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Net-Mapping is a participatory social network method which 
can be used to conduct a capacity and needs assessment. It 
invites participants to engage with key issues on a deeper lev-
el while considering the experiences of different stakeholder 
groups within a given network or system. This paper concen-
trates on the process of implementing the Net-Mapping meth-
od in the context of Tunisia’s Food Safety System (FSS). From 
the design, its implementation and the analytical steps that 
were taken, it is recommended to conduct the Net-Mapping 
method with various homogeneous group of participants, to 
provide ample time for discussions, to formulate specific re-
search questions in advance, and to remain flexible and cu-
rious in the process. This method invites dialogue in an in-
quisitive and engaging manner to identifying the needs and 
capacities in a network or system, while navigating different 
political agendas of key stakeholders. When knowledge is pow-
er, then communication is key.

Introduction

A needs and capacities assessment seeks to under-
stand the stakeholder landscape of a network or a 
system. It entails several elements, such as identi-
fication of the key actors, their roles, their capaci-
ties, needs, and their forms of interactions. This first 
step allows the formulation of specific recommen-
dations for a more robust Tunisia’s Food Safety Sys-
tem (FSS). These recommendations were one of the 
tasks of the SLE joint international research team 
who conducted a mixed methods research approach 
to unpack questions regarding the food safety sys-
tem (FSS) in Tunisia (September – November 2021).

Based on the projects’ research inquiry to conduct 
a stakeholder analysis, the Net-Mapping method, 
sometimes also referred to as Venn Diagram (Pretty 
et. al, 1995), was used to conduct a capacity needs 
assessment (FAO, 2021). This participatory method 
is useful as it enables various key stakeholders to 
dive deeper and discuss challenges to address. Put-
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ting things on paper, mapping, and visualising sys-
tems and/or processes allows to develop solutions. 
Thus, the research team and the participants were 
able to gain a deeper understanding of the different 
actors responsible for ensuring food safety from 
farm to fork in Tunisia. 

This paper briefly describes the Net-Mapping meth-
od, with its implementation steps and its general ad-
vantages and challenges experienced by the research 
team in Tunisia. The design, and administration was 
done in close coordination with the Ministry of Pub-
lic Health, the National Authority for Food Safety 
(INSSPA) and the National Agency of Sanitary and 
Environmental Control of Products (ANCSEP), re-
spectively referred to as Tunisian partners through-
out this paper. It concludes by summarizing good 
practices and lessons learned. 

Method 

The Net-Mapping method was developed as a par-
ticipatory dialogue tool for the public sector to en-
sure a better understanding of the actors in a given 
system (Schiffer, 2007). Ideally, this method brings a 
rather homogenous group of participants physically 
together to map out their ways of working, to share 
experiences, their challenges and discuss solutions. 
This exercise of dialogue is combined with a mapping 
tool to visualise the discussion. It allowed the partic-
ipants to better understand who is involved, when, 
in which part of the food supply chain – upstream, 
midstream, and downstream. By understanding the 
stakeholder landscape – their capacities and needs 
– along with their daily interactions and those during 
an food safety emergency response, Net-Mapping 
allowed us to discover present gaps within the food 
safety system.

From the perspective that knowledge is power, and 
that various public sector stakeholders are involved 
in managing a FSS, the main challenge was the low 
willingness to accept our own gaps and to accept 
better strategies of other sectors for the sake of food 
safety. In general, addressing gaps within a gover-
nance system might create communication block-
ades. In this situation, obtaining information from 
an internal exercise may be easier to accept by the 
partners involved. In Tunisia, two main agencies 
need to navigate two institutional agendas with the 
same goal – ensuring food safety for Tunisia’s pop-
ulation. While one primary institution is mandated 
to ensure the application of the FSS law, another 
key institution is responsible for ensuring vital sci-
entific farm-to-fork information is communicated as 

efficiently and effectively as possible. By using the 
Net-Mapping method in a participative way that en-
courages open and honest sharing of information, 
we allowed key stakeholders to disclose information 
that would not have been mentioned in a formal in-
terview (The World Bank Group, 2016a). 

Additionally, Net-Mapping allows participants to ex-
pand their network as well as to strengthen existing 
connections, as it brings key actors closer together 
by allowing them to address issues within their own 
system. Therefore, the Net-Mapping method was a 
well-suited method to facilitate a homogenous pub-
lic sector group who is not in direct physical or vir-
tual contact but needs to work closely together to 
ensure food safety for the population. 

Implementation, data collection and 
data handling

Design: steps and guiding questions
A Net-Mapping guide with different steps was devel-
oped (Schiffer, 2007; The World Bank Group, 2016b) 
with a set of guiding questions tailored to under-
stand the functions, interactions, and levels of co-
ordination between the different actors (see Annex 
1). The guide was discussed, adapted, and agreed 
with inputs from the Tunisian partners. The guide 
consisted of the following three steps:

1. Participants identify the actors they believe play 
a role in the FSS sector using circles of different 
colours. 

2. Participants identify the links between actors 
and how they interact with each other during day-
to-day activities by drawing green lines between 
them.

