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Abstract. This study examines the crucial role of internal audit and risk
management in ensuring financial integrity, operational efficiency, and
regulatory compliance in Moroccan hospitality industry. Based on data collected
from 37 hotels, it highlights the strong connection between auditing mechanisms
and risk governance.

Findings show that hotels with strong internal control structures, aligned with
COSO II standards and advanced technologies, are more effective in detecting
and mitigating financial fraud. In contrast, resource-limited hotels struggle with
fragmented governance, low digitalization, and higher risk tolerance, making
them more vulnerable to financial misconduct.

Beyond technology, leadership engagement and a risk-aware organizational
culture play a key role in effective oversight. Hotels where senior management
actively supports audits and promotes risk awareness exhibit stronger fraud
prevention and compliance. Conversely, infrequent audits, especially in smaller
hotels, create gaps that increase vulnerability to fraud and operational issues.
The study advocates for a technology-driven, integrated risk management
approach, supported by formal internal controls, regular audits, and continuous
staff training. This strategy enhances transparency, trust, and sustainable growth
in a highly competitive hospitality industry.

Keywords: Internal Audit, Risk Management, Hospitality, Governance,
Organizational Culture Introduction

1. Introduction

The hospitality industry is a dynamic and multifaceted sector where risk management
and internal auditing play a pivotal role in securing both long-term business viability
and customer satisfaction. In an environment marked by volatile tourism markets,
stricter regulations, and ever-evolving consumer expectations, hotels must establish rig-
orous internal control and fraud prevention strategies. Far from being a mere verifica-
tion of financial procedures, internal auditing constitutes an integral part of broader
organizational governance detecting vulnerabilities, enhancing performance, and miti-
gating risks related to transactions and resource management (Hay et al., 2014).

Against this backdrop, the present study adopts a qualitative approach to explore the
practices implemented in Moroccan hotels and illuminate how internal auditing mech-
anisms interact with risk management. Interviews with hotel managers provide valuable
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insights into the strategies used to minimize internal control failures, fraud risks, and
newly emerging challenges within the industry.

A key outcome of this research is the identification of common risk management prac-
tices employed by hotels, including the regular execution of internal audits, the use of
advanced technologies to ensure financial traceability, and the establishment of control
protocols to minimize irregularities. These initiatives are intended to improve organi-
zational efficiency while reducing anomalies in critical processes such as customer pay-
ment handling, data protection, and inventory oversight.

At the same time, the study highlights the influence of multiple factors most notably
the regulatory environment, organizational culture, and senior management engage-
ment in governance policies on risk management strategies. Employees adherence to
ethical codes and corporate values proves essential for the success of control mecha-
nisms, given that fraud and financial irregularities often stem from opportunistic be-
havior facilitated by weak internal controls.

Another prominent finding concerns the digitalization of hotel operations: while it
marks a major advancement in preventing risks, it also introduces challenges linked to
cybersecurity and data protection. Many of the interviewed managers report that adopt-
ing management software and artificial intelligence to monitor transactions and analyze
financial activity has significantly reduced payment and invoicing anomalies. However,
they also point out that the effectiveness of these tools is heavily dependent on regular
updates and vigilant internal auditors. Overall, this qualitative analysis underscores the
need for an integrated risk management approach one that combines internal control,
digitalization, and an ethical corporate culture to maintain robust oversight and high
stakeholder confidence. Building on these insights, the current research specifically
aims to examine how internal auditing delineates, prevents, and manages operational
risks in Moroccan hospitality industry. The primary research question is: How can in-
ternal auditing, beyond its assurance role within a context of low governance maturity,
embed a culture of risk and control, and to what extent is this contribution shaped by
the perceptions of managers and other stakeholders?

To address this overarching inquiry, four sub-questions guide the investigation:

- How do internal auditing and risk management interact in Moroccan hotels,
and what factors influence their effectiveness?

- How does hotel size and resource availability influence risk management strat-
egies and internal audit effectiveness?

- What role does senior management and organizational culture play in shaping
effective internal audit and risk management?

- What are the most prevalent operational risks in Moroccan hotels, and how
can internal audit mitigate them?

- What strategies can improve risk governance and strengthen internal audit
practices in Moroccan hotels?
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Methodologically, this qualitative study is grounded in interviews conducted with man-
agers from 37 hotels in Morocco, drawing on the diverse perspectives of key stakehold-
ers. By pinpointing the most vulnerable processes and offering targeted recommenda-
tions, the research aims to bolster the effectiveness of internal controls and generate
added value. While it does not claim to exhaustively address every potential risk, it
provides pragmatic insights into risk management within the hospitality industry and
emphasizes the importance of a proactive, integrated approach to risk governance.

2.  Key Concepts and Theoretical Framework

The purpose of this research is to explore the conceptual framework underlying internal
auditing and risk management, with the objective of defining and clarifying these two
critical concepts. Following this foundational discussion, the paper examines risk man-
agement practices within the Moroccan hospitality industry, presenting an empirical
research approach designed to investigate these practices in depth. Through this ap-
proach, we aim to provide insights into the application of internal auditing and risk
management frameworks in hospitality, highlighting their impact on governance, oper-
ational resilience, and strategic alignment within the industry.

