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Session: Challenging the status quo – the Sanity story 

Speaker: Ray Itaoui 

Ray Itaoui is the son of Lebanese migrant factory workers. His parents wanted the best start for their children – so 
much so that Ray and his older brother were left with his grandparents in Lebanon for the first four years of his life 
while his parents established themselves in Australia.  

Ray had a strict upbringing, with a heavy focus on study. Sport was not an option. "We lived across from a park and 
going to play with our friends was a mission. Most times we were told no." 

He rebelled, started hanging out with the wrong crowd and was expelled from Sydney's Granville Boys High School in 
his final year. However, he was able to complete year 12 in Dubbo, where he had a long-distance relationship with a 
girl whose mother happened to be a teacher. Her family let Ray live with them while he attended school to complete 
his HSC. 

"That was a real pivotal point in my life,” recalls Ray. It took me out of my environment. I learnt so much about 
Australia, about family. It was a unique opportunity." 

After finishing school, he enrolled at university to study psychology but soon realised it wasn't for him. Instead, he 
returned to McDonald's, where he'd worked part-time when he was at school. For 13 years he stayed at McDonald's 
until he became a store manager. But when the promotions dried up, Ray began job hunting. 

In 2001, Ray joined Sanity as an area manager and worked his way up to Queensland state manager. He turned 
around that state's stores and later was promoted to national manager. In 2007, Ray become Sanity's chief 
executive. 

Two years later, retailers everywhere were suffering but few as much as businesses like Sanity Entertainment. After 
expanding to become the country's largest music seller, Ray’s company had a business model that was being fast 
disrupted by illegal file sharing, Apple's iTunes store and the arrival of Spotify. 

Within a year, the business's $35 million profit turned into a $21 million loss. 

Billionaire Brett Blundy had built Sanity from a single store in Melbourne. But even for him the challenges facing the 
250-store group seemed insurmountable. The board, of which Brett was the chairman, proposed spending $18
million to close it.

Ray decided there had to be another option for Sanity other than closure and he offered to take the chain off Brett's 
hands for nothing. In return he would take on the losses and the risk of trying to turn it around.  

Ray had plenty to lose. He had a stake in Sanity, a mortgage and, worse, he’d put the idea forward without consulting 
his wife because he hadn't wanted to be talked out of his plan!  

Quickly, Ray set about fixing the business. Sanity's profitable stores were mostly in regional areas, so he shut around 
100 unprofitable city stores and pared the business back to 156 outlets stretching from Karratha to Echuca.  

Ray then had to motivate staff, who were used to being part of a larger retail group. After laying out his new 
strategy, he set stretch targets, promising the team that, if the top target was achieved, they’d go to Fiji. They did! 

Ray also introduced an annual gala as a reward. The first party featured Delta Goodrem and Guy Sebastian. 



Most importantly, he introduced The Sanity Way – 10 cultural touch stones, starting with: 

1. It’s all about the customer, always. We know they are the real boss. We exist to satisfy the customer and do

everything in our power to add value to the customer’s experience.

2. Can do attitude. You can inspire and achieve by your attitude and actions. Make decisions, take action, get it

done. Everything we do, we do with a sense of urgency.

3. Respect. We treat everyone with respect and dignity. We don’t call our people ‘staff’. They are part of the

team. All ideas are encouraged and every individual counts.

Within a year of being at a $21 million loss, Sanity was profitable again and remains so to this day. 

HOW SANITY DRIVES CUSTOMER LOYALTY 

Customer promise – in store.  We will: 

• Help you find exactly what you are looking for, even if you aren’t sure yourself!

• Track down the hard to find as quickly as possible – if it’s available we’ll get it!

• Deliver fast and friendly service to every customer

• Provide you with the hottest, the latest and a great range

(…and if you’re not satisfied you can exchange – or with a receipt – get your money back – no questions asked!) 

Customer promise – customer support. I will: 

• Put our Customers first

• Help our Customers with anything they need – even if it’s not my job!

• Deliver fast and friendly service to everyone every time

• Get it right the first time

(…and when a customer needs help, I will respond within 24 hours – always!) 

Ray’s 10 lessons 

1. Leave the past in the past – Don’t let the past impact your future (that’s a victim mentality)

2. Come out of your comfort zone – Be terrified, just don’t show it

3. Have a ‘do what it takes’ attitude – Being aware it takes sacrifice and commitment

4. Chase your dreams – Don’t let others influence what you believe. Go with your gut

5. Sacrifice – What are you willing to give up?

6. Goal setting – This is the only way to achieve. Hold yourself accountable.

7. Have a vision and take the team on the journey

8. Master the art of managing people – You have to be tough, fair, genuine and caring all at the same time

9. Challenge yourself and others around you to continually grow

10. Give back generously (not just money)

Ray Itaoui is the Executive Director of Sanity, Honey Birdette and Mr Vitamins. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/ray-itaoui-b5b91a3/?originalSubdomain=au

