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Chapter 1: Introduction

doa Jall alad) Y 235 Suatl

1.1 Research Background / 4«3l

The restaurant industry is one of the fastest-growing sectors in the world, and
Saudi Arabia is no exception. The country's food service market was valued at USD
27.8 billion in 2023 and is expected to grow at a rate of 11.57% annually through to
2029 (Abdou, Hassan, & Salem, 2023). This growth is connected to a number of
factors — a young population, changing eating habits, and strong government
investment in the hospitality and entertainment sector as part of Vision 2030. As
more restaurant chains expand across the Kingdom, the question of how to maintain
consistent quality across many branches becomes increasingly important for

operators and managers.

Maintaining quality in a restaurant chain is not simply about serving good
food. It involves managing a wide range of operational areas — from kitchen
cleanliness and food storage to pest control and staff hygiene. The Saudi Food and
Drug Authority (SFDA) sets clear requirements for all food businesses operating in
the Kingdom, including the implementation of HACCP-based food safety systems,
proper equipment maintenance, and regular pest management (Saudi Food and Drug
Authority, n.d.). In the academic literature, Juran and Godfrey (1999) describe
quality control as a three-step process: measuring actual performance, comparing it
to a standard, and taking action when there is a gap. This is essentially what an
operational audit does. Daft and Benson (2016) take a similar view from a
management perspective, arguing that control systems need to be built into day-to-

day operations — not just applied when something goes wrong. More specifically
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in food service settings, Presti et al. (2023) found that using a structured audit
checklist across different areas of a catering operation is an effective way to identify
problems, apply corrective action, and improve compliance over time. Lee et al.
(2021) also showed that poor implementation of food safety management systems
has direct consequences for public health, reinforcing how critical it is to have a

reliable monitoring tool in place.

Despite this, there is surprisingly little research on how operational audit
systems work in practice within multi-brand restaurant chains in Saudi Arabia. Most
existing studies either focus on a single type of establishment or look at food safety
in isolation. None of them address the situation common in the Saudi restaurant
sector, where one company manages several different brands under one operations
team — each branch needing to be audited regularly across multiple quality
dimensions at the same time. As Juran and Godfrey (1999) point out, you cannot
manage what you cannot measure consistently, and this is precisely the challenge

that motivates the current study.

This study looks at the impact of operational audit practices on quality
standards compliance in a multi-brand restaurant chain operating in Saudi Arabia.
The audit system being studied covers eight operational dimensions and uses a
structured digital checklist to generate measurable scores across branches. The aim
is to understand how this kind of systematic audit tool contributes to quality
outcomes, and what lessons can be drawn for restaurant operators and operations

managers in the region.

This project is divided into two main chapters. The first chapter outlines the
general framework of the study — covering the research background, the problem
and its significance, research questions and objectives, hypotheses, the proposed
research model, methodology, scope, and the suggested structure for the final
project. The second chapter presents a review of existing literature on the key study

variables.
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1.2 Research Problem / 4wl ) Al<a

Running quality checks across dozens of restaurant branches is genuinely
difficult. Each branch operates under slightly different conditions — different staff,
different customer volumes, different physical layouts — and yet all of them are
expected to meet the same standards. Without a structured audit system, it is very
hard to know which branches are consistently compliant and which ones need
attention. Even where regulatory requirements exist — such as those set by the
SFDA (Saudi Food and Drug Authority, n.d.) — compliance is not automatic. It

requires regular monitoring, clear scoring, and follow-up action.

The core question this study is trying to answer is whether a structured, multi-
dimensional operational audit system can actually make a measurable difference to
quality compliance levels across the branches of a multi-brand restaurant chain in

Saudi Arabia.

