
	

Best	of	the	WWEST,	Episode	71:	Leila	Abutaleb,	Digital	Communications	Manager,	BC	Hydro	
	
Intro			
This	is	the	Best	of	the	WWEST,	inspiring	women	with	real	stories.	Hosted	by	Westcoast	Women	in	
Engineering,	Science	and	Technology.	
	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
Hello	and	welcome	to	Best	of	the	WWEST.	I'm	your	host	Danniele.	And	today	we're	speaking	to	Leila	
Abutaleb,	who	is	a	digital	communications	manager	at	BC	Hydro.	Leila	studied	Communications	at	
Simon	Fraser	University,	and	is	Nielsen	Norman	UX	certified.	She	works	with	developers,	designers	
and	engineers	to	improve	user	experience	on	the	web,	email	and	social	channels.	Welcome	to	the	
podcast,	Leila.	
	
LEILA	ABUTALEB			
Hi.	Thanks	for	having	me.	
	
DANNIELE			
Yeah.	Why	don't	we	start	with	you	telling	us	a	bit	about	what	occupies	your	days.	
	
LEILA			
Oh,	wow.	Other	than	social	media	and	Twitter	and	emails,	like,	all	those	things	included,	what	occupies	
my	day.	So	I	manage	a	team	of	seven	BC	Hydro	employees	and	about	14	contractors.	And	collectively	
together	we	have	lots	of	meetings	and	sessions	around,	you	know,	what's	the	state	of	the	web	for	BC	
Hydro	right	now.	We	own	about	54	different	digital	websites.		
	
DANNIELE			
Wow.		
	
LEILA			
Yeah.	And	you	can	imagine	there's	a	lot	of	different	aspects	of	BC	Hydro	and	electricity	all	the	way	
from,	you	know,	how	do	we	manage	sort	of	applications	for	some	of	our	low	income	programs,	all	the	
way	to	how	do	we	go	out	to	the	public	and	ask	them	their	opinion	about	Site	C?		
	
DANNIELE			
Oh.	
	
LEILA			
Yeah,	some	big	political	stuff,	and	all	the	way	to	how	do	we	improve	sort	of	our	social	media,	digital	
marketing	sort	of	operations?	What	are	the	new	trends	that	we	need	to	be	sort	of	adopting	in	our	very	
traditional	government	ways	of	working.	
	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
Yeah,	absolutely.	That	sounds	really	interesting.	And	it's	a	really	unique	communications	role	because	
you	serve	like	everyone	who	lives	in	BC.	
	
LEILA			
Correct.		
	



	

DANNIELE			
Like,	that's	a	huge	population	and	so	many	different	demographics	to	cover	and	to	cater	to.	What	kind	
of	challenges	does	that	pose?		
	
LEILA			
Oh	my	gosh,	every	challenge	under	the	sun.	I	feel	like...I	think	there's	the	main	ones	where	I	think	we	
have	a	tendency	to	make	assumptions,	assumptions	that	because	I	go	through	this,	everybody	is	going	
through	this.	And	for	me,	I'm	a	big	proponent	of	sort	of	user	research	and	customer	research,	data	and	
analysis	about	understanding	what	we	call	sort	of	mental	models.	I	think	there's	a	lot	of	emerging	
trends	around	how	people	use	digital	in	their	day	to	day.		



	

I	was	originally	a	contractor	for	BC	Hydro	on	the	intranet	team.	And	so	the	intranet	is	something	
internal.	And	it's	really	the	website	to	help	employees	sort	of	find	stuff	to	be	quite	honest.	And	it	was	
through	a	friend	of	mine,	and	he	saw	me	working	at	the	Auto	Trader.	And	at	that	point,	I	had	been	laid	
off	twice	from	the	Auto	Trader.	Funny	enough,	I	took	the	publishing	sort	of	certification	from	SFU	
thinking	I	would	go	into	publishing	and	design	magazines.	And	then	there	was	this	thing	called	
Craigslist.		
	
DANNIELE			
Mm	hmm.		
	



