
   

TM & © 2026. The Strategic Coach Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced in any form, or by any means whatsoever, without written permission from The Strategic Coach Inc.  

YOUR TEAM SUCCESS PODCAST 
Why Compassionate Leaders Win,  
with Cal Riley 

 
 Shannon Waller: Hi, Shannon Waller here, and welcome to Team Success. I am particularly 

excited to talk to my friend, Cal Riley, about his new book, Entrepreneurial Compassion: An 
Entrepreneur’s Journey Through Combat, Suicide, and the Discovery of Compassionate 
Leadership. This is such a wise book. It is about the essence of being a good human, I think. 
You had a number of experiences that I was going to say compelled you to write the book, 
which we’ll talk about. But I’m really impressed, Cal, because we’ve known each other since 
2017, which is really cool. And I’ll have you set yourself up because you’ll do a better job. But 
I’m excited because, man, you’ve had a roller coaster ride. So your entrepreneurial journey is 
fascinating. But then what you’ve done with it and how you have taken really, really challenging 
situations and transformed them into good and to be useful for yourself and for others and to 
help other people be compassionate leaders is pretty epic. So I’m excited for everyone 
listening to get the benefit of your wisdom. So thanks for being here. 

Cal Riley: Well, thank you so much for having me, Shannon. It’s an honor and I’m very excited 
to be here. And thank you for the kind words. 

Shannon Waller: Of course. All right. So let’s kick off so people can appreciate a little bit of 
your background, because it ranges from soldier to working in a family business, to owning the 
family business, to running the family business, to being a business coach. You have quite the 
path here. So I mean, we could spend a couple hours just on that, but give us a little bit of the 
Coles Notes version in terms of who is Cal Riley. 

Cal Riley: Sure. So started my career in the military as an officer. So I was in the infantry in the 
101st Airborne Division, and then in Special Operations Command. So my first deployment 
was back in the global war on terror, which feels like when you say that now, you’re like one of 
the old guys. But that was probably about 20 years ago. So deployed to, you know, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Africa, supporting and executing missions there. And then was in the military 
for about 10 years, did multiple combat patrols during that time, during different deployments, 
and then transitioned out of the military and joined my dad’s construction company. Backing 
up, you know, as a kid, I was working in the construction company as a laborer. When I was 
probably a little bit too young, I was probably like 14, and I liked it so much that I decided to 
join the Army, right? So that was like the last thing I wanted to do. 

Shannon Waller: I’m out of here. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, was be a part of the construction company. So rejoined, I guess, after my 
experience in the military. Rejoined the company and got to work with my dad, and we had a 
great time together. He really had just a fantastic sense of humor. And I think as an 
entrepreneur, one of the things that I think makes really, really good leaders really effective is 
that ability to have a sense of humor and the ability to laugh at yourself. And he had that in 
spades. He was a really funny guy. So worked with him for a little bit. And then kind of the plan, 
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 I think, was him to kind of teach me how the company was going to run and that kind of thing. 

It did not go that way. He actually ended up passing away shortly after I joined the company.  

So I ended up getting to a point where I had to kind of figure it all out. It wasn’t pretty. It was 
90 hours a week. It was the standard. I need help. Entrepreneur was me, right? I was the 
probably the prototype for the entrepreneur that needs Strategic Coach and coaching and EOS 
and all that stuff, and then went to a Strategic Coach probably about a year after that and saw 
all these entrepreneurs there where their business wasn’t running their lives, and that kind of 
led me to start thinking about, this doesn’t have to be a painful experience. I think I can make 
this work. So at that time, I think all the advice that I was getting and all the counsel that I was 
getting was telling me I need to be the best performer in the business. And I didn’t really 
understand that you could be the person who’s running the business. You can be just an 
owner. You can be in the owner’s box. That was like, just not even on my radar.  

And then I get to my first Coach session with you and with Dan and I see all of these 
entrepreneurs that, oh wow, and that was pretty illuminating. So yeah, decided to head down 
that path and we implemented EOS in my business. That was pretty successful. Got to the 
point where I became an EOS Implementer, became a coach. And then probably about three 
years ago—I was pretty cocky, you know, not working at all in my construction company, you 
know, going to one meeting a week, coaching other entrepreneurs, teaching them how to get 
to that point, teaching them how to make their company and their business self-managing, and 
I was pretty cocky. Out of nowhere, my brother died by suicide, and that really stopped me in 
my tracks, as it would anybody, right? And it really caused me to explore and to look at his life 
and to look at my life and to think more about, we go through the grief cycle and think about 
why and how could this have not happened and that kind of thing.  

And the more that I looked at my brother and the more that I kind of evaluated what he had 
going on and the more that I looked at my life, this concept of entrepreneurial compassion just 
kind of hit me like a ton of bricks. And I started to realize that, and some of the things that he 
left behind, some of his writings and stuff, led me to this conclusion that if he had a little bit 
more compassion in his workplace that, I don’t know, maybe he would still be here today. I 
think there are a lot of great programs out there to prevent suicide for the person who’s 
experiencing that, but there isn’t anything out there to affect the environment in which they 
exist. So my work kind of just tries to do that a little bit.  

So really what I kind of came up with on reflecting on it and what I realized was that all the 
times that I was really, really successful and really happy, I had that drive that all of us 
entrepreneurs have, that you couldn’t pry it out of our cold, dead hands if you wanted to, but I 
also had compassion. What I realized that when I was really successful, it was when I was 
being compassionate as well as driven. The drive’s not gonna go anywhere, right? But 
sometimes that drive, it can push people away, it can isolate people. Sometimes we can seem 
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 like the biggest jerk in the room. And that’s normal. But sometimes, at least if you’re like me, 

you kind of have to check that and say, okay, am I truly being compassionate here, right?  