2.1  Corporate governance

Corporate governance refers to the combination of processes and structures that direct,
manage, and monitor an organization’s activities to achieve its objectives (OECD,
2015). It encompasses relationships among stakeholders, providing a framework for
decision-making and oversight, particularly regarding risk management processes.
Governance theory (Tricker, R.B, 2015), therefore, offers a foundational perspective
on how hotels are directed, and how risk management decisions are formulated and
implemented. This theory underscores the importance of transparency, accountability,
and stakeholder involvement. Integrating governance theory allows us to examine how
key actors, including managers and auditors, influence risk management through their
decision-making. Additionally, it highlights the need for a proactive governance culture
where risk management is embedded in the organization’s overarching strategy, en-
hancing performance and fostering sustainable value creation.

2.2 Risk management

Risk today is a multifaceted concept, defined as "the potential occurrence of a future,
uncertain event, independent of the sole will of the parties, that may result in loss or
other harm." This definition underscores the inherent uncertainty and uncontrollability
of risk, as well as its potential to disrupt objectives, assets, or operational stability.”
Professor Veltcheff (Veltcheff, C. 2019). explains that “risk may imply the strong sense
of danger, but in certain contexts, it can suggest an attenuated notion of an undesirable
potential or even an inconvenience.” Risk management, as a systematic process, ena-
bles the identification, assessment, management, and control of potential events that
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could impact the organization, providing reasonable assurance in achieving its objec-
tives. In this study, we approach risk management with a balanced perspective, recog-
nizing that it cannot offer complete control over all inherent risks in the hospitality
industry. However, risk audits offer competitive advantages by enhancing compliance
with legal, ethical, economic, and philanthropic obligations.

2.3  Operational process in the hospitality industry

The hospitality industry is marked by the complexity of its operational processes, pri-
marily due to the diversity of services offered, including accommodation, dining, and
wellness. These processes require rigorous management to ensure customer satisfaction
and financial performance.

Operational failures can lead to financial losses, reputational harm, and adverse effects
on customer experience. Key operational risks in hospitality include fraud, safety and
cybersecurity incidents, manipulation of hotel management systems, and breaches of
data confidentiality (Mallin, C. A, 2016). To mitigate these risks, hotels must establish
strong internal controls, conduct regular audits, and implement continuous staff train-
ing.

2.4  Risk appetite and risk mitigation actions

Risk appetite is essential in shaping effective governance by defining risk tolerance,
integrating risk into decision-making, and aligning organizational values with strategic
objectives. It sets clear boundaries for acceptable risks, guiding stakeholders and pro-
moting transparency in governance. Within this framework, strong internal controls
play a key role in mitigating risks, reinforcing stakeholder confidence, and ensuring
consistency in ethical behavior through well-defined policies and procedures. Ongoing
staff training fosters a proactive risk culture by enhancing awareness and individual
responsibility, embedding governance principles into daily operations. Additionally,
segregation of duties minimizes fraud and errors by reducing conflicts of interest and
ensuring process integrity. Regular risk monitoring through dashboards supports trans-
parency and informed decision-making, enabling proactive risk management. Ulti-
mately, by aligning risk mitigation actions with its risk appetite, an organization fosters
ethical and resilient governance, ensuring operational stability and long-term sustaina-
bility.

3.  Methodology of work

This empirical study adopts a qualitative, abductive methodology centered on semi-
structured interviews with professionals from 37 hotels in Morocco. By gathering in-
sights directly from key stakeholders involved in operational risk management, this ap-
proach enables the identification of practices and perceptions concerning internal au-
diting and risk governance. Moreover, collecting in-depth, contextual data through
open-ended questions sheds light on how hotels perceive, monitor, and respond to op-
erational risks. This direct engagement with industry professionals provides pragmatic
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insights into the specific vulnerabilities of different hotel processes and highlights the
strategic role of internal auditing in fostering an integrated risk culture. Although this
methodology does not claim to offer an exhaustive overview of all potential risks, it
lays the groundwork for identifying key vulnerabilities, formulating practical recom-
mendations, and reinforcing governance practices. Ultimately, by prioritizing stake-
holder perspectives and emphasizing a proactive, disciplined approach to risk govern-
ance, the study seeks to advance the understanding of how internal auditing can support
sustainable and resilient operations within the Moroccan hospitality industry.

In addition, adopting an interpretive approach aligns with an epistemological stance
aimed at understanding hotel risk management within its specific socio-cultural and
organizational environment. Unlike positivist approaches that seek to establish univer-
sal causal relationships, the interpretive perspective focuses on phenomena as they are
perceived and experienced by the actors involved. This viewpoint is particularly rele-
vant to research on the role of context and culture in hotel risk management, especially
in Morocco, where local specificities strongly shape management practices.

Furthermore, the hospitality industry is dynamic and highly influenced by human, cul-
tural, and contextual factors. As a result, perceptions and strategies regarding risk man-
agement vary according to multiple variables, including local norms, organizational
culture, managerial beliefs, and regulatory constraints. From an analytical perspective,
data were analyzed using NVivo software, which enables the organization and catego-
rization of information based on emerging themes. This process facilitates the identifi-
cation of recurring trends and the establishment of links among the various perspectives
gathered. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is particularly rele-
vant in qualitative studies due to its ability to reveal recurring patterns of thought and
provide an in-depth understanding of professional practices.