1.2.1 Theoretical Gaps / sl ssiud) e olszill

On the theoretical side, the quality management literature provides solid
foundations — Juran and Godfrey's (1999) quality control process and Daft and
Benson's (2016) framework for organizational control are both directly relevant
here. However, these frameworks have rarely been applied specifically to multi-
brand restaurant chains where a single audit system must cover several distinct
brands operating under one management structure. Lee et al. (2021) identified that
food safety management systems do not always perform as expected across different
organizational contexts, which suggests that generic frameworks may not be
enough. There is a need for a model that treats multi-dimensional operational
auditing as a single, unified construct studied in relation to quality compliance

outcomes.

1.2.2 Practical Gaps / _iubil| sseudl e ofpzill
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On the practical side, many restaurant businesses in Saudi Arabia still rely on
informal or irregular inspection routines that do not produce consistent, comparable
data across locations. Abdou et al. (2023) noted that the Saudi food service sector
includes a broad range of business types with varying levels of operational
discipline. Presti et al. (2023) found a similar issue in institutional catering — no
standard framework exists for regular mandatory inspections. Without a tool that
scores each branch consistently and tracks changes over time, managers are
essentially making quality decisions without reliable data. This study directly
addresses that problem by examining a real operational audit system already in use

across a Saudi restaurant chain.

All of this points to one central research question: To what extent do
operational audit practices impact quality standards compliance in multi-brand

restaurant chains in Saudi Arabia?

1.3 Research Significance / 4wl ) 4raa]
1.3.1 Atthe Theoretical Level / gbiil soind! e

From a theoretical standpoint, this study fills a gap in the existing literature
by applying established quality control and organizational management frameworks
to a context that has received very little academic attention — multi-brand restaurant
chains in Saudi Arabia. It builds on the work of Juran and Godfrey (1999) and Daft
and Benson (2016) by testing their ideas in a real operational environment, and adds
to the Saudi-specific food service research of Abdou et al. (2023) by introducing an
operational audit dimension that previous studies have not examined. It also
responds to the concerns raised by Lee et al. (2021) about the uneven performance
of food safety management systems by proposing a context-appropriate audit model

that brings multiple quality dimensions together into one measurable construct.
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1.3.2 At the Practical Level / ichi) sszudl e

In practice, the findings of this study should be useful to anyone responsible
for managing quality across multiple restaurant locations. By showing which audit
dimensions have the most impact on overall compliance, the study can help
operations teams prioritize their efforts and use their time more efficiently. It also
makes a case for the value of digital, standardized audit tools as everyday
management instruments — not just inspection checklists that get filed and
forgotten. Given that the Saudi food service sector is set to keep growing (Abdou et
al., 2023) and that SFDA regulations require all food businesses to maintain high
hygiene and safety standards (Saudi Food and Drug Authority, n.d.), there is a real

and practical need for this kind of evidence-based operational guidance.

1.4 Research Questions / 4wl ALici

The study is guided by one main research question and three sub-questions:

Main Question: To what extent do operational audit practices impact
quality standards compliance in multi-brand restaurant chains in Saudi

Arabia?
RQI: What is the current level of quality standards compliance across the
eight operational audit dimensions in the studied restaurant chain?

RQ2: To what extent does each audit dimension contribute individually to

overall quality compliance scores across branches?

RQ3: Is there a relationship between the frequency of audit visits and the

level of quality standards compliance across branches?
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1.5 Research Objectives / 4wl Cilaa]

The study aims to achieve the following:

1. To examine the overall impact of structured operational audit practices on
quality standards compliance in a multi-brand restaurant chain in Saudi

Arabia.

2. To measure current compliance levels across eight audit dimensions —
entrance standards, dining area cleanliness, kitchen cleanliness, equipment
condition, food safety, storage, pest control, and operations/SOP

compliance.

3. To identify which audit dimensions have the strongest individual effect on

overall quality compliance scores.

4. To explore the relationship between audit visit frequency and branch

compliance levels.

5. To provide practical recommendations for improving operational audit

frameworks in multi-brand restaurant chains in the Kingdom.

1.6 Research Hypotheses / 4wl il iy 2

Based on the research questions, objectives, and the theoretical framework,

the following hypotheses will be tested empirically in Final Project 2:

H1: Operational audit practices have a statistically significant positive impact
on quality standards compliance in multi-brand restaurant chains in Saudi

Arabia.