Then we can talk more about kind of the definition of entrepreneurial compassion, because it’s 
more of a results-oriented compassion. It’s not like a weak compassion, like supplicating 
yourself for somebody else’s desires or anything like that. So I wrote the book with the mission 
to create a million compassionate leaders, and I think if we can do that, we can prevent 
100,000 suicides. 

Shannon Waller: Thank you. I’m sorry that happened. But I do think mental illness is a thing 
and appreciating how one person handles a situation is not the same as somebody else. And if 
someone’s struggling, how can we be compassionate about that? I mean, one of the things 
that I really appreciate about the EOS structure is that one of the absolute focuses is team 
health. The truth is, and you point this out in the book, some people are doing fine and some 
people are struggling where some people have struggled. It’s not true for everyone, but a lot of 
people over different phases, seasons of their life, have experienced it. And if we can, as my 
friend would say, hold space for that, right, or allow that in the room, then we can actually 
create an environment that’s much healthier and can help people get out of that state.  

So this is a very healthy book, and it’s one to create more health, both for you and for your 
team. One of the terms you use in the book, which we’ll get into, is self-compassion, which I 
was like, that is profound. So let’s jump in. How do you define compassion? We’ll get to 
entrepreneurial compassion, but compassion, to your point a minute ago, was like, it’s not this 
fluffy, supplicating yourself, oh, you poor thing. That’s some people’s perception, I think, of 
compassion, but what’s your definition of compassion? 

Cal Riley: When we think about compassion, a lot of people think, to your point, right, it’s 
taking care of other people at your own expense, right? And I almost think about it as that, but 
more compassion isn’t about avoiding hard conversations. It’s about having them because you 
care. So we are taking care of people at our own expense because we’re having this difficult, 
tough conversation, and it would be a lot easier for me to not have this, but I’m going to do it, 
right? I’m going to have this tough conversation. So a good example is when we have 
somebody who’s not a good fit in our company. Believe it or not, it’s not compassionate to 
keep them around because they hate it, you’re not happy, it’s not working, and they’re 
somewhere else where they would be incredibly effective, where they would be a lot happier. 
So it is our duty as entrepreneurs to call that out and to have those tough conversations. 
Because if we don’t, then things will just keep going the same way. A lot of people aren’t as 
change-oriented as we are. They’re not as action-oriented. So we have to kind of take the 
initiative. 
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 Shannon Waller: Well, there’s a quote, people don’t fire themselves. But as you’re talking, I’m 

thinking about that distinction between being nice and being kind, right? Being nice is, oh, you 
look great today. Being kind is, and you’ve also got spinach in your teeth. There’s a fun 
conversation between Trevor Noah and Simon Sinek where that was actually Trevor’s example. 
And it was so good. It’s like, nice is very surface level. Kind is, this is working, this isn’t 
working. Did you know that? This is how you’re coming across, whether you intend to or not. 
That’s kind, that’s compassionate. Not doing it is actually much more self-serving, to your 
point. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. I think nice is almost avoidant, right? Like nice is avoidant; it’s short-term 
pleasure or not seeking that tough, ooh, this is going on with you. I just want you to know this 
because I care about you. Obviously, we can’t go around the whole … there’s billions of 
people on the planet. We can’t go around doing that with everyone, but there are people in our 
lives that it’s our duty to be kind to them and to help them where we can. 

Shannon Waller: Cal, I’m Canadian. Canadians are nice. 

Cal Riley: You guys are nice. You bump into a Canadian, they say, excuse me. It’s like, us 
Americans, we just keep going, right? Yeah, we just say, sorry. All right, sorry. 

Shannon Waller: There you go. So this is good. If you’re Canadian, this is going to take a little 
extra work. Just so you know, just so you know. 

Cal Riley: I love Canadians. They’re so great. Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: Me too. I also love Americans, so there’s that. So compassion is being for 
someone and saying what’s true. And what you just said was so key about taking action. Like 
not everyone is action oriented, but entrepreneurs are. And I think that’s your definition of 
entrepreneurial compassion. It’s compassion in action. It’s not the quiet, pretend, being nice, 
avoidant. This is actually being incredibly purposeful. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, absolutely, right? Compassion is gotta have action to it.   

Shannon Waller: Yeah. I love that. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, because we are what we accept and we are what we tolerate, right? And at 
some point we become responsible for our own environment as well. So if we’ve got a bunch 
of miserable people around us, then we’re kind of doing that, because we’re making the 
decision to tolerate that. And it doesn’t have to be that way. I had in one of my companies 
somebody who was just not a good fit. You could feel it. It was palpable as soon as you 
walked into the room that this person was just not happy here. And I waited way too long. 
We’ve all done it, right? But the day after we did it, everybody was like, oh, thank God. Oh my 
God, we can just breathe a sigh of relief. 
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 Shannon Waller: Yeah. I wrote a book about that. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, I know. 

Shannon Waller: Multiplication By Subtraction. 

Cal Riley: Oh, yeah. 

Shannon Waller: And it’s for that reason. At the same time, I wrote the book. It’s still incredibly 
hard to do. 

Cal Riley: Yes. 

