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CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER
JOB DESCRIPTION
	Job title
	Chief Operating Officer

	Accountable to
	Minister and Head of Staff

	Contract
	Permanent, full-time

	Location
	St Giles’ Cathedral, Edinburgh

	Salary
	To be confirmed



Introduction
St Giles’ Cathedral is at one and the same time a parish church within the Presbytery of Edinburgh and West Lothian with a congregation of between 300 and 400 members; it is the City of Edinburgh’s civic church; and it also serves as Scotland’s national church for major state occasions. As part of the Presbyterian communion, it is led by the Minister of St Giles’ and by its Kirk Session. With a history stretching back 900 years and located within the heart of Edinburgh’s tourist district, it attracts over 1.5 million visitors annually. As a means of managing this visitor flow and in order to secure greater financial stability, the Cathedral has recently (October 2026) implemented a charge for people wishing to visit the building. This has required the Cathedral to re-think its governance and management. This has included the establishment of a SCIO as the vehicle for undertaking its commercial operations (overseen by a Board of Trustees) and the decision to appoint a Chief Operating Officer to manage the delivery of those operations.

Role purpose
The Chief Operating Officer is the senior lay leader responsible for the effective management and development of St Giles’ Cathedral’s operations other than those related to worship. Working closely with the Minister, the postholder will translate the Cathedral’s overall strategy, which has been agreed by the Kirk Session and the SCIO Board into clear operational plans, strong organisational systems and sustainable delivery.

The role brings together leadership of people, finance, governance, property, visitor operations, retail, events, commercial activity and organisational development. In carrying out the role, the postholder will need to demonstrate sensitivity to the distinctive character of St Giles’ as an active place of worship, a national and civic institution, a major international heritage attraction and a welcoming place open to all.

Principal accountabilities

1. Strategic and organisational leadership
· Act as the principal operational adviser to the Minister, Kirk Session and SCIO Board, providing clear, evidence-based advice on the Cathedral’s operations.
· Lead the translation of the Cathedral’s strategy into an integrated operational plan, with priorities, budgets, responsibilities, milestones and measures of success.
· Lead the continuing development of an effective operating model, with clear delegated authority, accountability and decision-making arrangements.
· Work as a visible and collaborative member of the Cathedral’s senior leadership, maintaining a strong connection between worshipping, congregational, national, civic, heritage and commercial life.

2. People, culture and volunteers
· Provide leadership and line management to senior operational staff and ensure that every employee has clear objectives, support and accountability.
· Oversee workforce planning, recruitment, induction, performance management, learning and development, pay and employment practices, supported by professional HR advice.
· Build a collaborative, inclusive and accountable culture in which staff and volunteers understand how their work supports the Cathedral’s mission.
· Ensure effective arrangements for the recruitment, management, support and recognition of volunteers.
· Promote good internal communication and constructive working relationships across departments, committees and the wider Cathedral community.

3. Finance, resources and commercial sustainability
· Work with the Treasurer and Head of Finance to ensure effective budgeting, forecasting, management reporting, cash management, financial controls and statutory compliance.
· Provide the Minister, Kirk Session, SCIO Board and relevant committees with timely information on performance, risk, opportunities and resource requirements.
· Lead business planning across visitor admission, retail, events, venue hire and other income-generating activity, balancing commercial opportunity with mission and worship.
· Oversee the development of fundraising, donor stewardship, grants, sponsorship and partnerships in collaboration with the Minister, trustees and relevant staff.
· Ensure effective procurement, contract management and value for money.

4. Visitor experience, retail, events and public engagement
The following would be conducted with the Head of Heritage and Culture:
· Lead the implementation and continuing development of visitor admission arrangements and the end-to-end visitor journey.
· Ensure a consistently high-quality, inclusive and accessible welcome for visitors, worshippers and event audiences.
· Review retail strategy, performance, and integration with the wider visitor offer.
· Oversee the Cathedral’s potential as a venue for cultural, civic and commercial activity while fully respecting its primary purpose as a place of worship.
· Use systems, insight and visitor feedback to improve income and engagement.