With regard to risk management tools, the hotels rely on diverse systems to oversee
internal controls. On the one hand, Property Management Systems (PMS) help track
financial operations and transactions in real time, thus aiding in the detection of irreg-
ularities and enhancing the traceability of cash flows. On the other hand, some hotels
use automated monitoring systems with advanced control features, while others primar-
ily depend on manual checks and periodic internal audits. As Yin (2014) underscores,
technology can optimize internal control mechanisms, provided it is integrated within
clearly defined processes adapted to the specific features of each organization.

In addition, audit practices are reinforced by training and supervision protocols de-
signed to strengthen team competencies in risk management. In this context, certain
hotels provide regular training sessions to raise staff awareness of fraud-related issues
and potential prevention methods. As Silverman points out, ongoing training is a criti-
cal factor in improving the effectiveness of internal audits and reducing organizational
vulnerabilities.
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Another noteworthy dimension of the methods employed by the studied hotels is the
use of digital solutions and artificial intelligence to bolster monitoring systems. By in-
tegrating analytical software capable of detecting unusual patterns in financial transac-
tions, hotels can mitigate the risk of anomalies and fraud. However, these solutions
require human oversight and continuous adaptation to technological advances in order
to remain effective.

Overall, this qualitative approach offers a detailed exploration of the methods and tools
deployed by hotels to structure their internal control systems and effectively manage
risks. Through semi structured interviews and specialized analytic software, the meth-
odology provides an in-depth view of professional practices and the monitoring mech-
anisms integrated into operational processes.

3.1  Sample selection

The decision to include thirty-seven hotels in this study aims to balance the essential
qualitative research requirements of diversity and depth (Flick, 2018). This choice
meets two key methodological needs:

1. Ensuring Adequate Coverage of Risk Management Practices in the Hos-
pitality Sector

An overly small sample could introduce bias, limiting opportunities to compare and
identify structural trends in how hotels anticipate, assess, and address operational and
financial risks. By selecting thirty-seven hotels, the study can:

- Cover a representative range of hotels (three- to five-star hotels, both interna-
tional chains and independent operations).

- Explore diverse organizational configurations, including hotels with in-house
audit departments vs. those that outsource controls.

- Capture contextual specificities (e.g., hotels in tourist areas vs. urban settings,
and seasonal fluctuations in risk management). This heterogeneity is crucial
in qualitative research, as it enables a more nuanced and context-rich under-
standing of the strategy’s hotels adopt to manage risks.

2. Maintaining Analytical Depth Characteristic of Qualitative Studies

While a smaller sample could reduce the diversity of cases, an excessively large sample
might compromise the depth of analysis. Qualitative research requires extensive data
gathering and interpretation, which can be time-consuming (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
A larger sample would risk:
- Diluting findings and limiting the ability to probe each case in detail.
- Complicating interpretation and obscuring underlying risk management dy-
namics.
- Causing information overload and making it harder to synthesize the data co-
herently.
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- Opting for thirty-seven hotels thus strikes a balance between variety and the
richness of qualitative data, ensuring a thorough and contextually informed
analysis.

3.2  Data saturation as a key methodological criterion

A core principle in qualitative studies is data saturation, which is reached when no fur-
ther significant information emerges during data collection (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson,
20006). In this research, data saturation was observed around 30-37 interviews, with
recurring themes and risk management strategies appearing consistently in participant’s
accounts. This confirms the appropriateness of the sample size, as it:

- Guarantees a diverse range of actors and hotels without accumulating redun-

dant data.
- Ensures all major identified risk management categories are represented.
- Optimizes analytical efficiency by facilitating a coherent synthesis of findings.

This approach aligns with qualitative methodology guidelines, which recommend a
sample sized according to the complexity of the research topic and the point of data
saturation, rather than purely quantitative criteria.

3.3 Key themes identified

The qualitative data revealed three main themes:

- Risk Management: Identification of primary risks (financial, operational,
compliance) and the preventive strategies adopted by hotels.

- Digitalization of Internal Audits: Adoption of analytical software for transac-
tion monitoring and anomaly detection, and comparisons between traditional
and Al-assisted audits.

- Fraud Prevention: Internal and external controls, digital tools, and factors in-
fluencing a hotel’s vulnerability to fraud (e.g., size, governance structure, reg-
ulations).

These themes helped organize the results coherently, enabling comparisons among ho-
tels with diverse organizational practices.

4.  Results of the study

4.1 Data analysis

The empirical data analysis is a critical phase of this research, offering an in-depth ex-
amination of the dynamics surrounding risk management and internal audit practices
within the studied hotels.

Using a qualitative approach, the study aims to identify how these hotels ensure com-
pliance, prevent fraud, and optimize their internal control processes.
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Drawing on abductive reasoning, the analysis compares field data (interviews, internal
documents, audit reports) with existing theoretical frameworks to develop explanatory
models suited to the hospitality sector. In keeping with thematic coding principles, the
data were grouped into emerging categories that shed light on the key trends and strat-
egies hotels use to manage financial, operational, and regulatory risks. This section fo-
cuses on several analytical themes:
- Organization of Internal Control and Audits (centralized vs. outsourced ap-
proaches)
- Fraud Prevention and Detection (digital tools, manual procedures, automated
auditing)
- Impact of Regulatory Compliance and Industry Standards on hotel practices
- Effects of Digitalization and Automation on transaction monitoring and risk
control optimization

The objective is to pinpoint the most effective practices, identify challenges encoun-
tered by hotels, and suggest areas for potential improvement, all while acknowledging
the differences among various hotels. This analysis builds on data processed through
NVivol5, which facilitates a systematic structure and a deeper exploration of the inter-
connections among the key themes.