	

I	dug	a	little	bit	deeper	and	it's	actually	a	hybrid	between	the	two.	So	here	we	got	our,	again,	as	sort	of	
cross	disciplinary	sort	of	needs	of	the	business.	And	I	was	like,	"This	is	awesome.	I	get	to	apply	
everything	that	I	learned	at	Communications.	Finally,	my	degree	has	meaning.	Yes."	And	really,	at	that	
time,	I	was,	you	know,	contemplating	whether	or	not	contracting	was	the	right	way	to	go.	I	was,	you	
know,	in	my	30s,	I	wanted	to	settle	down,	and	I	got	a	job	at	BestBuy,	I	got	a	job	in	an	agency.	Always	
really,	you	know,	wanting	to	help	a	big	problem,	wanting	to	impact	and	improve	the	user	experience	



	

community,	you	have	no	idea	about,	knocking	on	the	door	and	saying,	"Hey,	you	want	to	buy	books	
from	me?"	And	people	just	opening	the	door	and	saying,	"Who	are	you?	Who	are	you?	Who	are	you?"	
You're	gonna	eventually	have	to	answer	that	question.	Who	am	I?	Right?	So	I	went	through	a	lot	of	
transformative	change	at	that	time,	all	thanks	to	Kevin.	And	I	don't	talk	to	him	anymore.	But	I	do	send	
him	you	know,	positive	thoughts	through	the	air	every	once	in	a	while.	And	that,	for	me,	was	very	
transformative	and	an	opportunity	that	I	hated	at	some	days	but	really	attest	to	sort	of	being	thrown	
into	a	situation	that	was	so	uncomfortable.	And	made	me	believe	in	myself.	
	
DANNIELE			
Yeah.	Even	just	conquering	that	challenge	of	having	to	talk	to	strangers	as	a	way	of	making	you	grow	
up.	I	used	to	be,	at	14,	I	started	helping	out	in	the	receptionist	office	at	the	dental	office	that	my	mother	
managed,	and	had	to	call	people	to	remind	them	about	their	appointment.	That	was	my	job,	just	going	
down	the	list,	right?	Yeah,	that	was	an	adventure.	But	I	don't	have	phone	anxiety.	That's	for	sure.		
	
LEILA			
Exactly.	Exactly.	Right.	You	do	something	enough?		
	
DANNIELE			
Yeah.		
	
LEILA			
You're	just,	you're	gonna	be	like,	"Who	are	you?"	
	
DANNIELE			
There	were	definitely	the	awkward	moments	when	they're	like,	"No,	you	can't	speak	to	that	person.	
Because	they're	four."	And	you're	like,	"Oh,	could	we	maybe	put	ages	on	the	list	of	people	we're	calling?	
That	would	be	helpful."	[Laughs]	
	
LEILA			
I	love	it.	
	
DANNIELE			
"Can	I	speak	to	Mr.	Wilson?	-	No,	he's	four	years	old.	Oh,	okay.	Well,	please	bring	him	to	the	dentist."	
[Laughs]	That	sounds	like	a	really	unique	experience	to	help,	I	don't	know,	I	guess,	to	help	you	face	the	
world	and	face	yourself	at	the	same	time.	Do	you	want	to	share	with	us	what	has	been	a,	like	
memorable	moment	or	a	big	accomplishment	that	you've	had	so	far?	
	
LEILA			
In	my	career?		
	
DANNIELE			
Yeah.	Or	your	education.		
	
LEILA			
Man,	in	my	career,	so	there's	a	whole	list	of,	I	think,	what	I	consider	accomplishments,	just	knowing	
that	I	came	from	what	we	sort	of	tradition	say	the	have-nots,	right.	where,	you	know,	my	parents	
weren't	formally	educated	in	Canada,	they,	you	know,	English	was	their	second	language.	I	was	the	
first	to	finish	university	in	sort	of	my	family,	sort	of	a	trailblazer	from	that	sense.	And	then	having	a	





	

Yes.	[Laughs]	
	
LEILA			
Intersect	between	business	and	technology?	It's	not	a	black	and	white	world	is	what	we	realize.	And	so	
when	we	ultimately	try	to	solve	problems,	we	need	both	sort	of	minded	people	on	that	side	and	I	tend	
to	play	on	the	fence	a	lot.	Or	in	that	intersect	is	where	I	love	to	exist,	in	a	sense	of	being	the	most	
technically	savvy	person	in	a	business	room,	or	being	the	person	that	can	translate	business	sort	of	
rules	or	objectives	or	lingo	to	a	technology	focused	room.	And	as	I	pursued	more	content,	copy	writing,	
editutorial	type	of	careers,	I	realized,	while	the	future	is	in	digital,	right,	where	are	they	going?	If	I'm	
being	laid	off	because	people	aren't	buying	books,	or	people	aren't	picking	up	magazines,	where	where	
are	they	going	then?	Because	information	sti





	

learning	moment	where	I	was	just	like,	I've	stopped	learning.	And	I	had	to	refocus	again	and	say,	What	
do	I	need?	I	need	to	be	curious.	I	need	to	shut	up	and	just	listen	to	my	team	and	where	they're	at.	And	



	

	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
Well,	I'm	glad	you've	highlighted	the	lessons	out	of	those	tough	moments.	They	sound	like	valuable	
ones	and	hopefully	we	can	all	absorb	them	from	you	instead	of	making	them	ourselves.	
	