H2: The food safety and pest control audit dimensions have a stronger positive

impact on overall quality compliance than other audit dimensions.
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H3: Higher frequency of operational audit visits is positively associated with

higher quality standards compliance across restaurant branches.

1.7 Research Model / 4l Al 3 gai

The research model proposes a direct relationship between two main
variables. The independent variable is Operational Audit Practices, measured across
eight dimensions derived from the structured audit checklist used by the company.
The dependent variable is Quality Standards Compliance, measured as the overall
audit score per branch per visit. Each of the eight audit dimensions feeds into the
compliance outcome, and the model tests both the combined and individual effects

of these dimensions.

This model is grounded in Juran and Godfrey's (1999) quality control process
— which identifies measurement, comparison, and corrective action as the core
steps of any quality system — and in Daft and Benson's (2016) organizational
control framework, which positions systematic monitoring as the mechanism
through which standards are maintained. The SFDA Food Hygiene Requirements
(Saudi Food and Drug Authority, n.d.) serve as the external regulatory benchmark

against which compliance is assessed.

Independent Variable Dependent Variable

Operational Audit Practices R Quality Standards Compliance

1. Entrance Standards Aggregate audit score per branch per visit
2. Dining Area Cleanliness (1-5 scale), assessed against SFDA Food
3. Kitchen Cleanliness Hygiene Requirements and internal
4. Equipment Condition company quality standards.

5. Food Safety

6. Storage Standards

7. Pest Control
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8. Operations / SOP
Compliance

Figure 1: Proposed Research Model

1.8 Research Methodology / 4wl 43a4ia

This study uses a quantitative, descriptive-analytical approach. According to
Sekaran (n.d.), quantitative research is appropriate when the goal is to measure
relationships between variables using numerical data, and when the researcher wants
findings that can be compared and generalized. That fits well with what this study
1s trying to do — compare audit scores across branches, identify patterns, and draw

conclusions about what drives compliance.

The primary data comes from the operational audit checklist already
deployed across the restaurant chain's branches. The checklist is completed digitally
via Google Forms after each branch visit, and records scores on a 1-5 scale across
eight operational areas: entrance standards, dining area cleanliness, kitchen
cleanliness, equipment condition, food safety, storage, pest control, and
operations/SOP compliance. Each submission also captures the branch name, city,
date, inspector name, and type of visit — whether it was a routine evaluation, a
follow-up, a deep clean, or a pest control visit. Before and after photos are taken for

each area, which provides useful visual confirmation of the scores.

The study population is all restaurant branches of the chain operating in Saudi
Arabia. The sample will include all branches for which complete audit records are
available during the data collection period. Descriptive statistics will be used to
summarise compliance levels per branch and per dimension. Correlation and
regression analysis will then be applied to test the three hypotheses — looking at the
overall effect of auditing on compliance, the relative impact of individual

dimensions, and the role of visit frequency. All analysis will be carried out using

Graduation Project 1 | Faculty of Management | Midocean University 10



statistical software, and the results will be interpreted against the SFDA regulatory
framework (Saudi Food and Drug Authority, n.d.) and the quality control standards
described by Juran and Godfrey (1999).

1.9 Scope of The Study / 4xilaall du) Al

The study will be conducted within a leading multi-brand restaurant chain
operating across Saudi Arabia. The company manages more than 40 branches spread
across several restaurant brands, with the majority located in Jeddah and a smaller
number in Riyadh and other cities. The operations team currently conducts 2—3
branch visits per day, which means each branch typically receives at least two audit
visits per month under normal conditions. Where a branch has a significant
compliance issue — such as pest activity or a kitchen that needs deep cleaning —

additional visits are arranged outside of the regular schedule.

The audit data used in this study was collected through the company's digital
inspection form, which captures scored responses across all eight dimensions per
visit. An initial dataset of 20 audit responses from Jeddah branches is already
available, covering May 2026. An internal inspection report from the Operations
Department (April-May 2026) also documents observed trends across the same
quality areas, including cleanliness, pest control, food safety, and storage —
providing useful context for understanding how the audit system is working in

practice.

