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Start With Strawberries: 
Lessons and Reflections from New CEO Cara Crye 

February 2018 Interview 
 

Beth:  Today, I have a special treat because I’m interviewing Cara Crye. Cara is the CEO 

of Farm Supply, based on the central west coast in San Luis Obispo County, 

California. Cara has just been appointed CEO following the 52-year tenure of the 

prior CEO.  

Farm Supply is a membership organization that’s owned by their shareholders, 

and they have retail outlets that supply everything you can imagine that has to do 

with the agriculture business. I happen to love their women and children’s clothing; 

it’s so unique and cool, and I even have my purse I carry around that I got at Farm 

Supply.  

Cara began working at Farm Supply fresh out of college and worked her way up 

through the ranks. She’s going to talk to us today about what it means to be a CEO 

in a membership-based organization and to oversee 110 staff in several locations. 

And remember, folks, the agricultural industry is a very male-dominated industry. 

Cara has some really specific skills and strengths that make her one of the most 

interesting woman CEOs that I’ve interacted with. I’ve been doing leadership 

development and coaching with Cara and her team at Farm Supply since she took 

over her position in July. 

 If you’re looking to move up within your organization, or even tap into a leadership 

position in a new organization, you are going to hear some invaluable tips and 

areas for you to begin working on so that you can increase your self-awareness 

and become a charismatic, engaging, and successful leader. 

So today I want to welcome Cara to the podcast. Hey, Cara. 

Cara: Hi, Beth. How are you doing?  
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Beth: Good, I’m doing great. Thanks for joining me today. As you know, I kind of have 

given folks a little background on you, a teeny bit. 

Tell me in your words a little bit about your journey to being CEO of an agricultural 

organization.  

Cara: Okay, well, that’s something I love to talk about. You know, a little background, I’m 

a fourth generation resident of San Luis Obispo County, where our cooperative 

resides. So, born into a close-knit family of self-proprietors in construction and 

agriculture. As a young person, I spent many a day coming to Farm Supply with 

my grandparents, who were farmers and ranchers, so Farm Supply has always 

really been a labor of love for me, and it’s just a true honor to be in the role that I’m 

in today. 

What’s really helped in my success as a young person are the agricultural 

leadership development programs I was involved in, such as 4-H and FFA (Future 

Farmers of America). I’m a Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo grad with a degree in 

agricultural science, a graduate of the California Agricultural Leadership Program, 

and I began working at Farm Supply in college, and I worked there through college. 

And then when I graduated, I became the marketing coordinator for our company, 

was then promoted to Vice President of Communications, and most recently, as 

the CEO. 

I’ll have been with the company 22 years this coming June. And what I’m most 

grateful for is that, truly, my path to CEO was a ground-up journey within our 

company.  

Beth: That is great. So, the things I heard – I took some notes because, as you know, I 

love leadership development, and I love to understand what makes people be 

successful, charismatic leaders like you, and what holds people back from that. 

Some key things I heard were: 1) You have a passion for the work that you’re doing 

in the field that you’re in – the Ag field. 2) What I heard was consistency. You 

started there out of college, and you stuck with it, and you worked your way up 

through, and you really learned everything to do with it. But, the third piece that I 

heard, that so many leaders that I get invited to come in and work with are missing, 

is that leadership development training. 
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And so, can you talk a little bit about the agricultural leadership development 

program that you took part in?  

Cara: Yes. I think that’s important as well. And like I said, that obviously started for me at 

a very young age, and you know, at that time, you really have no idea how all these 

opportunities and experiences are going to lead you to where you are today; but 

it’s very obvious to me now. One of the most recent ones I’ll share… 

The phenomenal program is the California Agricultural Leadership Program. If 

people are interested, definitely go to agleaders.org. The whole idea for this 

program is they take people that live in California, work in the agricultural industry, 

and make them advocates for our industry. 

You know, agriculture is obviously affecting people’s lives every single day, and we 

put our heads down and we work hard, and we work for the industry and what we 

can contribute to the world. But, we need more people sharing the word of 

agriculture. So, during that program – it was a two-year program – I would study 

weekend seminars either at Cal Poly Pomona, Cal Poly - San Luis Obispo, UC Davis, 

or Fresno State.  

 There was also a national and international component in that leadership program, 

where my class, for example, went to ... you go to Washington DC every time, and 

then they pick a state, so, Beth, you’ll love this – we went to Massachusetts.  

Beth: Oh, cool. I didn’t know that! That’s awesome.  