Ultimately, this section aims to convert empirical observations into coherent, actionable
findings that address the research questions and contribute significantly to understand-
ing risk management in the hospitality industry.

Figure .1: The words cloud, NVIVO 15
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The presented word cloud is a textual visualization generated from qualitative data de-
rived from interviews analyzed in NVivol5. This type of graphic highlights the most
frequently mentioned terms in the corpus based on their significance and recurrence.
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In this word cloud, terms appear larger when they are frequently used, allowing for
the quick identification of key concepts and dominant trends in participant’s dis-
course.

The analysis of the word cloud helps identify the dominant themes emerging from the
interviews and documents collected in the thirty-seven studied hotels. This visualiza-
tion highlights the major concerns of industry professionals regarding risk manage-
ment and internal auditing. The most frequently mentioned words reveal the strategic
focus areas around which control mechanisms are structured, particularly fraud pre-
vention, transaction security, regulatory compliance, and the integration of digital
tools to optimize financial flow monitoring.

The high occurrence of terms related to management and internal auditing under-
scores the central role of these mechanisms in the stability and performance of ho-
tels. Meanwhile, the significant presence of concepts such as digitalization and de-
tection illustrate the shift toward more sophisticated and automated control methods.

Table .1: The most prominent words in the study, Authors

Key words Explanation and Interpretation

Refers to the process of evaluating the internal practices of
hotels to ensure compliance with standards, risk manage-

Audit ment, and financial transparency. It can be internal (con-
ducted by an internal team) or external (entrusted to a spe-
cialized firm).

Refers to financial irregularities, embezzlement, and ac-
Fraud counting fraud that may occur in hotels. Fraud prevention is
a key issue for the financial sustainability of hotels.

A central term in the corpus, referring to the studied hotels

Hotel . . .
and their risk management and internal control practices.
Includes strategies and processes implemented to ensure op-
Management . . . . . .
timal hotel operations, integrating financial, operational, and
regulatory risk management.
Highlights the importance of internal control mechanisms,
Internal . . . o .
allowing hotels to monitor their own activities without solely
relying on external auditors.
Risks Refers to potential threats that may affect hotel operations:
i

financial, operational, compliance, fraud, or technological
risks.




Internal Auditing and Risk Management: A Strategic Partnership in ... 151

The data analysis highlights the central role of internal auditing in preventing hotel-
related risks. The recurrence of the terms "audit," "control," "department," and "stand-
ards" underscores that the hotels place particular importance on surveillance and com-
pliance mechanisms to mitigate organizational vulnerabilities. The term "fraud" holds
a significant place, indicating that the prevention and detection of irregularities are ma-
jor concerns for the interviewed professionals.

The frequent presence of the word "internal" suggests that many hotels prioritize inter-
nal audit mechanisms rather than relying exclusively on external audits. This preference
can be explained by the need for continuous monitoring, increased responsiveness, and
deeper control over financial and operational processes.

Thus, internal auditing appears as a major strategic lever, ensuring regulatory compli-
ance, fraud detection, and financial transparency. By integrating strict standards and
rigorous procedures, hotels strengthen their governance and their ability to anticipate
risks, contributing to more efficient and secure operational management.

The recurrence of the word "fraud" and its association with "transactions," "detection,"
and "surveillance" demonstrate that fraud is a central concern for hotels. Hotels seem
to be implementing tools to identify irregularities and minimize fraud risks. The pres-
ence of the words "prevention," "compliance," and "implementation" suggests that ho-
tels are actively working to reinforce their security protocols to prevent financial losses
and regulatory violations.

The presence of terms such as "digitalization," "tools," "data," and "finance" indicates
that hotels are gradually integrating digital technologies to improve risk management
and transaction monitoring. This could include the use of analytical software, Al, or
risk management platforms to detect anomalies and automate certain audit procedures.
The adoption of digitalization appears to be a differentiating factor between hotels with
traditional manual processes and those that have modernized their practices.

Finally, the presence of the terms "departments" and "group" reflects the organizational
structuring of hotels and the involvement of different entities in the audit and risk man-
agement process. In hotels belonging to international groups, controls are often more
centralized, with standardized procedures imposed on all subsidiaries. In contrast, in-
dependent hotels generally adopt a more flexible approach, tailored to local specificities
and available resources.
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Fig. 2. Word similarity degree, NVIVO 15
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The analysis of elements grouped by lexical similarity highlights two dominant themes
shaping the discourse of the interviewed professionals: the approach to internal audit
and the detection and delimitation of fraud. This classification reveals that risk man-
agement and financial control concerns revolve around these two strategic axes, em-
phasizing the importance that hotels place on monitoring and securing their financial
and organizational operations.

1. Internal Audit as a Pillar of Governance and Risk Control

The "Internal Audit Approach" category includes key elements related to internal con-
trol mechanisms, monitoring systems, and compliance standards adopted by the studied
hotels. This theme highlights:

- The structuring of audit procedures, including the formalization of processes
and the organization of control missions.

- The integration of new technologies in audit management, with the growing
adoption of digital solutions and analytical tools enabling automated monitor-
ing.