The primary focus of the study is Jeddah, with Riyadh data available for
comparison. The study is limited to the company's internal audit records and does

not include external regulatory inspection data or customer feedback.
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1.10 The Suggested Project Structure / g 84l § 5 dial) lakada

The final graduation project (Final Project 2) is proposed to follow this
structure:
1. Cover Page
2. Table of Contents
3. List of Figures
4. List of Tables

5. Chapter 1: General Framework — Introduction, Research Problem,
Significance, Questions, Objectives, Hypotheses, Research Model,

Methodology, Scope, and Suggested Project Structure

6. Chapter 2: Literature Review — Prior research on Operational Audit
Practices (independent variable), Quality Standards Compliance (dependent

variable), and the relationship between them

7. Chapter 3: Research Methodology — Full description of research design,

instruments, sampling, data collection, and analysis methods

8. Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings — Statistical analysis of audit data,
hypothesis testing, and key results

9. Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations —
Interpretation of findings, implications, and recommendations for

practitioners and future research
10. References

11. Appendices — Audit checklist instrument, sample inspection reports, raw

data tables
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Ayl il ) 55D el

2.1 Introduction / deiial)

This chapter reviews the academic and regulatory literature relevant to the
two main variables of the study: operational audit practices (the independent
variable) and quality standards compliance (the dependent variable). The purpose of
this review is to build a solid theoretical foundation for the research, to understand
what has already been studied in these areas, and to identify where this study adds
something new. The chapter is organized into three main sections. The first looks at
operational audit practices — what they are, how they work, and what the literature
says about their role in quality management. The second looks at quality standards
compliance in the food service context, drawing on both academic research and
regulatory frameworks. The third section brings the two variables together,
examining what is already known about the relationship between auditing and

compliance, and where the gaps are that this study aims to fill.

2.2 The Independent Variable: Operational Audit Practices / il
Jaiecall

Operational audit practices refer to the systematic processes through which
an organization monitors, evaluates, and verifies its operational activities against
established standards. In the context of this study, the term refers specifically to the

structured, multi-dimensional inspection system used to assess restaurant branch
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performance across eight areas: entrance standards, dining area cleanliness, kitchen
cleanliness, equipment condition, food safety, storage, pest control, and SOP

compliance.

The theoretical foundation for understanding operational auditing as a
management tool comes primarily from the quality control literature. Juran and
Godfrey (1999) define the quality control process as having three essential steps:
evaluating actual performance, comparing that performance to quality goals, and
acting on any difference identified. This framework is directly applicable to the audit
system examined in this study — each branch visit produces a performance score,
that score is compared to expected standards, and findings are used to trigger
corrective action where needed. Juran and Godfrey (1999) also emphasize that
quality control must happen at all levels of an organization and cannot be left to end-
of-process inspection alone; it must be embedded in ongoing operations. This is
precisely the logic behind a regular, recurring audit schedule rather than a one-off

inspection.

From an organizational management perspective, Daft and Benson (2016)
describe operational control as the process of monitoring and adjusting ongoing
activities to ensure they are in line with plans and standards. They argue that
effective control systems have three key characteristics: they set clear performance
standards, they measure actual performance against those standards, and they
produce information that managers can use to take corrective action. Again, this
maps directly onto the audit system under study — the checklist defines the
standards, the scoring captures actual performance, and the resulting reports inform

management decisions about follow-up visits, deep cleans, or targeted interventions.

In the food service sector specifically, the use of structured checklists as audit
instruments has received growing academic support. Presti et al. (2023) developed
and applied a 20-section audit checklist across six institutional catering facilities,
covering everything from documentation and supplier verification to pest control,
cleaning protocols, and staff hygiene. Their study showed that a well-designed

checklist is an effective tool not just for identifying non-conformities, but for
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categorizing their severity, setting resolution timelines, and tracking whether
corrective measures were actually implemented. The authors noted that the checklist
provided a common framework for inspectors and managers, reducing subjectivity
and improving consistency across sites — which is particularly important when

auditing multiple locations, as in the current study.

