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Lady Xuelin Bates

Yintong talks with...

Lady Xuelin Bates is one of the 
best-known figures in the Chi-
nese community in the UK and 

is so grounded we all simply address 
her as Xuelin. She holds many posi-
tions including secretary general of 
UK Chinese Business Association 
and chairwoman of the Zhejiang 
UK Business Association though 
she is a philanthropist at heart. Her 
unassuming approach is admired 
by many and, unsurprisingly per-
haps, leads people to assume that 
her main role is to support her pol-
itician husband Lord Bates. I am 
therefore delighted to to reveal the 
true Lady Bates in her own right as 
a successful Chinese immigrant en-
trepreneur.

Arriving in the UK in 1989 with 
a Masters in architecture from Zhe-
jiang University and £50 in her pock-
et, Xuelin was part of the first wave of 
modern day Chinese students.

Craftmanship
She was initially studying Eng-

lish when, three months in, she was 
lined up by the job centre for an 
interview with the John R Harris 
Partnership. With her limited lan-
guage skills her hopes weren’t high 
but at least it would be a chance to 
practice her interviewing technique. 
Her high standard of craftmanship, 
the result of eight years training, 
clearly impressed the firm and she 

was hired on the spot as an assistant 
architect with a decent salary.

After a three-month probation-
ary period she was appointed a per-
manent member of staff and able 
to secure a working visa. The UK 
economy though was at a low ebb 
in 1993. The company suffered and 
nearly three quarters of the work 
force were made redundant. Xuelin 
survived but went down to four days 
a week, giving her some welcome 
time to think.

Entrepreneurial
Seeing how busy her old class-

mates were, many conducting major 
projects in China, she asked her-
self, “Would I be happy to settle as 
a draftswoman, leaving my future at 
the whim of others?” It was at this 
time Xuelin read A Chinese Woman 
in Manhattan and was inspired by 
the heroine’s entrepreneurial spirit. 
This chimed with her own philoso-
phy of: if you believe in something, 
try it, even though you know it may 
fail.

With the comfort of knowing 
that she was welcome to return to 
her old firm, Xuelin threw herself 
into the unknown. She went to the 
Guangdong trade fair and acquired 
a range of samples from gifts, bags 
and clothing to homeware and sta-
tionery. Desk, research involving 
ploughing through pages of directo-

ries followed by knocking on com-
pany doors and doing the rounds 
of wholesale and trade fairs finally 
bore fruit. Her personally-designed 
iron candle stands were picked up 
by one of the big gift companies and, 
despite some teething problems, set 
her on the road to success.

By 1997 Xuelin had moved out to 
the country with her family. With 
the business profitable she was able 
to indulge her hobby of visiting 
houses for sale and property auc-
tions. She picked up some rundown 
properties and renovated and refur-
bished often with bits and pieces she 
sourced through the newspaper 
Loot. She was having a blast with her 

projects as they combined her pas-
sion and knowledge – and they gen-
erated lucrative results with less ef-
fort than her original enterprise. So, 
in 2007, when companies were 
fiercely competing on price in the 
giftware market, Xuelin decided to 
wrap up her trading business and 
concentrate on property develop-
ment. “It was a golden period for the 
property business. At times, I would 
have three or four projects on the go. 
And I was also more in control of 
my time and the business.”

Responsibility
Bringing up her son in the coun-

try, Xuelin made many good friends, 
got involved in many charitable ac-
tivities, and integrated with British 
society. This opened her eyes to a 
new world of social responsibility 
and led her to another interesting 
chapter. 

“This country has given me so 
much. From the first £50 in my 
pocket I have achieved such a lot 
in under 30 years. I wanted to give 
back to the society that adopted me 
and I felt this was my destiny,” Xue-
lin told me. In 2005 Xuelin moved 
back to London and focused her 
charity interests on the UK-China 

communities. She helped set up 
Zhejiang UK Association in 2009 
and later the Zhejiang UK Busi-
ness Association. “As the Chinese 
saying goes, one blossom does not 
make Spring; only when the gar-
den is full of flowers will Spring 
be truly here.” Under her guidance 
the association has grown to over 
1,000 members.

On the map
“The Zhejiang UK Association is 

non-religious and apolitical and we 
collaborate with both British and 
Chinese governments to promote 
trade and bi-lateral communication. 
We were involved in the Lord May-
or’s parade last year to put the Chi-
nese community on the map which 
was widely reported including on 
the BBC and Chinese Central Tel-
evision. We also participated in the 
Yiwu [a city in Zhejiang Province] 
to London train journey to draw at-
tention to the modern Silk Road and 
highlight the Chinese Belt and Road 
initiative.” 

Under Xuelin’s leadership the UK 
Chinese Business Association has 
won the bid to host the 15th World 
Chinese Entrepreneurs Convention 

“As the Chinese 
saying goes, one 
blossom does not 
make Spring; only 
when the garden is 
full of flowers will 
Spring be truly here.”
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in October in 2019. An estimated 
5,000 business leaders of Chinese 
origin, now based all over the world, 
are due to gather in London for the 
event.