- The optimization of internal control systems, particularly through the stand-
ardization of practices and the harmonization of risk assessment methods.

The convergence of these elements underscores that internal audit is perceived as a
fundamental lever to ensure operational transparency and effective governance of fi-
nancial and business processes. This emphasis reflects the hospitality sector’s commit-
ment to strengthening risk management through robust and adaptive control methodol-
ogies.

2. Fraud as a Key Challenge in Financial Risk Management

The second dominant theme focuses on "Fraud Detection and Delimitation," highlight-
ing strategies adopted by hotels to identify, prevent, and mitigate financial irregulari-
ties. This category includes:
- Transaction monitoring mechanisms to detect unusual financial movements
and suspicious behaviors.
- Alert and anomaly reporting systems that enhance responsiveness to internal
and external fraud risks.
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Prevention strategies such as staff training, strengthened controls, and strict security
protocols.

The emphasis on this theme reflects the growing awareness of fraud risks in the hospi-
tality industry and the need for proactive solutions to secure financial activities.

3. The Inherent Link Between Internal Audit and Fraud Management
The grouping of these two categories in the semantic analysis indicates a strong inter-
connection between internal audit and fraud management. This relationship confirms
that:
- The effectiveness of internal audit mechanisms is a key factor in fraud preven-
tion and detection.
- Audit practices and anti-fraud strategies align within a broader approach to
securing financial and organizational processes.
- Hotels with well-structured internal controls also tend to have the most ad-
vanced systems for fraud detection and risk mitigation.

Thus, this semantic classification highlights that fraud management cannot be separated
from a rigorous and structured audit framework. The adoption of technological solu-
tions, implementation of reinforced controls, and continuous financial monitoring are
crucial factors in mitigating risks in the hospitality sector.

Fig. 3. Comparative Theme Diagram, NVIVO 15
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The analysis of responses collected from hotels reveals significant trends shaping pro-
fessional’s concerns in the hospitality industry. The comparative theme diagram visu-
ally represents the importance of different strategic areas in risk management and in-
ternal auditing. The size of the blocks highlights dominant themes in respondent’s dis-
cussions, while smaller topics indicate areas for improvement and future perspectives.

A major focus is placed on organizational context and risk management, demonstrating
their centrality in hotel governance. Risk management is not seen as a mere administra-
tive formality but as a structural element guiding strategic decisions. Large international
hotel chains follow strictly regulated processes with global compliance policies, while
independent hotels adopt more flexible strategies, adapting to local realities but also
exposing themselves to vulnerabilities. The perception of threats and vulnerabilities
varies depending on location. Leisure hotels face risks related to seasonal fluctuations,
financial instability, and fraud, whereas business hotels deal with contractual issues,
billing agreements, and frequent financial transactions. These challenges shape the in-
ternal control mechanisms, with some hotels strengthening transaction monitoring
while others emphasize staff training to detect risks.

Internal auditing emerges as another key structural element, playing a crucial role in
compliance and continuous improvement. Rather than being a rigid process, it is viewed
as an evolving tool that must adapt to new regulations and technological innovations.
Many hotels are interested in automation and digital solutions for better financial over-
sight, but adoption is slowed by costs, resistance to change, and training needs.

Outsourcing of audits divides hotel stakeholders. Some prefer reinforced internal audits
for immediate responsiveness to risks, while others outsource to specialized firms for
an external and impartial assessment. Large hotel chains integrate audits into global
governance strategies, whereas independent hotels take a more reactive, case-by-case
approach.

Fraud detection and prevention highlight that risk management extends beyond com-
pliance it aims to prevent financial irregularities. Internal fraud is a recurring issue, with
cases of embezzlement and accounting manipulation by trusted employees. Strategies
such as task separation and automated fraud detection alerts have been implemented to
mitigate these risks.

Technology adoption in fraud prevention is met with both enthusiasm and skepticism.
Al and data analytics offer promising capabilities in detecting suspicious patterns, but
effective implementation requires a structured organizational framework. Some hotels
have already embraced predictive tools, while others hesitate due to investment costs
and technical challenges.

Although recommendations and future perspectives represent a smaller section of the
diagram, they play a crucial role in improving risk management and auditing. Training
and employee awareness are widely recommended, as well-informed staff significantly
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contribute to reducing vulnerabilities and ensuring operational security. The integration
of digital tools in internal auditing is also a key discussion point, requiring a strategic
approach to ensure team adoption and alignment with business goals.

Another highlighted aspect is strengthened collaboration between hotels and regulatory
bodies. Data sharing on fraud incidents, standardized audit processes, and industry-
wide best practices could enhance risk management efficiency. Some hotels advocate
for a more structured regulatory framework, while others fear excessive regulation may
limit flexibility.

Finally, the comparative theme diagram highlights strong trends and notable differ-
ences in how hotels approach internal auditing and risk management. The increased
focus on fraud prevention and regulatory compliance demonstrates a growing aware-
ness of rigorous operational control. However, approaches vary based on organizational
constraints, available resources, and technological maturity. While some hotels are ad-
vancing towards digitalized processes, others rely on manual audits and periodic con-
trols.