Cara: Yeah, it was awesome. We went to a cranberry farm. It was a really great 

experience. And then, the next year, our international trip took me to Ecuador and 

Peru. What’s amazing about this program is they already expect you to know 

about agriculture. You’re living it, you’re working it, so they want to open you up to 

all the other aspects of the world, and how you can bring that back to our industry. 

The program is industry-funded. I’m sure it’s a lot higher now, I was in the program 

about 10 years ago, but it’s such a rigorous application and acceptance process 

because, at that time, they invested over $40,000 in each participant.  

Beth: Wow, that’s phenomenal. What a great opportunity.  

http://bethwonson.com/caracrye
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Cara: Yes.  

Beth: Oh, I love that. So, Cara, tell me a little bit about some of the things … It’s so funny 

because Cara and I had a phone call about, I don’t know, two or three weeks ago. I 

was getting ready to come down there and do some work with her team, and I said 

to her, “So, how long have you been in this position? Like 18 months?” And I’ve 

been working with her since Day One, and she goes, “It was June of this year. It’s 

been like six months.” 

We both cracked up because it seems like it’s been ... I bet for you, some days it 

seems like it’s been a week, and some days it probably seems like it’s been about 

three weeks in one 24-hour period. 

So, what are some key learnings that you’ve come across so far as the CEO?  

Cara: So, you know, I’m saying every day, “I’m learning,” and I think that’s healthy. I’m a 

lifelong learner. However, I am a worrier. So when I started this job not quite seven 

months ago, I told myself the day before I started, “Every day, I’m going to get up, 

and it’s a fresh start. And I’m just going to get to work and see what that day 

brings.” 

And that has been huge for me because, luckily, in the past seven months … you 

know, you’re right, some days fly by, some feel like weeks. I’ll be honest, very few 

days have seemed like weeks, so that’s exciting, and I know it’s not always going 

to be like that.  

But, what I’m learning is I’m learning a lot about myself and what I’m capable of as 

I’ve been given this amazing opportunity. I’m having more confidence in my 

abilities, which has been really powerful. I’m learning about others, specifically my 

coworkers, and where they want to be met – what their needs are to be successful, 

not only for our company but themselves. And with 110 employees, it’s a challenge, 

as everyone needs something different. It’s not easy, but one of my greatest 

passions is people, so I’m really loving this challenge.  

Beth: Wow, that’s great. And folks who’ve heard me speak or heard me talk, they hear 

me always say, “You can have the best strategic plan, you can have all of the best 

resources and systems in place, and those are the bones of your company. But if 

you don’t have the people in the right seat on the bus, utilizing their strengths and 
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doing what they’re passionate about, those bones have no connective tissue, and 

so they’re not going to go anywhere.” 

And that’s one of the things that I’ve so loved in working with you is your 

commitment to identifying people’s strengths, empowering them to do their work, 

and giving them the tools and the resources they need to be able to do that. So, I 

love that. 

What kind of resources have you depended on in this period of growth for yourself?  

Cara: So, you know, it kind of goes back to me just mentioning a minute ago about how 

passionate I am about people. So, truly, my main resources are people-based. My 

family, my friends, my former bosses, people that I really respect professionally 

and personally. I’m learning a lot from my coworkers. 

You know, Beth, you’ve been an amazing resource. And you’re not paying me to 

say this, but you’ve been an amazing resource for me, and I never pretend to know 

anything, but I do know the right people who can give me the guidance that I need.  

Beth: That’s great. And you’ve really embraced that concept of being an agile learner and 

being really curious as you go through this transition. 

And one of the components that the literature talks about, or research talks about, 

is as we go through periods of change and transition, there are moments when we 

can feel completely overwhelmed. But if we can get really curious, and if we can 

really embrace the fact that we don’t have to be the expert, we can be an agile 

lifelong learner. Then we can navigate change without becoming overwhelmed. 

And I’ve certainly seen you role model that as we’ve been working together, so 

that’s one of the reasons I wanted to have you on here, because I just so admire 

the way you’ve approached this.  

Cara: Thank you.  

Beth: How do you avoid feeling isolated? And when I ask that question, I want to put a 

context around it, which is you’ve really come up through the organization as a 

member of the team. And now, I know you still see yourself as a member of the 
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team, and a lot of times you act as a member of the team, but there are certainly 

moments for you when the decision-making buck stops with you. 

And so, how do you keep yourself from feeling isolated?  