The UK offers tremendous busi-
ness and investment opportunities 
while the Chinese entrepreneurs 
are thirsty for projects and partner-
ships with specialist and innovative 
opportunities. “This international 
convention will provide an ideal 
platform for all businesses with a 
dynamic reach internationally. It is 
an achievement to secure the right 
to host this forum and we look for-
ward to seeing the benefits it can 
bring to British businesses.”

Content
As a businesswoman, Xuelin is 

obviously a high achiever but, I 
asked, does she have any regrets on 
a personal level along the way? “Yes, 
I sometimes wished that I had spent 
more time to encourage my son with 
his Chinese studies during his up-
bringing. However, looking at him 

developing so well at university right 
now, I feel somewhat relieved and 
content. As a positive person, I look 
forward very much to the future.” 

Asked about her husband Lord 
Michael Bates, Xuelin smiled, “We 
are very lucky to have found each 
other, albeit late in life; we share sim-
ilar values and he is the love of my 
life.” Lord Bates is passionate about 
China, and they have been support-
ing each other through thick and 
thin, either on their charitable Walk 
for Peace or her China projects. They 
have committed themselves to good 
causes, and devote much of their 
time, energy and finances to their 
beliefs. Their combined force plays 
a vital role in the Anglo Chinese 
community which I believe is of un-
doubted benefit to both countries.

Yintong Betser is the author of a 
series of books on doing business 
in China and the UK and managing 
director of ACTIVE Anglo Chinese 
Communications. 
www.activeukchina.com

Help needed in Kerala

Last month saw the worst floods in the southern Indian state of 
Kerala for a century. Hundreds have died and thousands made 
homeless. Relief camps have been set up across the state and the 
need for aid is pressing.

Contributions to help alleviate the situation can be made at  
www.donation.cmdrf.kerala.gov.in

Academy of 
Design Thinking 
We are all expected to innovate in whatever we do,  
bring new products, create excellence in customer service, 
design delightful experiences, find efficiencies, 
do more with less, motivate and engage the 
employees, increase productivity, nurture 
diversity, find new ways to manage and reward 
performance, adopt new ways of working, 
make good use of technologies in the digital 
age...the list of challenges continues.

The big question is HOW? How 
do you innovate? Companies 
like Apple, Google, P&G, Fidelity, 
SAP, and many more are using 
Design Thinking as a process 
for innovation, disruption and 
growth. In the rapidly changing 
world of business, Design 
Thinking Innovation is considered 
a competitive advantage. The 
successful implementation of 
good strategic design throughout 
a company and its processes can: 
• uncover needs and gaps in the 

market 
• harness collaboration across 

the company 
• increase productivity 
• drive growth 
• delight and exceed customer 

expectations 
• make your company fit for the 

future now.

You too can learn and use Design 
Thinking as a routine approach 
to innovation. The Academy 
of Design Thinking is here to 
help. We believe Innovators are 
not born, they are made. Our 
Academy programmes give you 
the mindset, knowledge, process 
and tools to innovate, disrupt 
and grow. We can help you learn 
and harness the power of Design 
Thinking within product, service, 
marketing and organisational 
contexts.

Design Thinking Innovation is a 
set of skills and, as with any skills 
creation, the emphasis is on the 
practice. Through our training 
we offer a safe place to use the 
skills, fail early and learn from it, 
and help you along the journey 
through mentoring sessions to 
develop your creative confidence 
and strategies on how to use 

Design Thinking in conjunction 
with other approaches and 
methodologies you already use, 
like Lean, Agile and many more. 

The Academy of Design Thinking 
programmes combine taught 
modules with practical workshop-
style exercises. Your company can 
bring specific real problems to the 
sessions that will give them the 
opportunity to learn how to: 
1. Harness the power of Design 

Thinking and put innovation 
into the DNA of the company. 

2. Build storytelling skills in 
founders, managers and 
leaders to inspire and influence.

3. Develop innovation and 
entrepreneurial skills and 
create an innovation culture for 
sustainable growth. 

4. Explore ways of successfully 
implementing the learning and 
directly impact customer value. 

Our approach to innovation is 
human-centred. Our programmes 
are at the intersection of 
Design Thinking, Lean and 
Agile, giving you the process, 
methods and a toolbox you can 
use straightaway to empathise 
with clients, customers and 
employees, spot problems, turn 
problems into opportunities 
for solutions, prototype and 
experiment and create a roadmap 
for implementation of the digital 
future. 

We would love to bring Design 
Thinking to you. We are based 
at Somerset House, one of the 
iconic landmarks in London. All 
our programmes award IOEE 
Certificates, that are respected 
and recognised in UK and 
internationally.
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Dr Juliana Goga-Cooke

For a free consultation contact: Dr Juliana Goga-Cooke  
T: +44(0)7740818305  
E: juliana@academyofdesignthinking.com  
www.academyofdesignthinking.com
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