecedented gallery space 
and the special nature of the SOAS experience 
to which all our alumni attest, SOAS is a unique 
university with a global reach in a world of 
increasing conformity and corporate uniformity.  
Building on one of the most diverse student 
and staff bodies in the UK, and committed 
to decolonising our curriculum and living our 
values of equality on the basis of race, gender 
and sexual orientation, all of these initiatives 
will create a Global SOAS fit for purpose in the 
rapidly changing, less Western-centric world.
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GOVERNANCE
SOAS University of London is a chartered 
higher education institution. Its Royal Charter, 
granted in 1916, established the School as a 
self-governing institution. The School assumed 
its current title in 1938. The Charter and Articles 
set out the School’s responsibilities and powers. 
The Standing Orders and their Annexes are 
derived from the Charter and Articles. These 
detail the terms of reference of Committees and 
other matters governing the School.

The School is a legally independent corporate 
body as well as a Charity. It is a college of the 
University of London and achieved its own 
powers to award degrees from 1 August 2012.

The full version of the Charter, Articles, Standing 
Orders and their Annexes is on the School’s 
website
(www.soas.ac.uk/admin/governance/stand ingorders/)

Board of Trustees

Under the School’s Charter and Standing 
Orders, the Board of Trustees has absolute 
authority within the School with overall 
responsibility for the general supervision, 
direction and control of all aspects of the 
School. SOAS has a committee structure 
reporting to the Board of Trustees. The central 
management, guidance and co-ordination of 
the School’s activities, in conjunction with SOAS’s 
Board of Trustees, is provided by the Director 
and Executive Board.

The Board of Trustees comprises:
• The Chair, who is a lay member;

• Ten further lay members, to be appointed 
by the Board of Trustees;

• The Director of the School, ex officio;

• Members nominated by the Academic 
Board, comprising the Pro-Directors ex 
officio, one academic and one professional 
services staff member;

• Two student members. 

The Board of Trustees has a number of 
committees that report to it; these include 
Academic Board, Executive Board, Resources & 
Planning Committee and Audit Committee.

Further information about School’s governance 
can be found at  
www.soas.ac.uk/admin/governance
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ROLE PROFILE
Role Purpose
The Director is the School’s Chief Executive and academic leader, responsible for its organisation, 
direction and reputation. The Director is required to provide leadership to staff, to manage the 
institution’s resources and to represent the School externally to a range of national and international 
stakeholders.

The Director is accountable to the Board of Trustees. 

Key Accountabilities and Responsibilities

The Director is expected to:

• Provide clear academic and strategic leadership across the School, ensuring it is a dynamic and 
forward-looking institution;

• Ensure that the School meets the expectations of students, both national and international, 
delivering an outstanding student experience including excellent future career opportunities;

• Deliver ongoing strategic development, building on and taking forward the significant achievements 
of the last period, to continue to drive future growth;

• Maintain and strengthen SOAS’s financial position and deliver long-term sustainability for 
the School, ensuring sustainable business models are developed and implemented across 
Departments and Directorates. While external representation is key, the balance of the role in the 
initial years is expected to be more inward facing than outward facing;

• Bring a collaborative approach to leadership that will unite staff and students behind shared values 
and standards reflected in culture and behaviours. The Director will build a cohesive community 
and engage it in the delivery of the institution’s evolving strategy, inspiring colleagues through their 
dynamism to maximise their performance and realise the School’s full potential; 

• Build, coach and fully engage and empower a strong senior leadership team;

• Develop the School’s vision and ambitions in relation to learning, teaching, research and 
international collaborations, building upon existing strengths and consolidating the School’s 
reputation for world-leading expertise in its areas of regional focus;
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• Provide first-rate intellectual leadership, seeking continually to enhance the School’s academic 
performance, its profile, and its reputation for research excellence;

• Develop the School’s Strategic Plan, for endorsement by the Board of Trustees, articulating a clear 
and shared strategic vision for the future of the School and a plan to ensure its delivery;

• Serve as proactive, visible and effective ambassador for the School and its values, identifying 
opportunities for development and partnership, influencing higher education policy, speaking 
publicly to the media and elsewhere, and promoting the achievements and reputation of the 
School locally, nationally and internationally at the highest levels; 

• Be visible on campus and work closely with the student body; the new Director should be 
committed to ensuring excellent provision of advice and welfare support;

• Work effectively with the Board of Trustees to ensure good governance, effective decision-making 
and appropriate scrutiny of the School’s management to maximise the success of the School; 

• Provide leadership for the School’s fundraising and advancement activities, engaging closely with 
alumni, prospects, donors and SOAS colleagues and undertaking international travel as required; 

• Embody and uphold the School’s ethos and culture as a positive, diverse, inclusive and responsive 
global community committed to partnership, mutual respect and equality of opportunity for all; 

• Ensure the School is innovative and responsive, and able to adapt to the ever-changing political, 
economic and educational opportunities and challenges created by the environment within which 
the higher education sector operates; 

• Implement an internationalisation agenda shaped by the School’s commitment to decolonialisation 
with ethical and equitable partnerships in SOAS’s focus regions at its centre. 
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THE CANDIDATE
All candidates must be able to provide evidence of their stature, vision, credibility and leadership 
experience to oversee and drive the successful future development of a distinctive School committed 
to excellence in research, learning and teaching, student experience and global partnerships.