Cara: You just said it, Beth. I do consider my employees my coworkers. But, a phrase you 

would use is, when I became the CEO, the line in the sand was very quickly drawn 

– and not by me, but my employees. And a shift has definitely been made. I knew 

that was going to happen; I was preparing myself for that but, I’ll be honest, it 

happened a lot quicker than I thought it would. 

So, to not feel isolated, and for my mental and physical health, I will continue to 

have a full life outside of Farm Supply. Actually, Farm Supply, being a co-op, is 

governed by a board of directors. I was very clear with our board when I 

interviewed for the position that Farm Supply has always been a huge part of my 

life, it will continue to be a huge part of my life, but it will not swallow up my whole 

life because that is not what a healthy, successful leader does. So, my family and 

friends really keep me grounded and always make me feel supported.  

 And I’ll be honest, in prepping for my transition to CEO, I had that conversation with 

my five best girlfriends. It makes me emotional to think about it, actually. But I just 

told them that I’m really going to lean on them more. And, of course, they were 

totally open to that because they’re amazing. And that has rung true a couple 

times. So that’s really how I avoid feeling isolated. 

I had a conversation with a few of my coworkers when I was selected, you know, 

just asking them to give me some time to navigate this new role, and it didn’t 

mean that I didn’t care about them any less or love them any less, but we have 

really great, tight relationships here within our company, and that has had to shift 

because I have 110 others to think about.  

Beth: Yeah. That’s such great advice, and I frequently talk to people about creating your 

roundtable. Who are your advisors? Who are your confidential people that you’re 

going to go to? You almost have to develop a trusted team that now sits outside 

the organization, as well as considering the folks inside the organization, your 

team. But there’s going to be times when you’re just going to have to be able to 

talk about what’s happening for you outside of the organization.  
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Cara: Right.  

Beth: How do you keep your head clear?  

Cara: Well, first and foremost, and I just think that this was a given gift to me from the 

day I was born, is staying positive. I just feel lucky that I’m a really positive person.  

Beth: You are. That’s true.  

Cara: Yeah, and even when it’s really hard, I just try my best to stay positive. So, that’s 

keeping my head clear. Breathing is always important. Not being reactionary but 

staying solution-oriented. Again, keeping my head clear by spending quality time 

with my loved ones and appreciating the simple things in life. Exercising my body 

and mind on a consistent basis.  

Beth: That’s great. Speaking of your positivity, Cara, are you comfortable sharing with 

folks? Because I just absolutely loved what you did on your first day. Do you 

remember? Do you know what I’m talking about?  

Cara: Sure, I do. I do. Yeah, it was a great day. So, the former CEO, who was my boss for 

over 20 years, great guy. He was 53 years with Farm Supply Company, and he had 

this pattern of cutting up an apple every single morning and walking around our 

office and offering you a slice of apple. A doctor had told him 10 or 15 years prior 

that an apple a day keeps the doctor away, so he’s a very regimented guy, would 

offer us up an apple. 

As I was transitioning in, quite a few of my coworkers kept questioning me, “Are 

you going to offer us up an apple every day?” And I said, “No, I’m not. I like apples; I 

bring my own apple. I’m teaching you how to fish, not fish for you. Bring your own 

apple.” 

So, it became this really great joke within our company, and so I did want to do 

something for my first day so, one, I brought every single employee in our 

company a present. 

 And I got these really cool enamel mugs, and I put this really great quote on there 

about coming together, working together, and how we would become a team. And 

that has been my theme throughout the last six months. And in that, I made it a 
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survival kit – with you working with me as the CEO – so there was an emergency 

packet. There was a granola bar, there were some mints and a few other things. 

And I just did a simple note that said, “Grateful to be a part of your team. Let’s do 

this! Cara.” 

So, I hand-delivered that mug to all 110 of our employees, and it was really 

awesome the response I got, and I’m a person typically better at giving than 

receiving. So, what I received from that was amazing and, don’t tell my coworkers, 

but my plan is every year on my anniversary to give them some fun little gift like 

that. In addition to that, back to the apple, what I decided to do was offer up 

strawberries and champagne. And I did have some sparkling cider. 

 So I opened up the hallway of our office, I played Kool & the Gang’s “Celebration”, 

and pushed a cart down the hallway with strawberries and champagne. And it was 

super-awesome. I had one apple sitting in the center of the strawberries, so if 

someone really wanted it, they could have it. But, who wants the apple when you 

could have strawberries and champagne? 

