
Q&A: HR Leaders  
on Creating Space  
for Employee  
Mental Well-Being
Best practices to build a healthy 
workplace culture



Rising to new challenges

I don’t know about you, but I can’t remember a more 
turbulent time for employees, HR professionals, and 
business leaders. As the world finds new ways to 
generate uncertainty, we’re all subject to new levels 
and new kinds of stress.

It’s no surprise that employee mental well-being has 
risen up the corporate agenda and taken on new 
importance in every culture that cares about people.

With that in mind, we decided to start an ongoing 
conversation about creating space for well-being  
at work—and invited some respected HR leaders  
to join in.

As part of Mental Health Month, we’re capturing  
the essence of these conversations in this Q&A and 
its companion content: A resource hub for HR leaders 
called Creating Space For Mental Wellness in the 
Workplace and a digital event, HR Fireside Chat: 
Mental Health and Well-Being at Work. 

The goal is simply to help each other create space for 
talking about mental well-being in our own workplaces. 
Because, despite all the uncertainty in the world, one 
thing is clear: we need to build work cultures where  
it’s okay to not be okay all the time; where everyone 
from the CEO to the newest hire feels comfortable 
about discussing mental well-being; and where 
workplaces have the ability, the commitment, and  
the resources to respond.

Thanks for being a part of this.

Scott Domann 
Chief People Officer, Calm
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James Nicholas Kinney
Global Chief Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion Officer and North 
American Chief People Officer at Ogilvy

James is a global diversity and marketing executive,  
author, and speaker who has held roles both as an external 
consultant and an in-house practitioner—most recently in 
Ogilvy. His influence can be felt in the numerous companies 
he’s helped over the years, having helped them achieve 
their diversity, branding, and employee welfare goals in non-
homogenous markets and cultures.

Karine Shahar
Chief Human Resources Officer at Blumhouse Productions

Karine is a seasoned executive who has led People 
Operations across diverse industries globally. Having joined 
Blumhouse Productions in February 2019, she uses her 
experience in behavioral analytics, L&D, coaching, DEI, and 
change management to foster a culture of self-awareness, 
leveraging and solving business challenges through talent.

Our HR leaders

Sandy McIntosh
Executive Vice-president of People & Culture and Chief Human 
Resources Officer at TELUS

Sandy is a business executive who has made it her mission  
to help create workplaces and business communities that 
encourage everyone to bring their whole healthy selves to  
work and unlock their full potential. She sits on a number  
of boards, serving as a committee and community leader  
who champions meaningful dialogue and DEI in business.

Scott Domann
Chief People Officer at Calm

Scott joined Calm in July 2020, where he oversees HR, learning  
& development, recruitment, and operations. He’s committed 
to bringing Calm to businesses everywhere, to help improve 
employee mental wellness and resilience. He has made it his 
mission to create organizational cultures founded in inclusion, 
creativity, and positive action.
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James Nicholas Kinney
To me, it’s about providing actual daily or weekly  
face-to-face time in the form of a Zoom call, or  
scheduling no meetings to give people a break—things  
like that. People also need to know it’s ok to take time  
off or time out. Mindfulness is a practice.

Karine Shahar
More and more employees need support—especially 
after 2020—and they’re turning to us to help them. And 
we can do that through offering better work-life balance, 
medical benefits, wellness programs, and more empathetic 
leadership. It’s a priority, because having employees feeling 
healthy and balanced leads to a better culture and output.

Sandy McIntosh
For us, mental health and well-being is both a cultural 
commitment and business imperative. Now, more than  
ever, we need to manage mental health and well-being like 
any other risk, because it’s the right thing to do for our team, 
company, country, and economy. Creating space is about 
shifting mindsets and behaviors to talk about and support 
mental health and well-being. It’s about acknowledging 
that our team members all sit somewhere on the well-being 
continuum, and making an effort to meet team members 
where they are.

Scott Domann
To me, ‘making space’ for these conversations means 
making mental health/mental wellness/mental fitness 
conversations part of every day—offering resources  
for employees, asking execs to talk about how they  
maintain mental fitness, and so on. It’s also important  
to ask the simple questions about how people are really  
doing—and to show genuine care without over-rotating.