LEILA			
That's	the	whole	point.	Right?		
	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
We	hope	so.	[Laughs]	Alright,	well,	thank	you	for	getting	a	little	negative	with	us	and	sharing	some	
hard	won	lessons.	Let's	get	a	little	more	excited	and	enthusiastic	about	communications	and	
everything.	Like	what	is	your	favorite	thing	about	your	fields?	
	
LEILA			
Oh,	wow.	For	me,	because	I	consider	my	field's	so	cross	disciplinary,	right?	I	don't	have	one	field	to	be	
quite	honest.	I	work	in	so	many	aspects,	so	communications.	I	love	the	theories	behind	
communications.	I	love	the	notion	of,	there's	this	concept	in	my	head	that	I	need	to	get	through	to	come	
across	the	other	person	across	the	table	on	the	other	side	of	the	web	page,	and	there's	so	many	
different	techniques	and	tactics	and	constraints	and	the	science	behind	it,	then	I'm	like,	it's	not	just	my	
written	word,	and	that	my,	you	know,	my	diction	and	my	word	choice	or	my	tone,	it's	more	than	that.	I	
love	that.	I	love	that	it's	complex.	And	the	work	that	you	need	to	put	in,	to	make	it	beautiful	and	simple	
for	me	is	like,	aha,	perfect,	right?	So	I	very	much	live	and	breathe	in	that	complexity,	and	I	love	it.	When	
we	look	at	sort	of	design	as	a	field,	everything	from	I	would	say	the	foundational	pieces	around	visual	
design,	graphic	design,	all	the	way	to	design	theory.	Oh	my	god.	Am	I	humbled	and	inspired	by	how	
people	can	create	such	impactful,	beautiful,	creative	experiences?	They	are	telling	a	story	of	that,	right.	
And	in	communications,	I	mean,	that's	the	whole	spiel	right,	is	about	storytelling.	So	you	can	see	how	
those	two	worlds	collide	and	dance	and	fight	together	all	the	time.	And	for	me,	technology	is,	again,	the	
underpinning	of	it	all	to	be	quite	honest.	So	I	applied	very	systems	thinking.	When	I	look	at	sort	of	my	
problems,	I	take	a	lot	of	Communication	Design	and	technology,	sort	of	tactics	and	theories,	and	apply	
that	to	sort	of	the	problems	that	we	face.	And	that	for	me	is	where	again,	that	intersect	of	how	they	
relate	to	each	other.	How	one	can't	live	without	the	other,	for	me	is	fascinating,	right?	Even	if	you,	let's	
say	build	something	that	you	think,	oh,	it	doesn't	require	a	user	interface,	there's	still	a	design	element	
to	that.	You're	still	creating	something,	even	if	it's	in	code	and	whatnot.	And	you're	still,	even	if	it's	not	
using	words,	you're	still	communicating.		
	
DANNIELE			
Yeah,	for	sure.		
	
LEILA			
So	that	for	me	is	so	fun.	And	those	are	the	three	sort	of	disciplines	or	fields	that	I	play	in	most.	And	
what	I	love	about	them	and	geeking	out	about	content.		
	
DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
Love	it.	[Laughs]	
	
LEILA			
Love	it.	
	



	

DANNIELE	LIVENGOOD			
So	how	do	you	see	kind	of	this,	this	field,	or	I	guess	your	intersection	of	fields	changing	in	the	future?	
	
LEILA			
Oh,	wow.	I	think	there's	gonna	be	two	fundamental	shifts,	right.	I	think	user	experience	and	
communication	and	design	thinking	is	going	to	be	ubiquitous,	it's	going	to	be	everywhere.	I	think	from	
an	organizational	structure	design	perspective,	you're	going	to	see	maybe	more	UX	or	design	sort	of	



	

I	give	back?	Has	been	my	I	think	my	plan	for	the	next	five,	maybe	10	years,	is	that	knowing	that	as	an	
individual	and	a	family	unit	that	we	have	enough.	And	that	I	want	to	be	able	to	help	other	people.	And	
right	now	my	focus	has	been	young	women	and	men	as	well,	interested	in	careers	in	STEM	and	trying	
to	open	up	sort	of	their	minds	around	what	does	that	mean?	Am	I	stemming	off	all	of	those	questions?	
Right?	And	really	just,	you	know,	providing	them	the	options	and	exposing	that	for	them.	So	I've	been	
dabbling	with,	I	actually	started	my	own	podcast,	and	really	honing	in	and	testing	sort	of	content	out	



	

DANNIELE			
Very	cool.		
	