So, it was very small pours because we were at work, and gosh, just how everyone 

was feeling about it, and the energy, and almost the relief because it was a tense 

day, I didn’t realize, because our former CEO was such a big presence in our 

company. He’d been coming here for over 50 years, and I think just that I was 

having fun and making light of old traditions and bringing something new really 

just put everyone at ease.  

Beth: It did. And you know, when organizations come to me and say, “Will you consult 

with us because our beloved CEO of X number of years is retiring (or moving on) 

and we’re going to be bringing someone new on?” My advice every single time is, 

“Bring in an interim.”  

Because it’s nearly impossible, in my experience, to have somebody navigate that 

transition well from the beloved CEO leaving to the new person coming in. And I 

have been blown away. You are the role model for how to navigate that transition. 

You’ve done such a great job, and I think the things that you’ve relied on – which 

are your passion, your focus, and your continual learning – have been great. So, 

keep it up, because I’m in your corner 100%.  
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Cara: Thank you. Well, you know, to speak of that, I think the only saving grace in this 

situation, in all honesty, is that I already worked for the company. I feel like it would 

be a completely different story if the board had chosen to bring someone in from 

the outside. I would agree with you on the interim situation. That would have been 

a game-changer.  

Beth: Yeah. So, who are your real-life mentors and role models? Be they people in the 

public realm or people in your life, who do you go to in your mind when you’re 

thinking, “Oh, that is a great leadership model”?  

Cara: You know, leaders, mentors, or role models? I’ll probably go with mentors and role 

models. Again, I think I’ve echoed this a couple of times, I really go back to my 

family.  

My parents, specifically. I had three grandparents up until a year ago that I spent a 

lot of time with, that were very hardworking, good people who taught me a lot of 

lessons. I have one younger brother who is incredibly successful, that I learn a lot 

from. And I have an 11-month-old nephew who is teaching me stuff every day. 

So, there are a lot of people I look to. There are a few people in the agriculture 

industry and its community that I really look up to as mentors, and really watching 

them from afar sometimes for what are their strengths and how do they play to 

my weaknesses? If I like something they’re doing – I don’t like to focus on my 

weaknesses a lot, I want to continue focusing on my strengths – but if I see 

something in them, I want to know more about it. If I’m being challenged, I like to 

run my challenges by them and see what kind of insight they can provide.  

 I don’t like to stick to just one type of friend or one industry, or whatnot, I’m open to 

everyone. And so, what I feel really lucky about, when I think of leaders I look up to, 

aspire to be like, they’re from all different walks of life, and that’s definitely what’s 

helped me remain successful. 

But at the end of the day, the main quality that I look for in a mentor or role model 

is someone who’s kind, hardworking, and lives a full life of integrity and gratitude.  

Beth: Wow, that’s beautiful. I think that’s phenomenal. What would you recommend to 

other women who are interested – or we don’t even have to keep it in the women’s 
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realm, but even other people – What would you recommend to anyone who is 

working away and hoping to continue to move up within their organization?  

Cara: First and foremost, you need to know yourself. I say this all the time now, that 

perception is your reality. To know yourself completely, and this is something that 

I’ve had to learn as I’ve gotten older, I might think that I’m one way, but when I’m 

putting myself outside myself and watching how others are responding to me, 

that’s when I realize that that’s truly my reality. 

So, to move up into a leadership role, know yourself. Know what your strengths 

and weaknesses are, and quit focusing on your weaknesses but continue to 

improve upon your strengths. Surround yourself with people who will challenge 

you and help you meet your goals. Someone like you, Beth, who is a professional, 

and is willing to guide you to be the best version of yourself. Take risks, put 

yourself out there, but don’t waste your time. Only commit to opportunities that will 

lead you to your leadership goal.  

Beth: Oh, that is such great advice. One thing that I frequently recommend that folks do, 

and we did this with your management team, was for people to ask two people 

they trust, and then one person they’re not quite so sure about: “How do I show 

up? What do you think of when you think of my strengths? What do you notice 

when I walk in the room? And why, when something important is happening, do 

you even want me in the room? What value do I bring?” 

And the reason that I go for three, with one person you’re not sure whether or not 

you trust them, is because if we keep asking people like our spouse or partner, or 

our adult children, or our aunt, we’re not getting the answers that we need. Those 

people want to protect us. So, checking in with people around you who really have 

nothing to lose by telling you the truth, is a great way. And then focusing on the 

positive aspects and working on those, that strengths-based approach, is just 

fabulous. And, like you said, then aligning with people who support you in the areas 

you’re not so strong in.  