Background and Experience: 
Strong candidates are therefore likely to be established and respected academic leaders, although 
there is a genuine open-mindedness about the possibility of an appointment from outside of academia.  

Candidates should demonstrate: 

• Sustained and proven leadership and strategic management experience gained at, or near, Board 
level, and a track record of successful change management and consolidation;

• The required intellectual leadership experience to operate credibly within an academic 
environment and engender the respect of both academics and professional services staff;

• Demonstrable knowledge of the UK higher education sector and respect within the academic 
community, with an understanding of the issues facing universities in the UK now and in the future 
(or an ability to develop this quickly); 

• An understanding of teaching and research business models in universities (or an ability to develop 
this quickly);

• A blend of UK/international experience and a history of working in an international context, 
preferably in SOAS’s core regions of Asia, Africa and/or the Middle East;  

• Substantial involvement in strategic planning and management of people, finances and other 
resources; 

• Successful experience of leading and embedding major process and cultural change initiatives and 
organisation-wide projects involving a range of internal and external stakeholders;

• Demonstrable evidence of sustaining and growing philanthropic donor relationships and leading 
fundraising and advancement activities;

• Some experience ideally of working with trade unions and negotiations more broadly would be an 
advantage.
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Skills and Competencies 

Candidates should bring: 

• An ability to develop and articulate a compelling and clear strategic vision for the School which will 
unite internal stakeholders around a common set of ambitions; 

• Strategic foresight including the ability to lead a team to weigh up pros and cons, to evaluate 
different courses of action and to invest in possible futures;

• Operational competence and commercial acumen, with robust financial management skills and an 
ability to drive growth and generate income;

• An ability to lead, motivate, and inspire and to give strong strategic direction to a small, committed 
senior leadership team;

• An ability to engender trust and followership;

• Excellent ambassadorial, communication and diplomacy skills that can be deployed on both a 
national and international stage with key stakeholders (business, industry, government, the wider 
education sector, both nationally and internationally); 

• Excellent networking and relationship-building skills, with an ability to build credibility, trust and 
respect with a wide range of stakeholders, both internally and externally;

• An ability to fundraise and lead advancement activities;

• The capacity to develop creative and flexible solutions to problems. 

Personal Qualities 

Candidates should demonstrate:

• A deep commitment to placing students at the heart of an institution, valuing their opinion and 
engaging with them on the subject of the School’s development; 

• An absolute belief in SOAS’s core mission and values, identifying easily with the intellectual 
ethos of SOAS; it will be important for the successful candidate to be a strong advocate for the 
decolonisation agenda;
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• A successful track record of promoting equality, diversity and inclusion, and an understanding of 
how these principles can be applied in a higher education setting;

• An absolute determination to get things done both personally and collectively;

• An empathy for the academic disciplines that make the School exceptional and unique and engage 
effectively with Humanities and Social Science academics;

• An international outlook, with personal experience of – and credibility in - one or more relevant 
regions, and a high cultural awareness of the different SOAS communities and regions on which the 
School focuses; 

• Political astuteness;

• Ambition, enthusiasm, drive and determination;

• A high degree of courage and resilience, coupled with openness and integrity, warmth and honesty.

SOAS believes that the diversity of its staff and student community is fundamental to creative thinking, 
pedagogic innovation, intellectual challenge, and our interdisciplinary approach to research and learning. 
We celebrate and promote diversity, equality and inclusion amongst our staff and students. As such, we 
welcome applications from all, regardless of personal characteristics or background.  We particularly welcome 
applications from Women and Black and Minority Ethnic candidates as they are under-represented within 
SOAS at a senior level. 

TERMS & CONDITIONS
A competitive salary is available, commensurate with the importance of the role, which will be for 
confidential discussion with the chosen candidate. 
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HOW TO APPLY
To apply please send a covering letter and CV to soasdirector@minervasearch.com

CONTACT
Minerva can be contacted as follows:

Consultants:

Helen Higgins

helen@minervasearch.com 

0203 793 6311

Kerry Shepherd

kerry@minervasearch.com

0203 714 3477

Ben Tucker

ben@minervasearch.com 

0203 714 0961

Project administrator:

Natalie Chapman 

natalie@minervasearch.com 

0203 714 0963



www.minervasearch.com


