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What’s in a Good 
Food Safety Audit?
A Quick Guide to Selecting 
the Best Partner & Program for Your Brand
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The Good
While no two brands’ needs will ever be exactly the same, 
selecting an effective food safety auditing partner is a 
crucial step toward achieving both short and long-term 
success. The right partner for you will vary based on your 
goals, needs and other supporting programs you have in 
place. But, at a high-level, the best partner and programs 
will share the following traits:

Engaging at Every Level

T he best auditing partner will strive to engage 
with stakeholders across all levels of the 
business ― from location-level employees, to 

franchisees and corporate. 

This becomes especially imperative when it comes 
to your partner’s location-level auditing experience. 
Communication is crucial. That means your auditors 
should be spending less time staring at a clipboard 
silently scribbling notes, and more time walking managers 
through the audit, step-by-step, to help them understand:

• What standards employees are expected to follow

• Why established standards are in place

• What needs improvement, identifiying its root cause, 
and establishing a corrective action plan to fix it. 

• What was done well and how each person adds value 
to your locations

FAST FACT:
A recent Steritech study 
showed that locations 
which conducted quarterly 
audits were cited for 
10% fewer priority issues 
than locations who were 
assessed less often.
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Going Beyond 
Food Safety
The Top 5 Drivers 
of Customer 
Experience

A more engaging audit experience can help your locations 
achieve many things, but chief among them is building trust 
with the people sweating it out for your brand day in and 
day out ― a vital element in fostering any positive shift in 
behavior and process at a location. 

As important as a location’s audit experience is, however, 
the way your partner engages with other levels of your 
organization is equally essential to the success of a 
food safety program. From the initial agreement, to 
the implementation and launch of your program, your 
organization’s stakeholders should have a clear understanding 
of what’s happening. This will help ensure each party has a 
chance to offer feedback along the way, ultimately shaping the 
program into its most effective form.

Data-Driven Decisionmaking
The best food safety programs won’t just catalogue data ― 
they’ll use it to paint a full and accurate picture of performance, 
while also offering a plan and process to improve.

• Your auditing partner should try to cast a wide net
across day parts and days of the week. Typically, this
is best done quarterly. The end result is more accurate
performance data, and a direct impact on the speed and
ability with which a location can address and implement
corrective actions.

• Your auditing partner should be able to show you
how your locations compare with each other and their
industry competitors.

• Lessons learned from data should translate to direct
improvement in training, policy and procedure.

Quality, taste 
& appearance

of food

Safely cooked 
& prepared food

Restaurant 
Cleanliness

Service quality 
& hospitality

Previous experience 
with a brand

https://www.steritech.com/insights/best-practices/drivers-behind-restaurants-choices/
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A Focus on the Big Picture
Audits should never be standalone exercises. Your auditing partner should 
design your food safety program to align strategically with other essential 
initiatives and your high-level business goals. 

• Your partner should have the technical and industry expertise needed to
integrate with other existing programs and infrastructure.

• What you learn over time from your food safety program might mean
needing to make changes to your locations and the way you operate.
As you discover more about location and customer needs, your program
should be capable of evolving accordingly.

• Your partner’s auditing program should grow in parallel with your brand.
Scalability is key to protecting your brand from the increased risk that
inevitably comes from adding new locations.



The Not-So-Good
The following traits often seem great and/or logical on the 
surface. But if your ultimate goal is to find a food safety 
program that will effectively mitigate risks and help you 
grow, these should serve as red flags that a potential 
partner will be poorly suited for your brand. 

Price as a Selling Point

A s you search for the right vendor, you’ll review vendor proposals, sit through 
pitches and maybe even endure a product demo or two. As mundane as that 
process can seem, those exercises are a great opportunity to see which 

partners will be truly focused on you. And when a potential partner leads their sales 
pitch or proposal with a heavy focus on pricing ― be it their own or their competitors’ ― it’s 
a good indicator they’re more interested in making a quick buck than helping you grow in 
the long run. 

• As is often the case with anything we spend money on, if something is cheap, 
there’s usually a pretty good reason for it. The same is frequently true with food 
safety programs.

• As much as anyone would like it to be, pricing an effective food safety program ― one 
that truly aligns with your needs and integrates with your existing programs ― is never 
clear cut. That’s because an audit program, at its very best, is not a one-and-done 
service. It’s a long-term partnership. 

• The best vendors might not come cheaply, but in return, you’re usually getting service 
and expertise to match the price tag.  

• Pricing should be only be part of the conversation after a potential partner has taken 
time to truly examine and evaluate your brand’s needs.  
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No matter the 
task at hand, 
it’s going to be 
hard for anyone 
to succeed 
when they’re 
more focused 
on meeting 
the minimum 
standards, 
rather than how 
they plan to 
exceed them.

Compliance-Driven
In many corners of the foodservice world, compliance has dominated the 
traditional way of thinking for decades. Because of this, there’s plenty of 
anecdotal evidence out there about the potential perils of compliance-driven 
food safety ― programs that follow a strict checklist of do’s and don’ts, and 
often place far too much focus on what location-level 
employees do wrong. If a potential partner spends 
more time talking about helping you score well with the 
health department, instead of how they can help you 
organically improve performance over time, you should 
see this as a sign their food safety program offerings are 
compliance-driven.