 I mean, I have a whole team. You know, Cara, we joke about this all the time. I have 

a whole team who does all of my scheduling because I will never get there on the 

right day at the right time. I’m constantly twisting my numbers upside down – 

numbers are not my strength. 
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But I love what you also said about looking for what’s going to move you to what 

you want to be and putting your time and attention towards that. So, taking risks in 

areas that are bringing you towards your goal or your vision, that’s phenomenal 

advice for people. So, thanks for those. I think that’s going to be really helpful. 

So, when you think about yourself in five or ten years, or 52 years like your 

predecessor, what do you imagine? Where might you be and what might you be 

doing?  

Cara: You know, I am open to any and all possibilities, which is so exciting. You know, I 

can see myself at Farm Supply another 20 to 30 years, you know? Or maybe it’s 

another 10 or 15, I don’t know. I told our board in my interview again that, “Here’s 

where I’m at. This is the kind of person that I am. When I feel like I have given Farm 

Supply every single thing that I can and you know I can’t move our company 

forward anymore, then that’s the time for me really to reevaluate ‘Am I doing 

what’s best for our company? Am I doing what’s best for myself?’” So, I love that I 

have that mindset. 

However, I have been given the most amazing opportunity to lead an incredibly 

successful company. My vision is to take our company to the next level; it’s too 

early in my CEO career to call what that is right now, but just the thought of where 

we can go is really exciting. As I mentioned earlier, I’m a lifelong learner; I’m 

grateful to have inherited a work ethic and a positive attitude.  

 For me, it really is about waking up every morning and feeling great about the 

contribution that I make to my company, my family, and the life that I’m choosing 

to live. So, you know, people say the sky’s the limit. I feel like the sky can’t be the 

limit. Really? I just feel like there’s always something more. 

So, Beth, I am just so grateful that you and I have become friends, and I know that 

we’re going to be friends for a long time. So, you’re going to see where I’m at in the 

next 10, 20, or 30 years. And I’m in an awesome place right now, and I don’t take it 

for granted, and I’m just enjoying that every day.  

Beth: That’s great, Cara, that’s fabulous. And I know people are going to benefit a lot 

from hearing from you and hearing your thoughts. Before we transition off, is there 

anything else that you feel, any words of wisdom you want to leave people with? Or 

express before we transition?  
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Cara: Well, you know, I think one is just be true to yourself, know your truth, and do what 

makes you happy. Life is too short not to be happy. Yeah, I’m coming to work, it’s a 

job, but it’s a great job. And you see people in these jobs where they’re not happy, 

and they have to be there for a paycheck. And I understand we all have 

responsibilities, but I’m never going to put myself in that place. I always want to be 

happy with what I’m doing and feel passionate about the work I’m doing because 

that is where I’m most successful, that’s where everybody is most successful – 

where you’re doing what you love and feel good about where you’re at. 

So, that would probably be my advice. And, Beth, I just want to speak about you for 

a second and just say, you know, I can’t say enough about the guidance that you 

have provided, not only Farm Supply with and our leadership team but me 

specifically. And you and I just connected so well right out of the gate because we 

both live very no-nonsense, straight-shooter kind of lives. And life is so much less 

exhausting with that mentality.  

Beth: Yes, it is.  

Cara: It really is. And I feel like if everyone realized that, we’d all be in a better place.  

Beth: That’s true. 

Cara: You have helped me through two major decisions during my first three months as 

CEO that weren’t easy. And without your expertise in business and employee 

interaction, I know the outcome would not have been so successful. So, for that, I 

just want to thank you again for all your guidance, and I really look forward to us 

working with you well into the future.  

Beth: Thank you, Cara, thank you so much, I appreciate that. And, folks, you know the 

reasons that I wanted to invite Cara, I’m sure that’s clear to all of you now, are her 

passion for social and emotional awareness, her understanding of herself, her 

willingness to take risks, and her commitment to being an agile learner and to 

proactively building a team and supporting them to be the best they can be. 

If you find yourself anywhere between Buellton, California and Paso Robles, 

California on the central coast, I encourage you, when you see that Farm Supply 

sign, to stop in and check out all of the cool things they have, and to meet the folks 

who work there, because they are some of the most authentic and hardworking 
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people you’ll ever meet. So don’t think, “Oh, my gosh. That’s not for me because it’s 

all about agriculture,” because those stores are fantastic. 

Cara, thanks for joining us. I look forward to seeing you again soon. And for 

everybody else, this is Beth Wonson with Dynamics of Self. Thanks, Cara! 

Cara: Thank you!  
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