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Welcome to the launch of the new IWF Early Leaders' Series which highlights members 
responsible for the creation and early development of Women's Forum West, now IWF 
NorCal.  It was my honor to interview Michele Hughes who was there at the 
beginning.  In fact, she was a catalyst that helped bring together a group of prominent 
Bay Area leaders to form an organization of women with a national or international 
reputation.  This organization would offer an expansive network to broaden personal 
contacts and opportunities for members to explore issues outside of their normal sphere 
of influence.  In 2014, IWF members continue to enjoy these benefits and more! 
 
Jenny: When did you join IWF, what was your position then and what were the 
circumstances that prompted you to become one of the founding members? 
  
Michele: In the mid 70's, I was working for New York-
based retained (Big Six) Ward Howell International 
which today is touted as the second oldest executive 
search firm in the world.   Levi Strauss was one of my 
clients, and I questioned them about their lack of women 
in top management and on their Board of Directors 
especially when women were their primary 
customers.  Levi Strauss decided to take my counsel and 
retained me to identify top women leaders in the United 
States.  I traveled to New York City to launch the search 
for this talent and learned about an organization that 
had recently begun- the New York Women's 
Forum.  Started in 1974 as the brain child of Elinor 
Guggenheimer, it included many top ranking women leaders and pioneers including Lucy 
Jarvis, Muriel Siebert, and Barbara Walters but it was only based in New York.  
  
When I returned to San Francisco, I contacted Ellen Magnin Newman, the well-
connected daughter of my mentor, Cyril Magnin, Founder and Chairman of Joseph P. 
Magnin and I. Magnin Companies.  Ellen helped me organize the inaugural luncheon at 
The Bankers Club to determine interest in forming a new professional organization of 
prominent career women. After a series of planning meetings, Women's Forum West 
(WFW) was formed and eventually joined forces with Professional Women's Alliance.  In 
1979, WFW affiliated with the New York Forum as a founding member of the National 

Women's Forum and it soon expanded to 
Chicago, Los Angeles, and Denver. This 
organization has now evolved into the 
International Women's Forum (IWF). 
   



Interestingly, the Levis Strauss executive I had questioned about his belief that top 
women talent did not exist, used my study to launch a concerted effort to hire women.  In 
fact he "put his money where his mouth was" by hiring some of early members of 
Women's Forum West.  These early efforts were an important accomplishment in 
bringing more women into leadership positions! 
  
JE: What was the most challenging aspect of your career at the time you joined and 
how did the organization provide support to help you deal with this? 
  
MH: My greatest challenge was being the first and youngest female Partner and 
Director at Ward Howell International.   In my early 30s and much younger than most of 
my male counterparts, "it was a lonely place to be".  When I was selected for 
Partnership, one of the male senior partners declared, "I never thought I would see this 
day."  Now I can look back at this with humor but then I was shocked by this 
unsupportive remark.   My challenges were due to my age and the perception of being a 
"young upstart".  
  
Fortunately the emerging Silicon Valley leadership, which was my primary client base, 
did not care about my gender, race, or age.  Their focus was on hiring someone who 
worked hard, effectively, creatively and with solid results.  I was determined to be the 
best I could be for my clients and to reach out to other women pioneers who were on a 
similar journey. 
  
JE: What was the major benefit of membership when you joined WFW?  How were 
you involved with the merger of these two groups into WFW? What do you see as 
the major membership benefit now?   
 
MH: The major benefit was and still is that IWF provides a support network of people 
from all walks of life.  Most of the early members were insulated in their own world, but 
WFW gave us a chance to interact and learn from each other through our diverse 
backgrounds and experiences.   We grew, we shared, we supported each other and we 
had lots of fun which was a much needed diversion. 
  
Bringing the two organizations together was a challenge, as there were many disparate 
views and strong personalities.  It took much effort but eventually the individual agendas 
were replaced with a common purpose that was aligned to a greater good....advancing, 
validating and supporting women's leadership.    
  