The SFDA Food Hygiene Requirements (Saudi Food and Drug Authority,
n.d.) provide the regulatory framework within which operational auditing in Saudi
restaurant chains must operate. The SFDA mandates that all food business operators
implement HACCP-based food safety systems, maintain equipment in clean and
functional condition, ensure personal hygiene among all food-handling staft, control
food storage temperatures, and take measures to prevent pest contamination. These
requirements closely mirror the dimensions covered by the audit checklist examined
in this study, suggesting that the checklist functions as a practical compliance

monitoring tool for the SFDA regulatory framework.

Lee et al. (2021) offer a useful perspective on what happens when these kinds
of monitoring systems are absent or poorly implemented. Their review of Food
Safety Management System failures found that the most common barriers to
effective food safety — including lack of prerequisite programs and insufficient staff
training — are precisely the kinds of issues that a regular operational audit would
be expected to detect and flag. They argue that food safety culture within an
organization depends heavily on consistent monitoring and managerial engagement,
both of which are core functions of an operational audit system. This supports the
view that operational auditing is not just an inspection activity, but a management
practice that shapes the day-to-day behaviour of restaurant staff and operations

teams.

2.3 The Dependent Variable: Quality Standards Compliance / s#ial)
el
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Quality standards compliance, in the context of this study, refers to the degree
to which a restaurant branch meets the operational quality standards set by both the
company's internal audit system and the external regulatory requirements of the
SFDA. It is measured as the aggregate score produced by the audit checklist across

all eight operational dimensions during each branch visit.

The concept of quality compliance has deep roots in the quality management
literature. Juran and Godfrey (1999) describe quality as fitness for purpose — the
extent to which a product or service meets the needs and expectations for which it
was designed. In a restaurant setting, this means that cleanliness must meet hygiene
standards, food must be stored safely, equipment must function correctly, and staff
must follow established procedures. Compliance, then, is the measurable expression

of how consistently these quality expectations are being met in practice.

In Saudi Arabia, the regulatory baseline for food service quality compliance
is set by the SFDA Food Hygiene Requirements (Saudi Food and Drug Authority,
n.d.). The SFDA framework covers all critical areas of food business operation,
including premises hygiene, equipment maintenance, personal hygiene, food storage
conditions, pest prevention, and HACCP implementation. Food business operators
are required not only to meet these standards but to demonstrate ongoing compliance
through documentation and, where applicable, official inspection. In the multi-brand
restaurant chain context, internal operational audits serve as the primary mechanism
through which branch-level compliance with these requirements is monitored and

managed.

Abdou et al. (2023) provide valuable context for understanding quality
compliance in the Saudi food service sector more broadly. Their study of Saudi
restaurants found that the sector is growing rapidly but faces sustainability and
operational challenges that affect performance consistency. They noted that
governmental laws and regulations around food and sustainability practices have a
meaningful impact on how restaurant operators behave, reinforcing the importance
of a regulatory compliance mindset in this market. While their study focused on

sustainable practices rather than operational auditing specifically, its findings
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support the view that compliance with official standards is a real and pressing

concern for Saudi restaurant operators.

From a food safety perspective, Lee et al. (2021) highlight that compliance
with food safety management systems — particularly in relation to cross-
contamination prevention, hygiene practices, and HACCP implementation — is the
single most important determinant of whether a food business can prevent foodborne
illness outbreaks. They found that even well-designed systems fail when compliance
is inconsistent, and that the root causes of most major food safety incidents can be
traced back to breakdowns in basic prerequisite programs — the same areas covered
by an operational audit checklist. This underscores the significance of measuring
and tracking compliance not just as a regulatory requirement, but as a genuine

operational priority with real public health implications.