Fig. 4. Distribution of Thematic Encodings for Hotel AA, NVIVO 15
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The analysis of thematic encodings for Hotel AA reveals a significant prevalence of
negative and moderately negative perceptions, reflecting recurring concerns expressed
by the interviewed professionals. This trend highlights widespread dissatisfaction with
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the existing risk management and internal audit mechanisms, emphasizing organiza-
tional shortcomings, persistent operational challenges, and a perceived lack of effec-
tiveness in identifying and preventing fraud. A detailed analysis of interviews and col-
lected documents helps better understand these issues and identify potential improve-
ment areas to enhance internal governance and the hotel’s resilience to financial and
operational risks.

1. Widespread Dissatisfaction with Internal Control Mechanisms

The results indicate that 40% of the encodings are associated with negative perceptions,
with an identical proportion attributed to moderately negative comments. This distribu-
tion reflects an accumulation of criticisms, primarily targeting shortcomings in hotel
risk management frameworks.

One of the main concerns raised in the interview is the difficulty in implementing ef-
fective monitoring and control procedures. Several employees point out a lack of clarity
in internal guidelines, leading to divergent interpretations of compliance standards and
audit protocols. The absence of a structured and harmonized framework results in in-
consistencies in rule enforcement, increasing the risk of fraud and accounting irregu-
larities.

2. Cumbersome Internal Processes and Organizational Resistance

The analysis also highlights a strong correlation between organizational dysfunctions
and the complexity of internal processes. Participants express growing frustration over
excessively burdensome and time-consuming administrative procedures, which slow
down operations and complicate the daily management of internal controls.

In multiple testimonies, the risk management framework is perceived more as an ad-
ministrative constraint than a facilitating strategic tool. This negative perception gener-
ates resistance among operational teams, limiting adherence to best practices and weak-
ening the effectiveness of control mechanisms.

Additionally, incomplete process digitalization emerges as an aggravating factor. The
lack of advanced analytical tools and automation solutions deprives the hotel of proac-
tive financial transaction monitoring, making anomaly detection slower and less effec-
tive.

3. An Internal Audit Approach Perceived as Insufficiently Structured

While internal auditing is acknowledged as a crucial driver of transparency and com-
pliance, it is often applied inconsistently in hotels and remains poorly aligned with daily
operational realities. Internal controls tend to be sporadic and infrequent, which hinders
the early detection of fraud and accounting irregularities.
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In addition, the inherently complex nature of hotel transactions often involving multiple
departments and external service providers further heightens financial vulnerabilities.
A lack of interdepartmental coordination stands out as a significant obstacle, with many
employees citing insufficient communication and information-sharing regarding iden-
tified risks.

Consequently, these limitations weaken the hotel’s ability to respond swiftly to inci-
dents and anticipate emerging threats, leaving internal audits more reactive than pre-
ventive.

4. Limited Awareness of the Extent of Fraud Risks

Although fraud detection and mitigation appear in the thematic encodings, this category
is less dominant than others, suggesting:

- Limited awareness of the extent of fraud risks within the hotel.

- Difficulty in accurately identifying existing vulnerabilities.

Testimonies indicate that current monitoring mechanisms are primarily reactive, inter-
vening only after anomalies have been detected rather than adopting a proactive pre-
vention approach. This method exposes the hotel to potential financial losses and im-
pairs teams' responsiveness to emerging risks.

5. Underutilized Improvement Opportunities

A notable aspect of the analysis is the low representation of encodings related to rec-
ommendations and improvement perspectives. This observation may be attributed to
several factors:
- Alack of concrete proposals from the interviewed professionals.
- Insufficient team training on best practices in risk management and auditing.
- A certain resignation toward structural challenges and budget constraints, lim-
iting perceptions of available leeway for improving existing mechanisms.

6. A Fragmented Risk Vision Hindering the Implementation of a Coherent
Strategy

A deeper analysis of the encoding reveals a risk management approach marked by sys-
temic dysfunctions and structural flaws:
- A rigid and time-consuming organizational framework, perceived as a hin-
drance to operational efficiency.
- Alack of interdepartmental coordination, leading to a fragmented risk vision.
- Infrequent and inadequately adapted internal audits, limiting the ability to
identify and prevent fraud.
- Incomplete digitalization of processes, reducing the speed and accuracy of in-
ternal controls.
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These various elements contribute to a negative perception of risk management, sug-
gesting the need for a thorough overhaul of audit and monitoring mechanisms to
strengthen the hotel's resilience against financial and organizational threats. The exam-
ination of encoding reveals that the hotel faces significant challenges in risk governance
and internal auditing, primarily due to:
- Arrigid and inefficient organizational framework.
- A sporadic and reactive audit approach rather than a systematic and preventive
one.
- A lack of coordination between departments, weakening the ability to antici-
pate and counter emerging threats.