JE: It's been 25 + years since IWF started and do you think it's easier now for 
women in your field to advance to the top leadership roles?   
  
MH: The more things change the more they stay the same.  While we have made great 
strides, there are still challenges but women are realizing they have a right to be 
successful and in top leadership roles.  We are fortunate that California is known for its 
maverick mentality so there are great examples and opportunities for women's strong 



entrepreneurial spirit and diverse skills.  Today more women are recognized in line 
positions and are continuing to make their mark in new and emerging fields. 
  
JE: What are you most proud of in your career and your most significant 
contribution? 
 
MH: I have had success in several careers, and what I have learned is that you do not 
need to be an expert in any one industry; rather leadership skills override 
specialization.  With a liberal arts undergraduate degree, I understand the value of that 
education in all walks of life.  Other people's opinions do not define or limit me, and I am 
proud to be authentic and true to my values. I have been a pioneer in fields with few 
women and where women have to be twice as good to get half as far.  In Real Estate 
Development which has been my profession for the past 20 years, there is a conspicuous 
lack of women in top management.  Fortunately, I have chosen professions where the 
bottom line is the final determination of success.    
   
I am most proud of my accomplishments in Hawaii where I donated sixty-seven acres of 
beautiful ocean-front property to Kauai. This land has been preserved as a recreational 
and pedestrian path and has become one of the island's most valuable resources for 
visitors and locals alike.  I know this gift will have a long term impact in both respecting 
the natural beauty there and helping preserve it for future generations. 
  
JE: What was the best advice you got as you climbed the ladder to success?  
  
MH: As an entrepreneur, never be afraid to take risks.  While women are rarely in Real 
Estate Development, in 1999 I had a vision for a unique Kauai property.   I was able to 
take a 7,000 acre historic and sacred piece of property (formerly a sugar plantation) and 
create a beautiful and sustainable property.  One of my guiding principles is to be a 
steward of the land; to respect the natural surroundings and to acknowledge that nature 
is in command.  Now this land's beauty has been preserved and enhanced for generations 
to come.      
  
JE: Are you currently retired and if so, was it a challenge to make that transition? 
What helped you successfully navigate retirement? 
  
MH:  I do not expect to retire, and as an entrepreneur I have the freedom to define my 
opportunities, time tables and what I want to accomplish. I continue to learn through 
activities that form the core of my existence: reading, walking, traveling, observing and 
interacting with people help me find new ways to be creative and live an intentional 
value-driven life.  Also, my passion for wellness determines my mental, physical and 
spiritual well-being.   
  
My recent interests include exploring options for the aging population, housing and life 
style choices.  Likewise, I care deeply about the empowerment of women and believe as 
women leaders, we have a responsibility to support and teach women to use their 
strengths.  Also, we must help them understand that we are the sum total of our choices.   



   
My passion for living life fully with spirit and energy will continue guiding me to make a 
difference in the world. With a deep sense of gratitude, I look forward to many more 
creative and meaningful years. 
  
JE: What current IWF programs are of most interest to you and how would you 
like to be involved with IWF today? 
 
MH: I have been very fortunate to participate in many of the international programs 
around the world.  The value is indescribable as I learn so much from these diverse 
groups.  I served as President of Women's Forum West in 1986 and 1987 and later 
founded the Hawaii Forum.  Plus I have created IWF awareness with women throughout 
my world travels. Then, I helped found the Leadership Foundation to ensure that IWF 
supports young women in achieving their aspirations and addressing their advancement 
challenges.   I always enjoy the International Dine-arounds as they provide members 
opportunities to connect in smaller more intimate settings.  The recent New Connections 
Luncheon was an outstanding venue to meet some of the new members and connect with 
old friends. 
  
JE: How do you define success? 
  
MH: Success is living your Truth and being the best at whatever you do with integrity, 
passion and purpose.  All of us have a responsibility to give back and share our 
success.    
   
Thank you, Michele for sharing your IWF story and being an important part of our 
organization's history. We are grateful for your early vision, persistence and your 
ongoing support of women's leadership.  
 


