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Shirley Young, 85, Businesswoman and Cultural Diplomat to China, Dies

By CLAY RISEN

Shirley Young, a Chinese-
American businesswoman who
broke barriers in the corporate
world belore starting a second ca-
reer as a cultural diplomat, using
classical music to bridge the ever-
widening divisions between China
and the Umted States, died on
Dec. 26. She was 85

['he cause was complications ol
breast cancer, said David Hsieh,
one of her sons

Ms. Young rose to prominence
as an executive with Grey Adver:
tusing, where she began in 1959,
standing out as one of the lew
women and one of the few Asian-
Americans at the hirm, which was
then a power in its fieid. With a de-
gree in economics from Wellesley,
she challenged the conventional
wisdom that the best marketing
was driven by gut instncts

Instead, she pushed her firm to
Invest in quantitative market re-
search, a standard practice today
but one that was pioneering in the
1960s

“People think adverusing IS
more powerful than it 1s,” she told
The New York Times in 1974. “We
know just how unpowerful it is, be-
cause we've failed many imes.”

Ms. Young's ideas were not the
only revolutionary thing about
her. At the ume, most employers
offered severance packages 10
pregnant women, on the assump-
tion that once they gave Dirth,
they would never return to work.
When in 1963, expecting her nrst
child, she insisted otherwise, Grey
Advertising had to invent its first
maternity policy

The firm clearly thought she
was worth i1t. In 1983, a ime when

a global recession was forcing the

advertising industry to slash re-

search budgets, Grey went the

other direction, creating an entire

research subsidiary, Grey Stra-
tegic Marketing, with Ms. Young
as president. She amassed a long
list of Fortune 500 chients, inclua-
ing General Motors, which hired
her away 1in 1988 to become 1S
vice president for consumer mar-
ket development

Almost immediately she

pushed her new employer to in-
vest in China, and later moved to
Shanghai to help oversee develop-
ment of a billion-dollar joint ven-
ture with SAIC Motor, a Chinese
company, to build Buicks.

To Ms. Young, many American
companies failed to appreciate the
size of the cultural differences be-
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her work 1n the arts.

Indeed, even as she continued
to lead G.M.'s expansion in Asia,

she became increasingly involved
in cultural and nonprofit endeav-
ors. In the wake of the Tiananmen

Square massacre, in 1989, Ms
Young joined other prominent
Chinese-Americans, including Yo-
Yo Ma and .M. Pei, to create the
Committee of 100, a group dedi-
cated to shaping trans-Pacific dia-
logue. She served as its first chair-
man, a position she also held at a
spinoff organization, the US.-
China Cultural Insutute.

Ms. Young left G.M. in 1999 and
opened her own consulting firm.

and, at But her real passion was music
diplomacy it
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cus she would later emphasize in musicians trying to make it in the
United States, offering them ad-
vice, introductions and even per-

sonal grants.

A Yy

As a board member at institu-
tions hike the Detroit Symphony
Orchestra, the Shanghal Sym-
phony Orchestra and the New
York Philharmonic, she created
exchange programs and arranged
tours and concerts. After some
performances, she hosted parties
at her Manhattan apartment,
where political dignitaries mixed
with up-and-coming cellists and
singers.

“As a Chinese musician, when
you arrive in New York, you know
Shirley Young right away,” said

Wu Han, a Taiwanese-American
pianist. “She was a quiet giant on
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Young, a
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protocol expert.
Mr. Young's work took the fam-

society figure who later
worked at the United Nations as a

VIA DAVID HSIEM

ily around the world. Shirley’s sis-
ter Genevieve was born while he
was stationed 1in Geneva,
Frances, her other sister, was
born in Paris.

On the eve of World War 11, Mr.
Young was made the Chinese con-
sul general in the Philippines, at
the time an American territory.
The Japanese invaded the islands
in late 1941; when American
forces retreated a few months lat-
er, Mr. Young refused an offer to
g0 with them.

Instead, he was arrested along

executed her father.

In 1945, after the war, the
Youngs sailed to San Francisco on
a troop ship but soon moved to
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Shirley Young at her Manhattan apartment in 2020 and, left, in
the 1980s. After graduating with an economics denge from
Wellesley in 1955, she was advised to take a job in the typing pool.

New York, where Ms. Young’s
mother knew more people. Her
mother was hired at the U.N., and
in 1959 married Wellington Koo, a
Chinese diplomat. She died in 2017
at the age of 11L

Ms. Young married George
Hsieh, a computer consultant, in
1956. They had three sons — Da-
vid, William and Douglas — and
later divorced. A later marriage to
Norman Krandall, a business ex-
ecutive, also ended in divorce.
Along with her sons, she is sur-
vived by seven grandchildren.

Ms. Young had hoped to follow
her father into diplomacy, but by
the time she graduated from
Wellesley, in 1955, she had no
country to represent: The Chi-
nese Revolution was over and the
Communists were in power, and
she was not yet an American citi-
zen.

Nor, despite graduating Phi
Beta Kappa in economics, did she
seem to have bright prospects in
business. “Everybody said: 'Oh,
you have a great record, wonder-
ful. You should join our typing
pool,” she recalled in a 2003 inter-
view with the journalist Bill Moy-
ers.

It took Ms. Young four years to
land the job at Grey Advertsing,
but once there she rose quickly
Within a few years she was being
recognized as an industry leader
in market research, which made
her an appealing candidate for
corporate boards.

Her presence could make some
fellow board members uncomfort-
able, especially at retreats, where
business was often conducted
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ness connections and strategic
savvy to her career in the arts, es-
pecially in her role as interna-
tional adviser at the Chamber Mu-
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sic Society, beginning in 2015.
The society was struggling o
appeal to Chinese audiences,
which seemed to prefer big sym-
phonies and star soloists to Its
more intimate performances. Ms.
Young arranged a barnstorming
tour around China, complete with
a news conference to introduce

She broke barriers in
advertising before
G.M. hired her away.

the musicians to the news media
and educational events to intro-
duce them to prospective fans. It
was a success: Until the Covid-19
pandemic, the society’s players
were going to China many times a
year.

“We'd have huge lines of young
people who came to see a concert,”
said Suzanne Davidson, the soci-
ety’s executive director. “Theyd
stick around to buy CDs and meet
the musicians. It was a huge suc-
cess that is really a result of
Shirley”

Though Ms. Young was a life-
long lover of music — she had
once considered a career as a con-
cert planist — it was, in a way, a
means to an end for her, a chance
to deepen connections across
widely divergent cultures, a per-
spective that kept her optimistic
even during the recent period of
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nections people make on a human
basis, I think that will last. So I'm

Interested in puting my ume
there.”
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