
Paul Zahra: Hi, I'm Paul Zahra, CEO of the Australian retailers association and welcome to retail therapy. 
A podcast proudly brought to you by American express. The ARA is largest and oldest retail association 
representing around seven and a half thousand independent national and international members. Each 
episode, I'll be chatting with a leader in Australia's retail industry right here in the Amex lounge, 
including the CEOs of some of the biggest retailers in Australia and across the globe. We'll be finding out 
what makes them tick, what defines their leadership style and how they got to the top of their game. So 
join me for some retail therapy. As we ask these questions and more, and navigate our way through the 
retail industry, Australia's largest private sector employer. For more information about the work we do 
at the Australian retailers association, head to our website, retail.org.edu. Joining me for some retail 
therapy today. The Amex lounge is Karen Bozic, the group CEO of craveable brands, which is made up of 
red rooster, oporto, and chicken treat. Across these three brands. There are 580 restaurants, 13,000 
employees, and a million customers served each week. Karen has been the CEO of craveable brands 
since December, 2019. And I'm delighted to be speaking with her today. Karen, welcome. 

Karen Bozic: Thanks very much, Paul. 

Paul Zahra: A million customers served each week. Australians must love their chicken. 

Karen Bozic: They certainly do. Some fun facts. It is chicken is Australia's most consumed protein in fact, 
more than double beef lamb or pork, for example. And I think it's because people see it as healthy. It's 
very accessible and the meta your background, that seems to be a protein. Most people can consume. 

Paul Zahra: Really good point. I'm actually standing by those numbers all the way to think that that 
you're serving a million customers each week. That's phenomenal. Let's just go back to the beginning. 
What was it like growing up for you and why retail? What drew you to the industry? 

Karen Bozic: Yeah, I mean, I come from pretty humble beginnings. I grew up in Canberra, I'm the 
daughter of a small family business, a smash repair business, but I used to work in the reception area of 
that. And I always loved that interaction with people and being out there and serving people. My first 
job, believe it or not was in a chicken restaurant, a fast food restaurant, which is ironic given where I've 
ended up today. But again, I enjoyed that interaction. I always had part-time work when I was at 
university in the retail sector. And then upon leaving that started at a consulting and accounting firm. 
And towards the end of my time there, most of my clients were in the retail sector. And I eventually had 
the opportunity when a client tapped me on the door and said, do you want to jump, ship and join? And 
that's how I took my first job actually into the retail sector full time. 

Paul Zahra: That is amazing. Bizarre fact. I also come from a family that my father was a smash repair, 
and I also did work at a chicken shop as well. So it's hilarious not for public, but that actually is a historic 
point that well it's public because we're on a podcast. So I guess everybody knows. If you think about 
the over the time and a lot's changed in the industry over the years, and you've worked at other 
retailers, including Woolworths and rebel sport, what was it like making the transition in working for 
different retailers and very different retail categories? 

Karen Bozic: Yeah, I've definitely worked in some different retail categories. You're right. Sort of sporting 
goods, supermarkets, liquor, petrol, and convenience, and now fast food and I guess businesses with 
different operating models, some franchise to some company operated some big, some small, but I 
think what has always been really important in each of those roles or businesses that if you focus on 



customer and focus on team and working out what's important during that, then can generally navigate 
your way through it. And the principles of retail are pretty similar, no matter where you go and you can 
always learn the category. And of course, if you've got great people around you can pick it up pretty 
quickly. So, you know, did I ever think I'd be running service stations or chicken shops? No. But that's 
where the learning, I think really comes in when you jump categories. And yeah, it's been great. 

Paul Zahra: Do you think about the different cultures within those organization? What would you, how 
did you adjust because they're very different companies? 

Karen Bozic: Absolutely. So you know, I've worked for a medium sized business. Now that's private 
equity owned and I've worked for large, you know, some of the largest businesses, large public 
organizations. And I think those different types of organizations have pros and cons, but I think always 
just having a curiosity to get to know those around you and who you work with is, is key in any role and 
working your way through that. 

Paul Zahra: No, they they're all good points, I guess. How do you work out the best way to be successful 
in those different organizations? 

Karen Bozic: Well, I think first of all, understanding, again, what's important to customers, how you 
make money and then navigating, I guess, the different stakeholders you need to manage through that 
process. Pretty important. 

Paul Zahra: I mean, consumers are changing their behaviors and we've seen an acceleration of trends 
throughout COVID. What has been some of the biggest changes for the food retailers you represent? 

Karen Bozic: Two or three things really, the first one, I would say trust you know, at a time where people 
had heightened sensitivity about even stepping outside their front door consumers being able to turn to 
organizations that are really trust was key. And you can say that no matter what you did over the last 12 
to 18 months, customers were watching very, very closely and determining whether you and your 
business were people that they could trust. So I think that is... 