Shannon Waller: Right. I struggle with it all the time and it’s recognizing it. And sometimes I 
just don’t want it to be true or I’m busy. Maybe the problem will go away. It doesn’t. Oh, my 
gosh. There’s so many ways to avoid this. It’s not even funny. 

Cal Riley: I had a team I was coaching the other day, and we were talking about this, and I 
said, so it’s hire, slow, fire, even slower, right? And then they all laughed, it’s like, no, it’s …  

Shannon Waller: I love it. So, I mean, obviously with people who are not a right fit, that’s a 
great example. What are some other examples of where compassionate leadership enters the 
danger, like has the tougher conversation? Have you found that with clients? 

Cal Riley: I think, yeah, absolutely. Tough conversations abound. But I think taking a step 
back, you’ve got to earn it. You’ve got to earn the ability to have a compassionate conversation 
with somebody. And you’ve got to earn the ability to have their trust, right? And to do that, you 
actually have to care. I think a lot of times they’ll never care how much you know until they 
know how much you care, right? I think a lot of times as entrepreneurs, we’ve got a million 
ideas going on. We’re very quick thinkers. We’re growth oriented. People look to us. Even just 
spending a little bit of time just to get to know the people around you at a different level, at a 
deeper level, knowing how are the kids doing. How’s the family? What’s going on at home? 
Because 99% of the things that they’re thinking about are of that. They’re not thinking about 
the job. They’re not thinking about your work. They’re mostly focused on their own well-being, 
their family, and rightly so, as all of us are, or most of us are.  

So I think it’s important to note that before we go down this road of, hey, let’s have these deep, 
compassionate conversations and tell people these tough things. We’ve got to earn that right 
first. And that comes with being checked in and it comes with being firstly self-aware. We’ve 
got to start with ourselves. When we have these conversations with ourselves and we say 
things to ourselves in our mind or even out loud in the mirror and we don’t like what we see, 
that stuff is toxic, and people can tell, and people notice that. If you’re gonna talk to yourself 
that way, then they think, well, how are you thinking about and talking about me, right? So it’s 
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 gotta start from within. Before we can do any of this work with other people on our teams and 

make more compassionate leaders in our group, in our teams, and make our companies more 
compassionate, we’ve gotta start and do that work with ourselves. 

Shannon Waller: I love that you said be self-aware. I don’t have very many personal rules. 
That’s one of them. And I have one line: I trust people to the degree that I think they know 
themselves, right? Because if they don’t know themselves, they’re completely unpredictable to 
themselves and to me. Now, if someone says, I’m not good for you, I believe them. Now, 
sometimes people can overplay their value. If someone says, oh, I’m great for you. I’m like, 
okay, trust and verify. I’ll do that. But I trust people to the degree, I used to have that they 
know themselves, but then I had to add that I think they know themselves. Because some 
people can talk a good game and they actually have no clue. One reason why I love profiles as 
much as I do is it gets underneath that chatter in their heads. So I love that. But your point 
about compassion has to start with you. Again, one of the points in the book that I found kind 
of between the eyes was the self-compassion. So I think of that as forgiving yourself when 
you’ve made a mistake, or not catastrophizing thoughts, or in ADHD, it’s called rejection 
sensitivity dysphoria, I think, something like that. It’s where someone says, well, that was 
dumb, Shannon, and I spiral. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. Wait, are you saying that to yourself or someone says that to you? 

Shannon Waller: Someone says a critical comment to me and then I take it to completely alter 
my … I’ve outgrown that, let me tell you, but I know lots of people who spiral when they get a 
little bit of criticism. They don’t have that ability to regulate and go, oh, that person didn’t like 
what I did. A, do I care? B, what can I do differently next time? 

Cal Riley: Right. One dumb action doesn’t define who you are as a human being. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah. Exactly. They blame themselves, they feel guilty, and they can’t get out 
of it. 

Cal Riley: Right. I do dumb stuff all the time, and if I did that, it would be, yeah, totally. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah, you’d be a pole on the floor. 

Cal Riley: You’d be a basket case.  

Shannon Waller: Yeah, absolutely. Exactly.  

Cal Riley: Well, and I think this is interesting. So there’s a tie-in here to being an entrepreneur, 
right? Because there are people out there, and there’s nothing wrong with this, but there are 
people out there that aren’t incredibly ambitious, that aren’t always trying to do new things, 
right? But entrepreneurs aren’t that way. So we’re always trying new things, we’re always 
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 pushing the envelope, and we’re gonna fail. We better fail. Because if we’re not failing, that 

means we’re not really trying, right? 

Shannon Waller: No, we’re not stretching, we’re not reaching, we’re not testing, we’re not 
experimenting. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, so we’ve got to build that muscle of once we fail, we’ve got to learn from it 
and get better and stronger and move forward and not let it, you know, define us. So I just 
thought that was an interesting kind of tie back to being an entrepreneur of like, the 
relationship with failure has to be a healthy one. If it’s not, simultaneously, I think a lot of times 
in our businesses, in our companies, professionally, we have that healthy relationship with 
failure, but maybe personally, not so much. 

Shannon Waller: Yes. And I’m going to put entrepreneurial team leaders, with whom you also 
work, in that same bucket as entrepreneurs. So they’re often bridging between this audacious, 
risk-taking entrepreneur, when they tend to lead that way too, because otherwise they’re very 
easily bored—something I appreciate about them very much. And then they’re bridging to 
often these other more. I’m going to say cautious and conscientious, and that’s from …  

Cal Riley: Stable.  