What does it mean to you to ‘make space’ for 
talking about mental well-being in your company? 
Why is it important?

Having employees feeling healthy  
and balanced leads to a better  
culture and output.

Karine Shahar
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James Nicholas Kinney
100%. I don’t think companies have a choice. Between  
mass shootings, the pandemic, and racial injustice;  
the place is here, and the time is now. Ogilvy is making  
strides in that direction—we just launched a great program 
called 100% You, and it’s been really well received.

Karine Shahar
Progressive companies are becoming more open to it.  
But, like all changes, it’ll take time for leadership to 
understand the value of it—simply because it was less  
valued when they were coming up in their own careers.  
It requires a total shift in mindset. But, post-2020, I don’t 
think anyone can continue to ignore it anymore. We’re  
on this journey ourselves and are making small shifts  
where we can.

Sandy McIntosh
It’s hard to scroll through social media, read the news,  
or have a conversation without touching on mental health 
and well-being. It’s pervasive; and that’s a positive thing, 
because it’s helping to reduce the stigma. Four years ago, 
we shifted our well-being strategy and made it our mission 
to engage in honest conversations. We also turned to 
leading with compassion and trusting team members to 
make good decisions about how and when they work. More 
than 80% of our leaders have taken mental health training to 
learn how to identify struggling team members and engage 
in supportive conversations.

Scott Domann
Companies are becoming more aware that they need  
to talk about mental wellness but I think most still aren’t  
skilled at making this a comfortable conversation for 
employees or offering the right resources to support  
them. That’s why raising awareness is so important.

Are you seeing signs that companies are becoming 
more open about talking about mental health and 
well-being? Where is your company on the journey?

Between mass shootings, the 
pandemic, and racial injustice;  
it is here, and it is now.

James Nicholas Kinney
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James Nicholas Kinney
We run a weekly live program at Ogilvy called 100%  
You. Through that, we have four coaches who regularly  
help us with the mind, meals, movement, and money  
aspects of wellness.

Karine Shahar 
At Blumhouse, we’ve negotiated rates with Talk Space 
and have created a safe place for employees to discuss 
their mental health. We also have yearly meetings around 
meditation/breathing/stretching, and provide employees 
with executive coaches once they are Director level and 
above. We also cover 100% of high-quality medical  
benefits and have negotiated gym rates—I think that’s 
important for mental well-being too.

Sandy McIntosh
Mental health and well-being is dynamic, which is why we 
offer 24/7 support to our team and their household family 
members regardless of where they are on the well-being 
continuum. Our support resources include counseling, 
EAPs, trainings, webinars and Ask The Expert sessions, a 
Calm subscription, frequent All Team updates to reduce 
speculative anxiety, monthly features that explore how 
different team members are supporting their well-being,  
and a good news and happy content Google+ community 
where team members can share how they’re incorporating 
well-being practices into their daily routines.

Scott Domann
For us, we have wellness reimbursements, Calm 
subscriptions for everyone, mental health days,  
and Zoom-free workdays.

What kinds of resources do you have to help  
people with their mental health and well-being?

Mental health and well-being is 
dynamic, which is why we offer  
24/7 support to our team.

Sandy McIntosh
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James Nicholas Kinney
We’re hosting some special team- and department-level 
meditation sessions.

Karine Shahar 
My approach is to make it less about focusing on mental 
health during one month and taking more of a holistic 
approach to it. Especially right now, it feels like we’re 
constantly reminding people to take time off when  
they need it.

Sandy McIntosh
We need to treat every month like it’s Mental Health Month. 
Shifting mindsets and behaviours requires daily commitment 
and an understanding that our team members’ unique 
realities will influence their progress. That said, we do 
acknowledge Mental Health Month to advance our culture. 
This year, we’re holding another Well-Being Challenge 
for our team and their families, which involves everyone 
doing different activities that explore different well-being 
dimensions. We’re also sharing stories about our mental 
wellness journeys and launching company-wide mental 
health training to increase awareness, reduce stigma, and 
improve our ability to support ourselves and others who 
may be struggling.