• Compliance-driven programs are inherently 
preventative in nature.  No matter the task at hand, 
it’s going to be hard for anyone to succeed when 
they’re more focused on meeting the minimum 
standards, instead of how they plan to exceed them.

• Compliance-driven programs can be toxic for your 
locations’ workplace culture, because they’re 
fundamentally based on penalizing employees 
for mistakes. This can lead to an “every man for 
himself” type of environment, where staff feel the 
need to conceal mistakes at any cost. For your 
auditing partner, that means less accurate reporting. 
And for your brand, that can mean greater risk to 
customers, higher employee turnover, and stifling a 
location’s long-term growth.

• Compliance-driven programs don’t tend to foster 
an abundance of “thank you’s” from leadership in response to good 
work, especially when scoring poorly on an audit might bear direct 
consequences on a manager’s career advancement. Look for programs 
that highlight what needs improvement, without restricting the flow of 
praise. After all, acknowledging a job well-done can offer immense 
benefits to performance. 

https://www.fastcompany.com/3024354/work-smart/5-simple-ways-to-harness-the-power-of-gratitude-at-work
https://www.fastcompany.com/3024354/work-smart/5-simple-ways-to-harness-the-power-of-gratitude-at-work
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Internally Operated
In-house programs might seem like a good solution, but they’re generally 
not a great fit for brands looking to achieve growth for several high-level 
reasons:

• While internal programs sometimes carry a cheaper price tag than their 
third-party counterparts, their inability to effectively scale and support an 
expanding business exposes your brand to greater risk over time. More 
growth usually means more locations in need of your auditing team’s 
support. Where an internal program would be stuck navigating the hiring 
process, a third-party could already have extra resources in place, ready 
and able to meet your needs.

• In-house programs deny you the benefit of an outsider’s impartial 
perspective. Through their work with other brands, third-party audit 
partners can also grant you invaluable access to unique industry insight 
and best practices.

• When your food safety program has been planned and put into the field, 
your auditing team’s job is not done. From that point forward, their role 
is to leverage their expertise, experience and resources to identify and 
support the locations needing the most support. A third-party will be far 
more adept at achieving those tasks than an internal team will be.



The Case for Change
Change can seem daunting for any business, especially 
if things seem just fine the way they are now. But if you’re 
looking to grow your brand, finding the right partner will 
likely mean an equally challenging task for you ― making 
the case for change. But the argument is simpler than you 
may expect. Consider the following benefits:

Stronger Same-Store Sales

W hen you partner up with the right third-party, your brand could see 
meaningful improvement in all sorts of key areas ― from better training 
programs, to more effective food preparation processes, advances in 

customer service and more ― all of which could work together to help drive steady, 
organic growth in sales.

Food safety programs, by themselves, often aren’t enough to directly influence your 
bottom line. But the right vendor will have other supporting offerings ― like operational/
service excellence audits, workplace safety audits, and health inspection management 
programs ― designed to work together in unison, with food safety as its cornerstone.

When those services are combined, audits start to reflect the things customers care about 
most. And whether it’s serving up the correct order, making sure the restroom is clean, 
or simply saying “please” and “thank you” a little more often, your partner will help your 
locations do the little things that ensure customers keep coming back, again and again.
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When critical 
vulnerabilities 
arise, [an effective 
partner will] be 
best equipped 
to step into 
a location, 
evaluate the 
issue at hand, 
and put a 
corrective action 
plan in place 
to solve the 
problem before 
it happens.

Decreased Risk of Foodborne Illness, 
No Matter Your Size
It’s pretty simple math ― the more locations in your 
operation, the greater the risk at least one of them will 
experience a foodborne illness outbreak. As you add 
locations, expand your menu and grow your customer 
base, an effective food safety auditing partner can 
help you keep those risks in check. When critical 
vulnerabilities arise, they’ll be the best equipped to 
step into a location, evaluate the issue at hand, and put 
a corrective action plan in place to solve the problem 
before it happens.

Better Brand Equity
Even the best food safety programs can’t fully eliminate 
the risks of foodborne illness facing brands today. No 
matter the processes and safe guards you have in 
place, there’s always a slim chance of an outbreak. But 
that’s where the value of an effective auditing partner 
can truly shine through.

• When it comes to your brand, all the clever
marketing in the world can’t measure up to
the power of a consistently excellent customer
experience. The best partners will evaluate
locations accordingly.

• Long-term customer loyalty is ultimately driven by
your locations’ ability to consistently deliver on your
brand’s promises. The best partners will help hold
your brand to its word ― leading to the kind of brand loyalty all businesses crave.

• In the unfortunate event of a foodborne illness outbreak, the continued success of
your business will be largely depedent on two key factors: how you fix the problem,
and the existing relationship consumers have with your brand. But in the aftermath of
an outbreak, you won’t have any control over the latter. Building better brand loyalty
through a consistently positive customer experience has to be done now, not later ― a
task best achieved by an expert, experienced third-party audit partner.
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Find Help with Choosing the 
Right Food Safety Partner
Connect with us today for a free evaluation by a 
Steritech Program Design Consultant. 

Our team can offer you:
• An expert gap analysis of your current programs
• Insight into implementation of assessment and health

inspection management programs

• Consulting 
• Training programs
• And much more ― just ask.