Paul Zahra: Hygiene? 

Karen Bozic: Yes, yes. Yep, absolutely. And also accessibility. So it convenience obviously is the other big 
trend. You know, we've seen our drive-through and our delivery format absolutely accelerate over this 
last 18 months. It's been crazy. And I would add to that a third dimension, which is home consumption. I 
think a lot of us, you know, initially not by choice, had to learn how to ourselves, we got sick of cooking 
at home. And so home consumption meant different things for different people. For some people, it 
meant going to the shops and cooking for others that meant meal kits for others. It meant buying food 
like ours and taking that home to consume. Yes. Which is not something people had, had done a lot of 
previously. But I think some of that actually is a permanent shift as I do the shift around conveniences as 
being somewhat substantial, going forward too. 

Paul Zahra: So much more towards the contactless shopping as in purchases more at home type 
experiences than we've seen before. 



Karen Bozic: Yeah, absolutely. So I think quick, easy, trustworthy, minimal impact I can get in and out. 
Maybe not run into people. I can do it at my fingertips. So if I'm at home working and also looking after 
the children, I can order a meal online and either have that delivered or send hubby or wife up to go pick 
it up have absolutely been shifts. And, you know, I think people have learned to use that time much 
more economically over this period. You know, people have used flexible working in different ways and 
people have managed to organize their lives differently than they do things that suit them now. So 
convenience is very much something... 

Paul Zahra: Working from home. A trend that you've seen as that has positively impacted your 
organization or negatively impacted. Yeah, 

Karen Bozic: I think, well, let's put two hats on, so let's put those who work in the traditional support 
office environment. I think that's been a really positive development. You know, there's no way we're 
going back to mandating people coming into the office five days a week. And that's because we've 
proven that flexible working is at least productive, if not more productive than what we were doing 
before. And I think it's given people a sense of control back into their lives, you know, for some it's 
meant that they can now fit in exercise that they couldn't before. For me, it's been being more present 
in my household with my family. So I think that's a really positive thing. What that's meant for our store 
network is different things. So we've absolutely seen that rise in suburbia and people, you know, for all 
the reasons we just spoke about people spending more time in those locations. So I think, you know, 
we've seen strong growth and development in some suburban shopping centers, but shopping strips as 
well. The converse of that of course, is the poor CBD and fringe CBD areas which have been challenged. I 
think they're going to be remain challenged for some time. 

Paul Zahra: Are you exposed as your organization expose much in the CBD? 

Karen Bozic: We are. I mean, thankfully it's a small amount in our portfolio, but we absolutely have sites 
in CBD fringe, CBD, transit locations, entertainment venues, which have been significantly impacted due 
to restrictions. 

Paul Zahra: Well, let's hope that that changes, but it does look like it's going to be a tough draw out of 
CBD, particularly Melbourne than in Sydney specifically. And that's obviously what you've seen in your 
organization or your business as well. Yeah. 

Karen Bozic: And we are seeing that and it's, it's a tricky one because in one hat you absolutely want 
your businesses to go back to where they are, but at the same hand, you know, within your own 
business, you're propagating flexible working. So it feels a bit of a conflict, but you know, what we'll do, 
we just have to work differently around that to drive traffic and work with landlords to help us out. 

Paul Zahra: Yeah. Good point. So let's leadership. Did it come naturally to you? Do you always have 
ambition? Did you always have ambitions to get to the top? 

Karen Bozic: I would say no to the last bit, but I'm someone that's always really enjoyed responsibility. 
Absolutely. And I love a challenge. And even as a child growing up, I love team sports. So working in 
teams and, and kicking goals was always something that was really attractive to me. You know, it 
probably took someone in my thirties to tap me on the shoulder and say, you know, what have you 
thought about trying to get to the top? Cause I think that you could for me to open my eyes and go, oh, 



well maybe, and turned my mind really to that. But I've been really fortunate. I think in my career all the 
way through that. I've had people who have occasionally given me that little nudge and said, you know 
what? You need time a little bit higher and wider. And I thank them for that because I may not have got 
there without them. 

Paul Zahra: That's a good point. It's interesting as observation, I think those sorts of comments, that 
mindset is very much a female specific mindset more than, than men suffer from that lack of them 
believing in themselves, I guess. And they actually need to reassure be reassured often by others. Can 
you explain that to us? Why do you think that is? 

Karen Bozic: I was very lucky almost two years ago to go to NCR and do the advanced management 
program over there. I won a scholarship with chief executive women and that, that course had 70 odd 
people in it. Only 10 of them were women. The rest obviously were men and over 50% of that course 
was diagnosed as being insecure overachievers. So I don't think the issue is necessarily just male, 
female. However, what I will say is I think as women, particularly those that have family, that was 
certainly me and my thirties. I think we get a bit lost and we get lost because it's really hard to work and 
have a family at the same time and you get into a position you think, well, I can survive this. I'm going 
okay. I don't need to rock the boat with that. And before you know it you get a bit too comfortable and 
you haven't looked outside or within yourself to say, well, what else am I capable of? And again, I was 
lucky because I had a few people tap me on the shoulder again and go, you know, what you're ready to 
move on. And I may not have had someone not done that for me. 