Shannon Waller: Yeah, stable and incredibly necessary and important. So it’s not that. And 
then they feel stuck, by the way. You probably know this because your audience is similar. 

Cal Riley: I literally just had this exact conversation with somebody in my office. Yeah, 
absolutely. This resonates. 

Shannon Waller: Exactly. Yeah, so let’s talk about self-compassion some more. What does 
that look like? What does that sound like in our heads? What does that mean in terms of being 
resilient? Let’s explore that for a minute because one of your insights was that mindset would 
have helped my brother, right, as you say in the book. So how can that help us and what does 
it look like before we say how it can make a difference? 

Cal Riley: Part of this I do think could have helped my brother, but I do think mental illness is 
real, right? I don’t wanna make it sound like I’m discounting that, because there are people out 
there that just need help and sometimes it goes beyond these types of exercises, and there are 
tons of resources out there, 988, suicide prevention hotlines, and all of that stuff. But when we 
talk about self-compassion, I think self-compassion and self-awareness kind of go hand in 
hand, right? I burn the steak or I burn the whatever, I burn the hamburger, right? And then 
beating ourselves up or I can’t believe I did that. And I think a lot of times when we are at our 
least compassionate is when we’re not present, when we’re not checked in, when we’re in a 
rush. And I think taking our time and slowing down …  
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Shannon Waller: Me too. Wee all do it. Parenting. 

Cal Riley: Parenting is a great example. But I think setting up our day so we can prepare to be 
successful at this kind of stuff I think is worthy of a brief conversation. So whether that’s 
journaling and or meditating or just something like that that just slows you down. Sometimes I’ll 
take a walk in the morning and I’ll take a break and I’ll pull out the AI and I’ll just kind of talk 
through, hey, this is where my head’s at with different things, get some thoughts out of my 
head. Sometimes just turning it all off, going for a walk, taking the dog for it, whatever, right? 
Whatever works for you. But I do think that those little things that we can do to kind of self-
regulate throughout the rest of the day, they make us show up so much more authentic and so 
much more compassionate and so much more aware than we wake up and we just start going, 
right? And we just start the grind. Because I think that’s the opposite of this. I think just going 
through the motions and grinding, and then before you know it, it’s the end of your life, and 
you’re like, oh, crap, my relationship with my kids isn’t great, and this isn’t great, and my 
employees hate me, and oh, what did I just do? What kind of life did I just build, right? 

Shannon Waller: It’s so brilliant. And this book came out of, I used the word reflection a 
couple times, and the book is your reflection, which is really powerful. By the way, it is such a 
well-written book, and it’s so wise, and I’ve highlighted different parts of it. So I’m strongly 
encouraging everyone to grab it: Entrepreneurial Compassion. There’s a lot of wisdom in there. 
And I like practical wisdom, which this book has. I love how you say slow down, reflect, and 
speaking it out loud, physically writing it down is really powerful. And the cool thing about most 
journaling practices that I’ve read about—I do some, but I’m not great at it—you never have to 
go back and read it. That is not the point. 

Cal Riley: Absolutely not the point. You don’t even need to be legible. 

Shannon Waller: No, you can scribble, draw pictures, whatever, just getting your thoughts out. 
And Dan has this great answer to a question that one of our team members asked. She goes, 
Dan, why do you have people write stuff down? In my head, that is the stupidest question I’ve 
ever heard was my judgy voice, fortunately not externalized. And then he said, so that people 
can get emotional distance from their thoughts. And I was like, that was a really brilliant 
question. And I was not recognizing it. And I’ve learned through brain science since then, that 
you might know Matthew Abrams. He wrote a great book, Inviting Genius, about how good 
leaders use conflict to become great. And he talks about Gottman and how Gottman, when his 
wife is upset with him, he just writes down everything she says. Which is a great way to slow 
down, by the way. But it’s that whole process of naming emotions and putting words to things 
that we’re feeling.  
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 And there’s such wisdom in that, because we’re moving things from our fight, flight, or freeze 

part of our brain into our slower prefrontal cortex, which mostly is more rational. So what 
you’re talking about has brain science behind it. It’s wise, you’re getting into nature, you’re 
connecting with your pet, you know, all of the things so that we can slow down and be present. 
There’s so much more space in the present. We’re crowded by our past or by our future. 
There’s not much room to be here. And I think about how I was full-time working, raising two 
kids when I was younger. I was on a pace. And if my kids didn’t keep up, I was yanking them 
by the arm. Now, do I have compassion for that person? Yes. Did I do my best in the moment? 
Absolutely. Would I do it again that way? 

Cal Riley: Nope. 

Shannon Waller: It’s one of those things. When you’re talking, I’m like, oh, Lordy, that was me. 
I’m slightly better now. 

Cal Riley: And we all do it, right? I think it’s human nature, right? Especially when we have 
kids. And there are days where I have to check myself. And I think that’s important to note, too, 
that the goal with this stuff or like any of the self-help stuff that’s out there, it’s not to be 
perfect. It’s just to make a little bit of progress, right? It’s just to get a little bit, a little bit better, 
try a little bit harder, right? But it is interesting when I sit around with my kids or we think about, 
and I’m sure you’ve heard this before, but you think about that business conversation, that 
deal, that project that we’re working on, you know, you’re not going to remember that in 10 
years, in five years, maybe. Right? But that conversation, those moments with our kids, right? 
We will never forget that stuff. And I think a lot of times too, some of this work and, you know, 
a lot of this for me is catharsis, right? Trying to make something terrible that gave me a pretty 
painful lesson to try to provide that lesson to other people without the rest of you guys trying to 
have this same experience, right?  