3. Participants identify the links between actors 
during an emergency response, by using red lines.
For the last two steps, the participants mapped 
the current situation, but also discuss how com-
munication should be organized in a near future.

The workshop concluded with written feedback from 
the participants. In addition to suggestions for im-
provement, participants had the opportunity to give 
anonymous feedback on specific points that were 
not covered during the workshop due to time con-
straints, but also to express any other viewpoints 
they were not able to openly share. To test the meth-
od and the questions, a pilot workshop was orga-
nized. This was used strategically to build trust and 
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confidence with the Tunisian partners. 

Implementation: workshop moderation and Net-
Map generation
In total, four workshops were held in the capital Tu-
nis with 65 participants from different food supply 
chain actors. It was a great turnout to have repre-
sentatives from all over Tunisia participate: from 
various regions such as Medenine, Jendouba, Kas-
serine, Gafsa, Sfax, Sousse, Gabes and Tunis. To fa-
cilitate the exchange in each group, the participants 
were subdivided into two groups for the creation of 
the maps. Thus, a total of 7 maps were generated, 
including one by the Tunisian partners highlighting 
the desired approach. 

The four Net-Mapping workshops took place over 
four consecutive days, each of them being a half-day 
workshop. Each workshop was restricted to a max-
imum of 20 participants to comply with COVID-19 
rules. To enable a rich exchange, participants were 
then subdivided again into two groups of 10 to map 
out their networks. This smaller number also en-
sured that each participant has more opportunities 
to share their views (Schiffer, 2007). Thus, a total of 
seven maps were generated, which also included the 
map the Tunisian partners developed together. 

The discussions during the four workshops made it 
clear that communication between all stakeholders 
is an essential aspect that needs to be improved. 
Not only was there a need to have more reliable sci-
ence-based information, to improve the content of 
communication, but there is also a need to improve 
the way in which food safety issues are communicat-
ed – in terms of style, easy to understand language 
even for illiterate food sellers, and timeliness.

Administration: participant selection and sampling 
Participants for the Net-Mapping workshops were 
selected by purposive sampling, a widely used tech-
nique in qualitative research for identifying and 
selecting information-rich cases to make the most 
efficient use of limited resources (Patton, 2015). It 
involves identifying and selecting individuals or 
groups of individuals who are particularly knowl-
edgeable or experienced on a topic of interest (Cre-
swell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

The research team obtained a list of relevant FSS 
stakeholders from the Tunisian partners, which was 
then used to cluster four homogenous groups, for 
four separate workshops. The final selection of the 
participants was also done in agreement with the 
Tunisian partners.  

As the Tunisian partners were going through a tran-
sitory phase of restructuring, the workshop was a 
moment that marked their authority and responsi-
bility as duty bearers to lead the process. Therefore, 
prior to the workshops, they sent out invitation let-
ters to all institutions, which included a description 
of the expected participant profile. 

As a result, almost one third (68%) of the partici-
pants had long-standing experiences in the food 
safety sector of more than eleven years. Thanks 
to their specialist knowledge the four groups ob-
tained very diverse results. Therefore, each map was 
unique in its connections and linkages. Even the 
maps of the subgroups in the homogeneous group 
of the same workshops differed considerably from 
each other. This observation reflects the diversity of 
perspectives on the FSS in Tunisia. This is revealing 
of the tight-knit interactions participants have based 
on their role, responsibility, and capacities, while at 
the same time exposing the challenges and needs. 
It could be said that the Tunesian FSS is presently 
more based on personal interactions than systems 

Figure 1: Net-Map created during the third workshop by trade 
and industrial enterprises (left) and the digital representation 
(right) (Source: photo by Lena Gomer, network created with 
Datamuse network mapping software, developed by Datamu-
se LLC)
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with officially endorsed guidelines and structures.

Generally, the FSS network system is quite com-
plex. Figure 1 illustrates one of the netmaps, in this 
case that of Group 3. The complexity is clearly visi-
ble through the multiple links between the different 
actors. Streamlining and standardizing the surveil-
lance and monitoring processes to ensure food safe-
ty was the main aim of Tunisians law that came into 
force in 2019. Due to the complexity and differences 
of the maps, the software Datamuse was used to 
juxtapose, compare, and analyze the different maps 
after the findings from the maps were validated. 
 
Data analysis
To analyze and visualize the results of the Net-Map-
ping workshops, we used the Datamuse network 
mapping software, developed by Datamuse LLC. 
Photos were taken of each map after the workshop – 
participants used metaplan cards of different colors 
to visualize the network – after which the research 
team transferred this metaplan card map in an excel 
sheet, before uploading it onto Datamuse for visu-
alization (as per software guide and instructions). 
This qualitative analysis also included some quan-
titative elements, such as the comparison of the 
number of links between the different actors. For 
example, for participants in Group 3 as illustrated in 
figure 1 above, the most connected actors were civ-
il society and the media. This is represented by the 
number of green lines, illustrating the general day to 
day scenario. While for the other actors, the media 
and consumers only played a role in emergencies - 
as represented by the red lines - here these actors 
were central and had the most connections. 