5. Property, fabric, security and operational resilience
The following would be conducted with the Head Beadle:
· Work with the Fabric Committee, Cathedral Architect and relevant advisers to develop and deliver planned maintenance, conservation and capital programmes for the Cathedral estate.
· Oversee facilities, security, cleaning, emergency planning, business continuity, contractor management and operational readiness.
· Ensure that the Cathedral’s buildings and public spaces are safe, accessible, well-presented and cared for in keeping with their historic significance.
· Provide effective client-side leadership for major projects, ensuring appropriate governance, budgets, risk controls, communication and reporting.

6. Governance, compliance and risk
· Maintain an effective organisational risk framework and ensure proportionate controls, assurance and reporting.
· Ensure compliance with charity, company, employment, data protection, health and safety, safeguarding, licensing, insurance and other applicable requirements.
· Support good governance by preparing clear papers for the Kirk Session and the SCIO Board, implementing decisions and maintaining an appropriate distinction between trustee oversight and operational management.
· Ensure that policies, procedures and organisational records are complete, current, understood and consistently applied.
· Protect and enhance the standing and reputation of St Giles’ Cathedral.

7. Relationships and representation
· Build a close and effective working relationship with the Minister and Head of Staff, including regular planning and review meetings.
· Work constructively with the Kirk Session, SCIO Board, office-bearers, committee conveners, congregation, staff and volunteers.
· Represent the Cathedral credibly with civic and national bodies, the Royal Household, the Church of Scotland, Presbytery, donors, funders, professional advisers, suppliers, tourism partners and other external stakeholders.
· Develop partnerships that extend St Giles’ public benefit, organisational capability and long-term sustainability.
· In conjunction with the Development Officer, develop relationships to benefit the fundraising and development work of the Cathedral

Scope of the role
The COO will have overall management responsibility for the Cathedral’s operational functions and for the senior staff leading them. The precise portfolio and reporting lines will be confirmed through the developing governance and staffing structure. The Ministry Team and the Master of the Music retain direct accountability to the Minister for their core ministerial and liturgical responsibilities, while working collaboratively with the COO on shared operational matters.

Person specification
Essential experience and knowledge
· Substantial senior leadership experience in a complex, multi-disciplinary organisation.
· A strong record of translating strategy into practical plans and delivering change through people.
· Significant financial and commercial acumen, including budgets, controls, performance reporting and business planning.
· Experience of leading managers, developing teams and improving organisational culture and systems.
· Experience of governance, risk, compliance and working effectively with a board, trustees or comparable governing body.
· Experience of managing significant external relationships and representing an organisation at senior level.
· An understanding of the responsibilities and sensitivities associated with a high-profile public, heritage, charitable or faith-based institution.

Skills and personal qualities
· Strategic judgement combined with a practical willingness to engage with operational detail.
· Clear, confident and persuasive communication, with the ability to explain complex issues and build agreement.
· Collaborative leadership, emotional intelligence and the ability to work successfully with employed staff, volunteers, clergy and trustees.
· Commercial awareness, sound analytical ability and disciplined decision-making.
· Political and cultural sensitivity, discretion, personal credibility and resilience.
· A commitment to inclusion, accessibility, safeguarding and excellent public service.
· Sympathy with the mission and values of St Giles’ Cathedral and respect for its life as an active Christian church.

Desirable
· Experience in the charity, heritage, cultural, visitor attraction or faith.
· Experience of visitor operations, retail, events or other earned-income activity.
· Experience of historic property, conservation or capital projects.
· Experience of fundraising, partnership development or donor stewardship.
· A relevant professional qualification.

Key working relationships
· Minister
· Kirk Session and SCIO Board
· Kirk Session office bearers
· Senior managers, staff and volunteers
· Congregation and wider St Giles’ community
· Church of Scotland and Presbytery colleagues
· The Royal Household
· Cultural, heritage, tourism and commercial partners
· Scottish Government and City of Edinburgh Council
· Funders, donors, advisers, contractors and suppliers

Additional requirements
The responsibilities set out in this job description describe the principal features of the role. The postholder may be required to undertake other duties consistent with the seniority and purpose of the post. The role will require flexibility to attend services, events and meetings outside normal office hours.
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