When I think about this and I think about this work, it’s made me a lot less reactive when I just 
have conversations with my family or when things aren’t going my way. I can just kind of sit 
there and think, well, let’s really think about what’s going on here, right? Because it’s not about 
me. It’s never about us. It’s about that other person, right? And it’s about what they’ve got 
going on. And the same thing with our kids, right? You know, when I think about what does 
success look like as a parent for me, it’s, you know, my kids are happy and they want to spend 
time with me. If that’s what happens when they’re adults, however we get there, like, that’s 
fine. I’ll take it, right? 

Shannon Waller: That’s a great point. One of our clients inspired Dan when he said, he was 
sitting around with a bunch of parents, the client, and the client was like, I want to give my kids 
a great future. And Lior goes, I have no control over that. I want to give my kids a great past. 
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 Cal Riley: Oh, I like that. 

Shannon Waller: Which is actually our newest book coming out, which is called Yesterday 
Creates Tomorrow. It’s all about making sure you have a great past, great yesterday. Anyway, 
that’s another topic. 

Cal Riley: They say that kids only remember 7 percent of their childhood. And I mean, thinking 
back to your childhood, thinking back to mine, that’s probably about right. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah, and I want to make sure the parts they remember are good. 

Cal Riley: Hopefully they remember the good parts, right? 

Shannon Waller: I want to weight it on the good side and stack the odds in my favor. So we’ve 
talked about the definition of compassion and the importance of self-compassion and some 
strategies for doing that. So thank you. Entrepreneurial compassion, and I think this is one of 
the things that was exciting. And before I hit record, we were talking about how it’s about 
being productive and healthy at the same time. You can have both. In fact, if you’re a 
compassionate leader, you actually will have better results than otherwise. So I love it because 
this then, it’s a great way to be, but it’s also produces some pretty powerful results. So let’s 
dive into that because I think it’s interesting and some of the mindsets, we’ll get into the how in 
a minute. But let’s talk about the fact that this actually can be a great strategy. Now, if you’re 
gonna be compassionate, you automatically have to care, which is a heartfelt place. So let’s 
not skip over that. But some people get concerned that, oh, if I just come from that, I’m gonna 
lose all rational productivity. That’s not the case. They actually work hand in hand and you’ll 
get a better result. 

Cal Riley: Have you ever had a conversation with somebody that doesn’t want to go to the 
gym because they don’t want to get too jacked or they don’t want to get too stressed? Have 
you ever had that? You don’t have that problem. Let’s figure that problem out when we get 
there, right? It’s kind of like that, I think. When we think about compassion and we think about 
actually caring about other people, the drive isn’t going anywhere. That is factory installed. 
There isn’t an event in the world that could take that away from you. Even trying to negate that 
or even trying to pull that down a notch, I think this is just knowing when to leverage that, 
right? Because that’s the superpower. But it becomes less of a superpower if that’s the 
default, right? If we’re always in drive mode and we’re never in curious mode or we’re never in, 
hey, tell me about your weekend, how’s your wife? I heard that X, Y, and Z was happening. 
How are the kids doing?  

But I also think simultaneously is that it also has to be authentic. You really have to care. You 
can’t fake it because faking it’s almost worse, right? And when you show up to somebody and 
you’re checked in and you’re really trying to understand them and really trying to see where 
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 they’re at, they’re going to sense that, right? They’re going to sense that you actually care. And 

I also want to note, too, that this isn’t something that, number one, you’re going to be able to 
do for everyone in your life. And number two, it’s not going to necessarily, for lack of a better 
word, work on everyone, right? Some people will be totally like, your charms will not work on 
them. They don’t care, right? And that’s okay. I think, kind of to your point, when someone 
shows you who they are, believe them, right? If they’re not interested in that with you, then that 
may show you something and that actually may give you a data point that could help your 
business.  

But before I think about the future, let me just think about the past and reflect on that. When I 
think about myself and I think about all of the success that I’ve had, when I think about my 
coaching clients and all of the success that they have had, the most successful people and the 
most successful moments that those people have, they come as a result of the drive combined 
with compassion. And I would challenge the listener that I bet that they can find a few 
examples in their own life where when they really were the most successful, when they really 
were the happiest, they’re actually pairing those things together. They’re showing up 
authentically for other people. They’re not just showing up driving, cracking the whip, right? 
We’re doing that. We’ve got the drive. We’re going to make sure that the right things get done. 
We’re going to make sure that we grow, but we’re also compassionate to other people. 

Shannon Waller: You have some great examples about that in the book, both from parenting 
and from teams and leadership. Can you share one of them that comes to mind and how you 
were able to kind of shift your mindset a little bit to get curious and produce a better result? 

Cal Riley: One that I think about is my son plays football. He was playing flag football. And the 
head coach, great guy, I was helping him out. I’m the assistant coach. I don’t know anything 
about football, right? I’m just like, hey, you need a guy to like move cones around and, you 
know, get the kids to run the sprints. I’m your guy, like no problem. I was a wrestler. I never 
played football. The team was really good and the coach was a great guy and he was a good 
coach. But man, when we had a call that didn’t go our way, he would lose it on these refs. It 
was bad. He was, like, getting the parents involved and, like, turning it into a whole thing. And 
him and I had this conversation, and from my perspective, the way that I was taught was take 
the refs out of the match for me, right, for wrestling.  