Paul Zahra: Yeah. So, so you've obviously some people in your career, in your life that actually been 
specifically or special mentors too that have helped you move you along, which is really important, I 
guess. Yeah, 

Karen Bozic: It is. And I think one of the great things having experienced that as you realize that that's 
now your role as a leader because, you know, absolutely, in many ways, and you know, one of the great 
lessons I've learned in leadership is, you know, I've always found some of the most amazing mentors and 
sponsors are the most busy people. And I used to look at them before I was in, in that sort of position 
and say, well, well, why did I do that? And how do they make time for me? You know? Cause you just 
think these people are amazing, but when you're finally in a position where you can give back, you 
understand it because you are the think that's important or you don't and you make time for what's 
important. And if it's important to you, you then realize how good it feels and you find that time. But 
also it feels great to help other people. So I think that's pretty important too. Yeah, 

Paul Zahra: Really good points there. We talked a little bit about, I guess, and we're living in a different 
world since the COVID pandemic. How have credible brands adjusted? 

Karen Bozic: Yeah. So I think it's we're not doing anything dramatically different to what we were talking 
about doing before COVID, but it's certainly, I think heightened focus on certain things for us and I, and 
you know, what I'll probably talk to is it's no different, if you were to ask our competition, what they 
were working on were all very much focused on the same things, you know, and at our core, it's 
absolutely about continuing to offer amazing food and improving and expanding our network. But I 
think the things that have been accelerated over this period, I really, you know, people talk to them 
about as the three days data digital delivery and for us in our environment, it's drive through as well and 
were really looking at how we turbocharge that with that customer lens back solving to sort that out. 



Paul Zahra: You've got 500 restaurants, which is phenomenal, right. I can't imagine doing store visits 
because you probably, it was going to take your whole career to get through every store. So what are 
the barriers to growth? Like do you see more restaurants? Has the format change now? Given what 
we've just experienced with COVID what, what do you see the barriers to grow? The, how do you grow 
in, in what is really a mature market here? 

Karen Bozic: So, I mean, from our perspective, we've still got a lot less sites than let's call it the global 
competition out here. So we feel we've got a lot of expansion left and of course there are new channels 
opening up every day. So that sort of, you know, market map hasn't changed for us too much. But I 
think, you know, coming out of COVID, there's two or three things that I think let's call it in the short to 
medium term that might hamper growth. You know, the first one I think is just what happens with 
COVID, you know, we know at the moment we've sort of been a treasure island of sorts locked away 
from, from others, you know, consumption, sorry. Savings is at an all time high. There's been lots of 
stimulus, lots of money's been spent here at some point that is going to change. Yes. Borders will open 
up. And I think all of us are sort of sitting here preparing for that, but also not really comprehending 
what that correction, if there is one, what that's going to look like. So that is one impediment. If we get a 
substantial over correction, I think the other one is actually the economics of the situation that we find 
ourselves in. So, and I'm talking specifically about rent and landlord. So if you go back to what we were 
talking about before, you know, in CBD locations, for example, or challenge locations, postcovid with 
the, has to bury setting between tenant and landlord around what that rent looks like going forward. 
And I don't think that's fully happening yet. And so that may cutout people's expansion plans. I think the 
third thing I would talk to is really about people and labor. So we, you know, with no migration, no 
international students, that that's an issue for demand in our market, but it's also an issue for supply of 
labor in our stores. And that one for me, is becoming quite a compelling and topical issue within our 
business with our, that we work with. And of course our competition, because we all rely on these 
wonderful people to do so much work for us. And there just simply isn't that amount of people still here. 

Paul Zahra: Yeah. Good point. You've just hit your just over 12 months in your first CEO role, are you 
sleeping better or worse? 

Karen Bozic: I'm actually sleeping okay, and I come back to that course. I mentioned before, I think had I 
not done that and had sort of a good five weeks working on myself, which is so indulgent on reflection. I 
might've handled that very differently, but you know, what I've really learnt. And I think in what I say, 
pressure builds diamonds. And when you're in the trenches with the team, you know, not knowing what 
each day is going to bring, you work through things pretty quickly, you bond pretty quickly and you work 
out what's important. And so I probably had a lot more sleepless nights, you know, a year ago and I was 
trying to learn the business and we really didn't understand where we're heading, but you know, a year 
on, we are very fortunate because our business has done extremely well during this period, which has 
meant, we've also been able to look at our strategy, being able to execute that strategy and that's 
working. And so we're in the really fortunate position of, you know, we're going to have a record year 
this year, we're recruiting for hundreds of people across our business. And I feel very blessed and I've 
been in business long enough to know that they won't always be like that. So you never want to get 
complacent, but at the same time, I really want the team to reflect on that achievement because no one 
would have thought that was possible a year ago. 