2.4 The Relationship Between the Variables / ¢usiall (o 48al)

The central argument of this study is that structured operational audit
practices have a positive impact on quality standards compliance. This relationship
is supported by both theoretical frameworks and the available empirical evidence,
though direct studies of this relationship in the Saudi multi-brand restaurant context

are still lacking.

Juran and Godfrey (1999) make a strong theoretical case for this relationship
through their quality control process model. They argue that without a structured
system for measuring performance and acting on deviations, quality standards
cannot be consistently maintained. The measurement and comparison steps of the
quality control process are exactly what an audit checklist provides — and the
corrective action step is what the follow-up visit protocol delivers. From this
perspective, the relationship between operational auditing and compliance is not just

logical; it is built into the definition of how quality control works.
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Daft and Benson (2016) offer a complementary view from organizational
management theory. They argue that organizations perform better when managers
have access to timely, accurate information about operational performance. An audit
system that generates scored data per branch per visit provides exactly this kind of
information, enabling managers to identify underperforming branches, allocate
resources where they are most needed, and track whether interventions are working.
In this sense, the audit system functions as a feedback loop that supports continuous
improvement in compliance — which is precisely what this study seeks to document

and measure.

The empirical evidence from Presti et al. (2023) directly supports this
relationship in a catering context. Their study found that the use of a standardized
inspection checklist across multiple catering facilities led to a structured
identification of non-conformities and a systematic corrective action process. The
facilities examined showed a pattern of minor and major non-conformities that were
actively managed through the audit system — demonstrating that the checklist not
only identified gaps but drove the process of closing them. While the context
(institutional police catering in Italy) is different from Saudi restaurant chains, the
underlying principle — that structured auditing drives compliance improvement —

is directly transferable.

Lee et al. (2021) add an important dimension to this relationship by showing
that food safety compliance is not a passive state but an active one that requires
continuous management. Their review of FSMS failures shows that compliance
tends to deteriorate when monitoring is inconsistent or absent, and that recovery
depends on re-establishing systematic oversight. This supports the hypothesis that
higher audit frequency — one of the variables tested in this study — should be
associated with higher compliance levels, since more frequent monitoring means

problems are caught and corrected sooner.

In the Saudi context, Abdou et al. (2023) found that governmental regulations
and oversight have a significant positive effect on sustainable operational practices

in restaurants, which provides indirect support for the idea that compliance-driving
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mechanisms — whether external regulatory inspections or internal audit systems —
have a meaningful influence on how restaurant operations are managed. The SFDA's
own regulatory requirements (Saudi Food and Drug Authority, n.d.) reinforce this
point by establishing a legal obligation for ongoing compliance monitoring, which

internal audit systems are designed to support.

Taken together, the literature points clearly to a positive relationship between
structured operational audit practices and quality standards compliance. What is
missing — and what this study aims to provide — is empirical evidence of this
relationship within a multi-brand restaurant chain in Saudi Arabia, using real audit

data collected across multiple branches over time.

2.5 Conclusion / 4ailal)

This chapter has reviewed the key literature relevant to the two main
variables of the study. Operational audit practices, as described by Juran and
Godfrey (1999), Daft and Benson (2016), and demonstrated empirically by Presti et
al. (2023), are a well-established mechanism for monitoring and improving quality
performance in organizational settings. Quality standards compliance, as defined by
both the academic literature and the SFDA regulatory framework (Saudi Food and
Drug Authority, n.d.), is the measurable outcome that operational auditing is
designed to support. Lee et al. (2021) have shown the real consequences of
compliance failures in food safety contexts, while Abdou et al. (2023) have provided
important context about the Saudi food service sector and the role of regulatory

frameworks in shaping operational behaviour.

The literature strongly supports the expectation that structured operational
audit practices will have a positive impact on quality standards compliance — but it
also confirms that this relationship has not yet been empirically tested in the specific

context of multi-brand restaurant chains in Saudi Arabia. This study aims to fill that
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gap by examining real audit data from a company operating in this exact
environment. The findings will be presented and analysed in Chapter 4 of Final

Project 2.
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