So we should execute, regardless of what the referees are doing, we should win so clearly that 
they don’t even matter, right? And there’s numerous examples of that. So that’s kind of my 
mindset around it is the refs don’t matter. Let’s, you know, play above the refs. Let’s play so 
great that they don’t even matter. And I kind of came to him with this mindset and I kind of told 
him, what do you think we’re teaching these boys when we do this? Because life’s not going to 
be fair for them. They’re going to have bad decisions. They’re going to have to overcome this. 
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 Shannon Waller: Right. 

Cal Riley: And what I failed to do was to realize the dynamic that was going on, because he 
wasn’t trying to teach them about resilience. He was trying to teach them about justice, 
because he was African-American. And for him and his life and what he had seen is that you’ve 
got to stand up for yourself. And when he looks at these kids, most of whom were African-
American, he sees a bunch of boys that he’s got to teach and be a good example for and say, 
hey, look, I’m not going to let somebody do something to me that is not fair. So it was 
interesting because once I understood that, we had like a really great conversation. And we 
ended up coming to the conclusion of, when the refs make a bad call, he’s going to wait ‘till 
after the game. So that way, we’re going to put our focus on the kids. And then we’ll tell the 
kids after the game, hey, that was a bad call. Coach is going to work on that. So we kind of got 
to have it both ways, which was really cool. And we ended up winning the championship.  

And he’s still a really good friend of mine to this day. We text each other all the time. He’s 
coaching his kids. I’m coaching my kids. But it was a really good lesson in, I think, 
understanding where somebody’s coming from, and I think I could have just continued to 
bulldoze my way and said, no, no, this isn’t right. You just need to overcome the refs. But 
without taking the time to really sit down and understand them, and I’ve got to give due credit 
to my wife, Amy, for helping me to come to that understanding, because I think it was just 
beyond me. I was just like, why doesn’t he just ignore the refs, right? But there’s tons of more 
examples, but that’s just one that kind of comes to mind of, you know, just a small way that we 
can think about how the perspective of the other person we’re with, have a little bit of 
compassion, try to understand that. And then we can come up with a great solution together. 
Because once we understand each other, then we can do that. And we can do the same thing 
with our leadership teams. 

Shannon Waller: I love that example, that story in the book, so I’m really glad that you told it. 
And then you also have a couple of examples where a team member has come to you and 
said, I’m leaving. What you get into are mindsets, right, which I really liked. Do I have a scarcity 
mindset about this or do I have an abundant mindset about that? It’s so fun because so much 
of what you’re saying ties into what I’ve learned from Dan. So Dan Sullivan, most practical 
philosopher I know. 

Cal Riley: Absolutely, yeah. 

Shannon Waller: And he has this great line: People do things for their reasons, not ours. If 
you’re in sales, he said, guess what? Of the 20 people that’s on their priority list, you’re number 
21. He’s not assuming that we even belong on the list. But he has this very humble approach 
to things and very wise, because people do things for their reasons, not ours. But can you 
share one of the examples when a team leader has come to you and went, they have different 
plans for their future with your company than you had for them? 
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 Cal Riley: Yeah, a lot of people now are really into these non-competes and I don’t do that. I 

think non-competes are scarcity. I don’t do them in my company because if somebody doesn’t 
really want to be a part of this team, that’s not gonna motivate him to do it, number one. And 
what does that say about me, right? So whenever I have somebody who’s gonna leave, and it 
doesn’t happen much with my core business, it’s always for their own reasons, right? So I had 
a guy who probably only had a few people actually leave over the years, but he was going to 
the beach to work with his son, right? And he had made this decision, and the guy had been 
great for us, and he’d been with us for like 15 years or something like that. And I was like, hey 
man, best of luck to you.  

I could have tried to do the non-compete thing. I could have done all that stuff, could have 
tried to guilt him into staying, but that’s really what’s best for him, right? And family’s got to 
come first too. And you never know, one day maybe him and his son will come back and work 
with us. That would be great. If he’s listening, hopefully he’ll do that. ‘Cause that’d be cool. I’d 
love to have him back. But I think too, it’s like, we are the way that we kind of handle things. 
You know, somebody like that, I think he gave us like three month’s notice, which was, thank 
you. I think at month two we were like, okay, I think we’ve got it figured out. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah. 

Cal Riley: So I think letting people know and letting the rest of the team kind of see that, hey, 
it’s okay. He picked something that’s better for him. And I hope that, you know, anybody in my 
company or I hope anybody in your company too, if there’s something that’s better for them, 
that they pick it right. Life’s too short. There’s plenty of people. I can find somebody else. You 
know, if there’s something that you really want to do, like you’ve got to do that.  

Shannon Waller: Definitely. So you talk about the four core mindsets of compassionate 
leadership, and I love all of them. So distrust to trust, and again, I think Einstein had a quote, 
“Every day you have to wake up and decide whether or not the world is friendly or hostile.” We 
both know people who wake up trusting—that’s how I was raised—and other people wake up 
distrusting. I have a hard time understanding that worldview, to be perfectly honest, but that 
exists. We’ve talked about scarcity and abundance and that compassion requires a sense of 
abundance, which is really cool. Selfishness versus empathy. There’s a great chart on page 93, 
which is really fascinating. Individual operator, high-low, versus team player, high-low. Can I 
just read the quadrants? 

Cal Riley: Yeah, sure, please.  