Paul Zahra: Well, good, good stuff. The first year, to be honest. So it's actually, COVID is not something 
that I wish on anybody, but it has brought so many retailers, a lot of good fortune. So things may change 
once that the borders opened, I guess. If you think about your day and you're juggling all these different 



demands, et cetera, tell me what a normal day looks like for you. So how do you get exercise and how 
do you make sure you get everything done? How do you cram it all in? 

Karen Bozic: Well, I'm an early riser, which means I have to get to bed at a decent time, but I'm generally 

Paul Zahra: Okay. That's another check. That's exactly like what time do you get up? 

Karen Bozic: At five. Yeah, I run and I cycle. So I'll do that quite a few mornings a week. And then I sort of 
get back and get organized and then it, and then it depends what I'm doing that day. So, you know, if I 
look back over the last week, I spent a couple of days in store some interstate, some local other days I 
went into office sort of for three days, which is great. We have a minimum three-day rule at the 
moment in the office, which is terrific to get out and meet people. But I just think about my productivity 
is very different now. So when I go into the office on those days, I don't think about getting any of my 
personal work that I need to get done on those days. Those days are very much collaboration days 
running into people. I've been hot desking around our office as well, because I got so lonely sitting in my 
spot, depending on who would turn up in the office that day. So they call me where's Wally in the office 
now. Cause they'll walk past her, she's sitting here today, but I've actually really loved that because I've 
been like starting a new job every day. But yeah, I think you just, I think post COVID it's taught us to be 
very organized about where we spend our time. And so I try and structure my days that you know, 
where I don't have meetings. Well then, you know, she's done a lot of work at home and to get stuff 
that I need to get done and where I have them, then I'll come in and, and spend as much time as I need 
in the office to do it. I try to, I've got three kids as well. So I have to plan. 

Paul Zahra: If you think about your retail career, if you had to do start over again, is there anything you 
would do differently? 

Karen Bozic: I don't know if I would do it differently. I might speed things up. And by that, I mean, I think 
it took me a long time to learn, to be kind to myself and not to be too hard on myself. And I think you 
only learn that with perspective and time and other people telling you or telling you off nothing else, 
maybe there's something in that. I think the other thing is I probably was probably, you know, people 
have, I've been lucky, I've done lots of different roles in different disciplines. And you know, I probably 
could have started doing that earlier. To be honest, I did finance for a long time and it finally took 
someone to say to me, why don't you try something different? And I back myself to do it. I probably 
wish I had have done that a little bit earlier, but then I might not have ended up right. 

Paul Zahra: We should give when they're planning their creative themselves a time limit on what they're 
doing for as long as they're doing it to continue the learning program, what would your advice be? 

Karen Bozic:  

You can never be so linear. But what I always say to people is, you know, open your mind to what's 
possible. You know, that often, you know, the greatest learning for me is often come at opportunities 
where I never expected or anticipated. I would go into those roles. You know, I ended up running 
replenishment for Woolworths, Australia, food and liquor biz. Now, if someone had told me I would do 
that, there's no way. And I learned a heap doing that role, you know, something completely out of my 
comfort zone you know, doing service stations, running strategy, you know, they're all different things 
that I didn't start there. But it took me to the place that I am today. And I think, you know, if you're a 



curious person that loves learning and a challenge, and I say open yourself up to doing those things 
much earlier back yourself to do it because, you know, chances are, you're going to be okay. 

Paul Zahra: And maybe second those roles with other people wouldn't take, you know, cause it gives 
you great. It makes sure as a CEO now much more of a whole, because you've done all these different 
types of jobs. So you've been in every nook and cranny of every organization almost haven't you in what 
you've been. 

Karen Bozic: Yeah, I have. And I think that's just been a really good grounding. I mean, very you know, 
not person ever really gets the top and they've done everything before, but you know, having a good 
understanding of most things I think is really, really helpful. And you go back to, how have you been 
manager able to manage transitioning across different industries? I think, cause I've had a generally 
good base knowledge across most things, having done those different. 

Paul Zahra: Welcoming change, you've actually welcomed that. 

Karen Bozic: Yeah. I think you have too. I mean, gosh, I've been through businesses that have been at 
their peak and those that have not and everything in between and you just learn so much during that. 

Paul Zahra: Karen, it's been a joy talking to you today. Thank you for joining us at the AMEX lounge for 
some retail therapy. Thank you for your insights and all the best for the future craveable brands. 

Karen Bozic: My pleasure. Thanks so much, Paul. 

Paul Zahra: Thanks Karen. 

 