5. Discussions

Fig. 5. The interdependence between Risk management and internal audit practices
for a better value creation, Authors

Risk management
—

Value Creation ¥
&Organizational Resilience

Gover T L Audit

Our study on internal audit practices and risk management in the Moroccan hospitality
industry underscores the strong interdependence between these two disciplines, high-
lighting their complementary roles in detecting and preventing financial and operational
anomalies. A qualitative analysis of 37 hotels demonstrates that risk management
largely depends on internal control mechanisms, whose effectiveness varies based on
the size of the hotel, the level of process digitalization, and the maturity of its organi-
zational culture. These factors are fundamental in assessing whether Moroccan hotels
adhere to COSO II standards and whether these frameworks effectively mitigate risks.
Internal audit and risk management emerge as two inseparable pillars of sound govern-
ance. Research by Beasley et al. (2005) indicates that organizations with a structured
audit framework significantly reduce their exposure to operational and financial threats.
Our findings validate this assertion, revealing a hybrid approach that combines periodic
audits, automated monitoring systems, and ad-hoc interventions when irregularities
arise.
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However, certain gaps persist, particularly in audit frequency, a crucial factor high-
lighted by Holm & Thinggaard (2016), who stress the importance of continuous over-
sight to ensure the effectiveness of internal control mechanisms. Ensuring compliance
with COSO II standards is a major challenge for Moroccan hotels. While some hotels,
particularly those affiliated with international chains, align their risk management pro-
cesses with best practices, smaller and independent hotels struggle to establish struc-
tured governance frameworks. Goodwin Stewart & Kent (2006) demonstrate that com-
panies that fail to formalize internal control policies are more vulnerable to fraud and
organizational failures. Our findings reinforce this perspective: hotels with well-de-
fined internal control structures exhibit stronger risk oversight capabilities, whereas
those with informal control practices face difficulties in preventing anomalies and en-
suring operational transparency.

A major determinant of risk management effectiveness is the size of the hotel. Larger
hotels, equipped with greater financial and human resources, conduct frequent internal
audits and integrate advanced technologies for real-time risk surveillance. In contrast,
smaller hotels, constrained by limited resources, exhibit higher risk tolerance and lower
digitalization of controls. Goodwin Stewart & Kent (2006) highlight a direct correla-
tion between company size and the sophistication of monitoring mechanisms. The abil-
ity to allocate sufficient resources to internal audit functions thus emerges as a critical
factor in preventing and managing risks.

The effectiveness of internal audit is also shaped by both external and internal factors
that influence the performance of auditors. Spira & Page (2003) argue that audit quality
is largely determined by management engagement and the organization's commitment
to risk governance. Our results support this view: hotels where executives take an active
role in audit oversight demonstrate superior risk prevention performance. Furthermore,
auditor training and access to sophisticated analytical tools significantly enhance inter-
nal process monitoring. Despite these advantages, the adoption of technology in inter-
nal audit and risk management remains uneven. Some hotels have invested in data an-
alytics software to identify suspicious transactions in real time, while others continue
to rely on manual controls, which are often ineffective in detecting sophisticated fraud
schemes. Arena & Azzone (2009) emphasize the role of digitalization in improving
financial risk surveillance. Our findings confirm this hypothesis: hotels that have em-
braced advanced technological solutions display a greater ability to prevent fraud and
reduce financial exposure.

The question of whether internal audit alone can effectively prevent risks is also raised.
Spira & Page (2003) assert that internal audit is most effective when combined with a
proactive risk management strategy that includes training, awareness programs, and
early-warning mechanisms. Our observations support this perspective: hotels that rely
solely on periodic audits without integrating a comprehensive risk management strat-
egy achieve suboptimal results in detecting anomalies at an early stage. The industry’s
structural vulnerabilities further amplify risk exposure. The hospitality sector is partic-
ularly susceptible to financial fraud and accounting irregularities due to its high volume
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of transactions and frequent interactions with external parties such as clients, suppliers,
and service providers. Wilks & Zimbelman (2004) identify the hospitality industry as
one where financial misconduct is particularly frequent, necessitating robust monitor-
ing mechanisms. Our study reinforces this view, emphasizing the need for Moroccan
hotels to implement stronger internal controls to limit financial losses and ensure sus-
tainable operations. Several strategic improvements are necessary to enhance risk gov-
ernance within the hospitality industry. The findings highlight the importance of an
integrated approach combining technological surveillance, staff training, and active
management involvement to ensure effective fraud and anomaly prevention. While
some hotels have successfully implemented advanced internal control practices, the
majority still face challenges that require targeted improvements, particularly in audit
frequency, digitalization of processes, and formalization of risk management strategies.
Key recommendations include strengthening audit frequency and depth to ensure con-
tinuous risk assessment, expanding digitalization efforts through Al-driven audit tools
and real-time transaction monitoring systems, developing a culture of risk awareness
through structured employee training programs, and enhancing regulatory alignment
by fostering stronger partnerships with oversight bodies to ensure compliance with in-
dustry standards.

The qualitative analysis of internal audit and risk management practices in the Moroc-
can hospitality sector underscores the strategic challenges related to governance, regu-
latory compliance, and fraud prevention. Although most hotels have internal control
mechanisms in place, their effectiveness remains inconsistent, varying according to ho-
tel size, digitalization level, and organizational maturity in risk management. One of
the major findings of this study is the strategic role of internal audit as a risk mitigation
tool. It extends beyond financial statement verification, evolving into a continuous sur-
veillance and process optimization mechanism. Hotels that fully integrate this approach
demonstrate greater agility in responding to financial and operational threats. However,
our findings reveal a significant gap between international hotel chains and independent
hotels. The former generally have standardized audit procedures and dedicated re-
sources, while the latter, lacking sufficient means, adopt more reactive and fragmented
strategies.