Shannon Waller: Okay. If you’re low individual operator ability and a low team player, you’re 
both incompetent and selfish. 
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 Cal Riley: Right. We don’t want those, right? 

Shannon Waller: That one cracked me up. Now, if you’re high individual operability, but low 
team, you’re competent and selfish. Also not my favorite. If you are high team player, but not 
very good, you’re incompetent and selfless. It’s a complete floppy fish, in my opinion. And if 
you are high on both, if you’re individually very capable and you’re a team player, that is good 
and best. 

Cal Riley: Yeah, I think something too to note, the word team, I don’t think that there’s enough 
emphasis on that word when we think about our entrepreneurial leadership teams. To be a 
team, I mean, when we think about, you know, the analogy I like to use is, once there’s a hole 
in the boat, we’re plugging the hole. We’re not changing our socks and then working on the 
hole, right? Let’s plug the hole in the boat first, right? Let’s put the organization first. Let’s work 
together as a team. Finding a really, truly good team player is rare. I mean, that’s a rare thing. 

Shannon Waller: You actually talk about, and this is something else I’ve highlighted, I think 
comes from your military experience, no matter how amazing or impressive a recruit is on the 
skills axis, right? So when you’re recruiting for the military, if they aren’t high on the team 
player side, they’re not a fit. And then I highlighted this because you put it so simply and so 
brilliantly. The reason is simple: Teams achieve more than individuals. Right? Like as good as 
any one individual is, I would say they hit the ceiling of complexity. And it’s only together with 
other people. And Dan actually talked about this. He goes, for 25 years—because that’s Dan’s 
thinking framework; that’s how Dan rolls—I really focused on my Unique Ability. He said, I kind 
of got that figured out. And he goes, after that, it’s all about Unique Ability Teamwork.  

And it’s true. I have worked with him for 35 years as of last week. And I can kind of tell you 
when he switched. Because then he was like, okay, what’s it take to being great? I’m kind of 
handled, is how he put it, which I think was fun. Now, what’s it take to being great? Teamwork. 
And I produce the quarterly books with him. We produce a book every single quarter. There are 
10 different people and we do it with no project meetings. No meetings. 

Cal Riley: That’s great. 

Shannon Waller: Now, do we have creative conversations where we’re recording? Yes. Are 
there meetings about the project? No. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: How killer is that? 

Cal Riley: That’s pretty amazing. 
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 Shannon Waller: I know. That’s why. It’s all about mastering the teamwork. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: It’s so good. Yeah, so the whole thing about teams, to your point, is we can 
do a lot more in a team. 

Cal Riley: I want to riff on what you were talking about a little bit, too, because it reminds me of 
when I was in the military. The best teams, they communicate almost through osmosis, right? 
Like in the military, we’re clearing a room, a team that’s really jelled, they don’t need to talk to 
each other, they’re just doing it, and it’s silent, right? The team that’s new, the group of 
rookies, they’re yelling at each other, it’s like a lot of talking, a lot of this, a lot of that, right? 
The team that really knows each other, they’re just executing. They do the routine things well 
routinely, right? Hey, we know we’re gonna make these books. We make a book a quarter, we 
make a book or whatever. We don’t need to meet about it. Let’s just do it, right? We don’t 
need to sit down and talk about all this stuff. So I think there’s something to be said for teams 
that just know each other so well, right? And teams that have to discuss the same stuff over 
and over and over again, you know, what are we doing? Let’s go. Let’s do it. 

Shannon Waller: Well, I think that alludes back to something we were talking about earlier. It’s 
like, basically, I want to get to know people well. I want to know them quickly. I look at all their 
profiles. We profile them 16 ways to Sunday before you start at Strategic Coach, right? I want 
to get to know you. I have relators at CliftonStrengths. I want to work hard with my friends. I 
read that and I was, oh my gosh, that defines Shannon in one sentence, right? It’s so key, 
because then you can just move. And when I’m pulled into a situation where the teamwork is 
not functional and there’s so much conversation and so little in the way of results, it’s like nails 
on a blackboard for me. And it is for you too. And you’re like, oh my Lord, people. And then 
you have to switch people out or try to align people’s thinking. And if they can’t align, then they 
need to go elsewhere. It’s all a thing. I left out one mindset that I feel like I need to mention, 
because if someone was counting, they’re probably in pain right now. We only did three. 

Cal Riley: I left something out too, so they probably noticed that as well, but that’s all right. 

Shannon Waller: All right, so curiosity versus arrogance, which I think is so beautiful. The 
whole be curious, not judgmental. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: My favorite clip from the entire Ted Lasso series so far. New season coming 
up as we’re recording this. 
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 Cal Riley: It’s a good one. 

Shannon Waller: Can’t wait. It’s, be curious, not judgmental. Ask questions. You know, one of 
the best series out there about teamwork and leadership. He cares deeply. Doesn’t know 
anything about football, the other kind of football, and yet manages to resurrect this team and 
make them phenomenal because he was curious, which I think is so cool, rather than coming 
in thinking he knew everything already, which he knew he didn’t, and he was very humble 
about it. 

Cal Riley: It’s a great way to lead, right? And it’s actually easier than doing it the other way, 
right? It’s a lot easier to do that and ask great questions and let the team steer the ship, if 
you’ve got the right team, than it is to come in and tell everybody what to do all the time. And 
you can’t scale that either. 

Shannon Waller: Ooh, you just said the magic word, scale. Here’s a question I hadn’t thought 
to ask you, but I am now. Is compassionate leadership scalable? 