LEILA			
Yeah.	Kind	of	woo	answer,	though.	
	
DANNIELE			
No,	I	like	it.	I	like	it.	How	do	you	define	success	for	yourself	personally?	What	does	it	look	like	for	you?	
	
LEILA			
You've	caught	me	at	a	perfect	time.	I	met	a	metamorphosis	around	that	definition.	Previously,	I'm	
going	to	be	very	transparent.	It	was	title	and	salary.	How	big	can	my	team	get?	How	big	can	the	brands	
get?	I	was	very	much,	I	am	still,	a	numbers	person.	You	know,	big	million	dollar	budgets	I	liked,	reach	
all	of	these	big	KPIs.	And	now	for	me,	it's	really	the	qualitative	now,	the	quality	of	what	those	numbers	
mean	actually.	And	in	more	around	holistic	connection,	I	started	to	realize	that	the	value	of	my	
conversations	weigh	so	much	more,	and	means	so	much	more	than	big	numbers	on	our	social	media	
posts.	Which	for	me	is	kind	of	good	and	kind	of	bad,	to	be	quite	honest.	I	think	we're	evolving	that	
because	we're	still	a	business	and	we	still	need	to	hit	those	numbers.	But	I	think	those	numbers	are	
indicators	of	something	much	more	much	bigger.	That	the	end	game	is	not	the	numbers.	
	



	

back	as	an	employee	when	I	was	working	at	agency	or	contractor	or	e-





	

LEILA			
Okay.		
	
DANNIELE			
Cats	or	dogs?	
	



	

Oh,	wow.	So	for	me,	I	think	there's	two	sort	of	pieces	of	advice,	those	that	are	in	STEM	or	STEM	
satellite	which	I	consider	myself	in,	encourage.	Open	it	up,	talk	about	it.	Don't	be	quiet,	just	as	much	as	
you	can	be	excited	and	be	an	advocate,	please.	I	think	there's	more	opportunity	if	we	just	talk	about	it.	I	
find	the	marketers	and	the	IT	folks	and	all	of	their	people,	they	talk	a	lot	about	what	they	do.	Let's	talk	
about	what	we	do	and	get	people	excited	about	it.	To	the	young	people	that	are	deciding	what	they	
want	to	do,	I	think	give	it	a	try,	right?	I	know	it	feels	like	it,	like,	the	decision	that	you	make	in	high	
school	in	grade	12	is	going	to	impact	everything	that	you	do.	In	grade	12,	I	wanted	to	be	an	architect.	In	
grade	12,	the	concept	of	social	media	was	never	a	thing.	It	wasn't	fathomable,	right?	So	what	you	think	
you	know	now,	you	might	not	know	later	on,	and	you	might	not	know	something	so	different.	So	please	
be	open	to	that.	When	someone	drags	you	to	an	event,	say	yes.	Specifically,	if	it's	a	STEM	event,	say	yes.	
	
DANNIELE			
Definitely.	Well,	that's	a	great	advice.	Where	can	people	connect	with	you	and	your	work	online?	
	
LEILA			
So	for	work,	I	stay	primarily	on	LinkedIn.	I'm	thinking,	I've	been	dabbling	around,	producing	some	
content	on	Medium.	So	watch	out	for	that.	But	right	now	you	can	find	me	on	LinkedIn.	So	just	search	
my	name	Leila	Abutaleb.	And	yeah,	add	me	and	just	let	me	know	that	you	heard	me	on	the	podcast.	
And	I'm	more	than	happy	to	add	you	to	my	connections.	For	those	of	you	not	on	LinkedIn	yet,	you	can	
find	me	on	Twitter.	And	we'll	have	the	link	down	below	I	think.		
	
DANNIELE			
Yes,	in	the	show	notes.		
	
LEILA			
Cool.	
	
DANNIELE			
Awesome.	Well,	thank	you	so	much	for	joining	us	on	the	podcast	today.		
	
LEILA			
Thank	you	for	having	me.	This	has	been	such	a	rewarding	experience	
	
DANNIELE			
And	good	luck	with	your	own	podcast.		
	
LEILA			
Thank	you.	
	
Outro			
If	you	enjoyed	this	episode	and	want	to	keep	up	with	all	the	latest	news	on	women	in	STEM,	you	can	
visit	us	online	at	wwest.ca.	There,	you	can	subscribe	to	our	bi	weekly	newsletter,	connect	with	us	on	
social	media,	and	more.	From	everyone	at	Westcoast	Women	in	Engineering,	Science	and	Technology,	
thanks	for	listening.	