Moving forward, improving risk governance in the hospitality sector will require a
stronger commitment from hotel management in supervising internal audits, greater
investments in advanced digital audit tools to enhance fraud detection, more compre-
hensive training programs for staff to build a risk-aware corporate culture, and more
frequent and rigorous audits aligned with international compliance standards. In a sec-
tor where financial integrity and operational resilience are paramount, a proactive ap-
proach to risk management is no longer optional but a strategic necessity. Strengthening
internal controls, embracing digital transformation, and fostering a riskconscious cor-
porate culture will be crucial for Moroccan hotels to enhance their competitiveness and
long-term sustainability in an increasingly complex global marketplace.
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6. Conclusion

This study has provided an in-depth exploration of the interplay between internal au-
diting and risk management within Moroccan hotels, shedding light on the critical role
these mechanisms play in ensuring financial integrity, operational resilience, and regu-
latory compliance. Through a qualitative approach based on interviews with 37 hotel
managers, the research examined how internal auditing is leveraged to delineate, pre-
vent, and manage operational risks in a context marked by governance challenges,
evolving regulations, and technological disruptions. The findings reinforce the notion
that internal auditing extends beyond its traditional assurance function, serving as a
strategic tool for fostering a culture of control, mitigating fraud risks, and optimizing
resource management.

A key takeaway from this study is the significant variation in risk management practices
across different types of hotels. Luxury hotels and internationally affiliated chains ex-
hibit more structured internal control mechanisms, characterized by frequent audits,
digitalized financial oversight, and standardized compliance frameworks aligned with
COSO II principles. In contrast, mid-range and independent hotels, often constrained
by financial and human resource limitations, adopt a more reactive approach, exposing
them to heightened risks of fraud, regulatory noncompliance, and operational ineffi-
ciencies. This disparity underscores the necessity of tailored strategies that account for
a hotel’s size, digital maturity, and organizational culture when designing internal con-
trol frameworks.

Another crucial finding pertains to the integration of digital technologies in risk gov-
ernance. While hotel managers widely recognize the benefits of automated financial
monitoring, Al-driven fraud detection, and data analytics in strengthening internal con-
trol systems, the study also reveals emerging cybersecurity and data protection chal-
lenges. The effectiveness of digital risk management tools is contingent upon continu-
ous updates, employee training, and vigilant auditing practices. Without these safe-
guards, the potential for cyber threats, unauthorized data access, and system vulnera-
bilities could counterbalance the advantages of digitalization, highlighting the need for
a holistic cybersecurity strategy within the industry.

The research further highlights the pivotal role of senior management in shaping the
effectiveness of internal audit functions. Hotels where leadership actively supports risk
governance initiatives tend to demonstrate stronger adherence to ethical codes, higher
levels of employee compliance, and a more proactive risk culture. Conversely, in hotels
where internal audit is perceived as a mere procedural requirement rather than a value-
generating function, gaps in compliance enforcement and monitoring mechanisms per-
sist, reinforcing the idea that governance maturity is a fundamental determinant of risk
mitigation success. These observations align with prior research (Beasley et al., 2005;
Spira & Page, 2003), which emphasizes the importance of leadership commitment in
embedding a robust control environment. From an operational standpoint, the study
identifies financial irregularities, inventory mismanagement, and payment fraud as
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among the most prevalent risks confronting Moroccan hotels. Internal auditors play a
critical role in addressing these vulnerabilities by establishing fraud detection protocols,
implementing real-time transaction monitoring, and ensuring compliance with account-
ing and financial reporting standards. However, the research also reveals an incon-
sistency in audit frequency, with some hotels relying on sporadic evaluations rather
than continuous oversight. This finding echoes the conclusions of Holm & Thinggaard
(2016), who advocate for regular auditing as a key driver of control system effective-
ness.

Beyond risk mitigation, internal auditing emerges as an essential contributor to the
long-term strategic development of hotels by enabling informed decision-making, op-
timizing cost structures, and enhancing operational efficiency. A well-functioning audit
framework does not merely identify control failures; it also supports managerial deci-
sion-making by providing actionable insights that align risk management strategies
with business objectives. This perspective aligns with the work of Arena & Azzone
(2009), who highlight the value of audit-driven intelligence in fostering resilience and
sustainability.

Ultimately, this study reinforces the imperative for Moroccan hotels to adopt an inte-
grated risk management approach, one that combines rigorous internal control mecha-
nisms, advanced technological tools, and an organizational culture rooted in ethical
governance. The research findings suggest that a shift from reactive to proactive audit-
ing is necessary to ensure effective governance, reduce vulnerabilities, and enhance
stakeholder confidence. Strengthening audit methodologies, expanding the use of pre-
dictive analytics, increasing staff training on risk awareness, and fostering a more en-
gaged leadership stance in governance matters are key recommendations emerging
from this study.

While this research provides valuable insights into risk management practices within
the hospitality sector, it also highlights areas for future exploration. Given the dynamic
nature of financial and operational risks, additional studies could further investigate the
impact of regulatory changes on audit effectiveness, assess the role of Al-driven audit-
ing tools in fraud prevention, and explore the interplay between corporate governance
structures and risk mitigation in different hotel segments.

In conclusion, this study underscores that internal auditing, far from being a mere com-
pliance mechanism, is a strategic enabler of risk resilience and organizational perfor-
mance. The extent to which Moroccan hotels capitalize on this function will determine
their ability to navigate regulatory pressures, embrace digital transformation, and se-
cure long-term business viability in an increasingly complex and competitive hospital-
ity landscape.
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