Cal Riley: I think so. Okay. I think so, but I think it’s got to start from within. It’s got to start with 
yourself, right? If you can’t be compassionate for yourself, it’s impossible to be compassionate 
for anybody else. When I was thinking about this concept, the way that I see it is, I see it as the 
entrepreneur with the leaders, right? And then the leaders seeing this and then them going 
through it and then them bringing it to the rest of the organization and so on and so on, right? I 
don’t think it’s the entrepreneur in front of everybody in the company. And I don’t think that 
that’ll make somebody go crazy. But I think if they could focus on their family and then focus 
on a few people at the business, you know, the Integrator, the couple of people on the 
leadership team, I think that’s where you get the biggest bang for the buck. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah, and then, I mean, some people do it instinctively or intuitively, but 
you’ve actually taken this conversation and raised it to the conscious level rather than it being 
unconscious or unintentional. And so now it can trickle down. If you work for me and I treat you 
with compassion, right, and then you treat yourself with compassion, you then have that 
capacity that you didn’t have before to treat other people with compassion. If you’re not 
getting it yourself, then what education do you have to treat other people that way? You just 
don’t. 

Cal Riley: And I think people can tell too, right? Like, you can kind of sense that. And you can 
tell, I think, by the way people talk about themselves. This person’s really hard on themselves. 
Like, man.  

Shannon Waller: Yeah, yeah. When people are like that, what are they getting out of that? 
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 Cal Riley: Yeah, how does that serve you? 

Shannon Waller: Exactly. So it does take that self-reflection. Someone will be allergic to this 
conversation if they’re not willing to reflect on that, which I think is really interesting. 

Cal Riley:  Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: So as we wrap up, Cal, what are a few ways that people can take action to 
either become more compassionate for themselves, to demonstrate this with their team? What 
are some practical, tactical things that people can do? 

Cal Riley:  I think the first thing that someone can do is, before they go to bed tonight, ask 
yourself one question. Who in my life needs more compassion from me? And who have I 
forgotten to give compassion to? And if the answer is yourself, I’d start there. 

Shannon Waller: Okay. That’s a beautiful question. Thank you. From me, who have I 
forgotten? I think some moms need to ask themselves this question. That’s what I see. All 
right, I appreciate that. So you have a mission with this book. 

Cal Riley:  Yeah. 

Shannon Waller: Which I would love for you to share, because I think it’s incredibly powerful 
and valuable. 

Cal Riley:  When I think about this work and what I learned from my brother’s suicide, it taught 
me something painful, right? That you often don’t know who’s struggling. You can’t prevent 
every tragedy, right? But you can build cultures where people are seen, where people are 
challenged and valued. If enough leaders make that commitment, I genuinely believe we’ll save 
lives. And when I think about what I’m trying to do and what the work of the book is to create a 
million compassionate leaders, I think if I can do that, we can save 100,000 lives. 

Shannon Waller: Wow, that’s fantastic. 

Cal Riley:  It’s important to note too that all of the profits from the book go to stop soldier 
suicide as well. 

Shannon Waller: Yeah, and there are a lot of resources in the book. So it’s practical on very 
many levels. Thank you. And I really appreciate that you don’t shy away from talking about the 
hard things, Cal. 

Cal Riley:  At this point, I kind of don’t have a choice, but …  

Shannon Waller: Well, as you said, it’s reality. I learned this from Gino’s talk at EOS 
conference this year. It’s like, open and honest. And I’ve just always used those words 
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 synonymously. They’re the complete opposite. Honest is what you give; open is what you 

receive. It’s that ability to receive honest feedback.  

Cal Riley: Oh, that’s interesting.  

Shannon Waller: One goes one direction, one goes the other direction. There’s power in 
reality. There’s no power in unreality. That’s just made up stuff. So I think when you deal 
generously and compassionately with real situations, it just creates more freedom, more 
opportunity, more grace for everyone involved. And I think ultimately, the message from the 
book that I got is this brings out the best in everybody. And I’m sorry, a company where 
everyone is bringing out their best is a very successful company. So it works at a human 
individual level and it also works on a company level. So that’s the beautiful paradox of the 
situation is, it’s both and it’s not either or. 

Cal Riley: Yeah. It’s not about avoiding hard conversations, right? It’s about having them 
because you care. 

Shannon Waller: Because you care. And I think, again, one of my huge takeaways is you have 
to care for this to work. You can’t fake it. It doesn’t work. And if you don’t care, don’t pretend. 

Cal Riley: They’ll never care how much you know until they know how much you care. Exactly. 

Shannon Waller: So, Cal, if people want to reach out, if they want to learn more about how to 
be a compassionate leader, how do they do that? How can they track you down? 

Cal Riley: My website’s calriley.com, so you can find me there. There’s some exercises. From 
the book there, there’s a couple of free chapters and downloads and stuff like that. I’m 
obviously on social media and the book’s available on Amazon and it is an Amazon bestseller 
and USA Today bestseller and Barnes & Noble and something else, I think. But yeah, we’ve 
gotten some great feedback. And Shannon, I just want to thank you so much for helping me 
kind of spread the word on this and for helping me share this message. 

Shannon Waller: My pleasure. It’s so aligned with how I look at the world and my experience 
of effective leadership. So thank you for putting into words something that I never could have 
and for turning an incredibly challenging situation into good, into value. So thank you.  

Cal Riley: Thank you so much. 

 

 

 