Scott Domann
There’s a ton of things we’re doing—not just internally,  
but for our users too. Teams across Calm are launching 
multiple streams of work throughout Mental Health Month 
to reach our users, our partners, and our employees. 
Essentially, we’re doing our best to support the goals  
of Mental Health month: to destigmatize mental health  
and provide tools and resources for those seeking help.

What kinds of things are you doing around  
Mental Health Month this May?

We need to treat every month like it’s 
Mental Health Month. 

Sandy McIntosh
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James Nicholas Kinney
I’d say don’t ask to do it. Just make it happen. Mental well-
being must be a part of the business, not an afterthought.

Karine Shahar 
It’s also really important to leverage other leaders who 
also support mental well-being. HR shouldn’t be alone in 
persuading leadership of the fact that investing in mental 
health programs is a priority. Currently, the biggest barrier 
we face is old-school thinking; where your personal life is 
your own problem and shouldn’t be mixed in with work. 
But it’s time to accept that people’s personal lives inevitably 
impact their work life—and that, therefore, it benefits 
everyone to address it.

Sandy McIntosh
As leaders, it’s on all of us to support and learn from each 
other and put thoughtful strategies in place. Above all, you 
need to acknowledge that well-being is multidimensional 
and dynamic—so your strategies and support options must 
be too. It also requires ongoing attention, dedicated time, 
and resources. Flexible work should be embraced, as it 
brings many benefits. And, if possible, you should invest 
in mental health training for everyone, along with mental 
health first aid support networks and around-the-clock 
counseling options. I’ve got many more things to add!  
But those are the big ones.

Scott Domann
Think about what you do for your own mental well-being. 
What things are most important to you? What things 
have helped you in your mental wellness journey? Get 
comfortable telling those stories to employees—it all  
helps make mental fitness and wellness something they  
can feel comfortable talking about. Personalize it and  
make it real—more than just an employee benefit.

What would you say to a fellow HR leader just 
starting out in their efforts to promote mental  
well-being at work?

Mental well-being must be a part  
of the business, not an afterthought.

James Nicholas Kinney
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Throughout this project—and through all of our conversations  
with HR leaders—we’ve been struck by how much is changing  
in the way employers think about mental well-being.

Clearly, the old attitudes about keeping personal issues out of  
the workplace are giving way to an open, realistic approach and  
a commitment to supporting all employees.

That feels like real progress to us. 

Essential to this movement is our ability to create space for talking 
about mental well-being. By removing the stigma surrounding 
mental health issues, we can normalize the conversation and 
encourage everyone to come forward when they need support.

Something important is happening.
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Calm at Work is our monthly newsletter, with updates, 
insights, and resources for promoting workplace wellness. 
Subscribe here. We’d love to have you!

Creating Space For Mental Wellness in the Workplace is a 
resource hub for HR leaders, where you’ll be able to find 
relevant articles, useful tools and guides, and a pledge  
to show your commitment to championing mental health  
and well-being.

Join our virtual HR Fireside Chat: Mental Health and Well-
Being at Work as our own Scott Domann talks with James 
Nicholas Kinney, North American Chief People Officer at 
Ogilvy and Karine Shahar, Chief Human Resources Officer  
at Blumhouse Productions.

And finally, if you want to try Calm for your employees and 
yourself, we’re offering a free demo of Calm for Business. 
Book a demo now.

Three resources for promoting 
well-being at work
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https://www.calm.com/business/blog/subscribe?utm_source=b2b-mham-qa&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=b2b-blog-sub
https://www.calm.com/business/resources/wellnessatwork?utm_source=b2b-mham-qa&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=b2b-mhamlp-link
https://business.calm.com/events/hr-fireside-may?utm_source=b2b-mham-qa&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=b2b-mham-event
https://business.calm.com/events/hr-fireside-may?utm_source=b2b-mham-qa&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=b2b-mham-event
https://www.calm.com/business/book-a-demo?utm_source=b2b-mham-qa&utm_medium=content&utm_campaign=b2b-book-demo
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