During expert interviews, the team members took 
notes on all the answers with a focus on key words. 
These key words were added into a previously pre-
pared form that included already the findings from 
the Net-Mapping workshop. 

The objective of this preparatory step was to filter 
out the appropriate key words from the workshop’s 
conversation to validate. Interviewees’ answers were 
then pre-sorted according to the four categories of 
the index before being transferred to the MaxQDA 
software (Release 20.14.1, VERBI GmbH Berlin) for 
qualitative content analysis. 

Based on the findings from expert interviews, new 
key themes were identified and validated. The results 
of this thematic analysis were then used as primary 
codes for further analysis. 

Validating findings with semi-structured interviews
To validate the findings from the Net-Mapping work-
shop, key informants were identified from the same 
group from the respective workshop for a semi-struc-
tured interview or focus group discussions. This 
choice sampling was applied for a richer qualitative 
analysis and to make the best use of available re-
sources (Etikan, 2016).

The Net-Mapping workshops were followed by 
semi-structured expert interviews. For this purpose, 
an interview guide was developed in advance based 
on a FSS index which was developed in this study. 
This guide contained all the questions for pub-
lic sector actors and allowed for the exploration of 
opinions and views of a national FSS. The guide was 
structured by the four index items (see Annex 2) and 
contained a total of 39 questions designed to enable 
open discussions and to dive deeper into certain 
topics. 

The interview guide was further developed and 
adapted with the Tunisian partners. The research 
team also conducted a pre-test interview (or pre-test 
interviews) to try out the order and wording of the 
questions. By doing so, the team became more fa-
miliar with the context and culture (Green & Thoro-
good, 2018).

The research team confirmed the availability of the 
selected participants at the end of each Net-Map-
ping workshop, which helped to organize and sched-
ule interviews. In total, 51 interviews were conducted 
with key experts and representatives from regulato-
ry institutions, each lasting approximately 90 min-
utes. The interviews took place, where possible, at 
the interviewee’s workplace and were conducted by 
two members of the research team. The range of in-
terviewees included people from decision-making 
level, such as directors, managers, and statutory of-
ficers, to the operational level, such as inspectors. 
Depending on the participants, the interview guide 
was adapted and shortened where needed. The in-
dex categories used in the interview guide facilitated 
this process. 
 
Limitations 

It is important to take into consideration that repre-
senting the complexity of networks in a single map 
is a time-consuming activity. Many participants also 
pointed out in their feedback forms that they would 
have liked to have more time for these activities. 
The maps therefore do not have the tendency to be 
exhaustive, but rather representative of the various 
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participant’s views. They are always and only limited 
to the views of those who participated in the work-
shops. The maps collected at the end of the sessions 
did reveal that there are many different perspectives 
on the current system in Tunisia, and thus serve as 
snapshots of a system. Given the diversity of the 
stakeholders, it was not possible to come up with 
one single map. The overarching links did not repre-
sent stark similarities to merge into one single map.

On another level, it is also worth mentioning that 
while participants were able to reveal the actual links 
they and their colleagues engage with daily, those 
links did not entirely match the presupposed links 
and communication flows mentioned in Tunisia’s 
legal texts governing the food safety system. Regu-
latory or administrative references were neither rep-
resented in the maps nor suggested, as the new Law 
had not been widely circulated. Therefore, a more 
strategic engagement with stakeholders would be a 
great added value for the future application of legal 
texts.

In general, the Net-Mapping workshops have sup-
ported the research to identifying the challenges 
in communication in the current interactions. The 
results were a good a valid base for the follow-up 
interviews with the experts to better understand the 
needs and capacities of key actors.

Conclusion: Good practices and 
lessons learned

When actors with different expertise and interests, 
yet with a common professional duty and respon-
sibility come together, in this case – ensuring safety 
for consumers’ food and animals’ feed – the partic-
ipatory Net-Mapping method exposes challenges 
and opportunities in stakeholder interactions. From 
experiences collected during the four Net-Mapping 
workshops, good practices were the following: a 
well-prepared workshop programme with guid-
ing questions, flexibility, and curiosity to facilitate 
the process, which allow stakeholders to interact 
to better understand their organisational cultures 
and contexts. Facilitating a participatory Net-Map-
ping exercise with 10 participants required a lot of 
energy for the research team, even when facilitating 
in pairs. Conducting this participatory research ap-
proach required to flexibility in terms of adapting to 
participants requests and suggestions as well as re-
maining curious to the discussions. 

When working with government officials, it is not 

always clear sailing when navigating different agen-
das in unchartered waters. Therefore, obtaining in-
siders’ perspective from key informants and experts 
is vital. While the research team did not understand 
the full discourses of the situation, they were fully 
aware that they were playing a small part in the pro-
cess of bringing institutions closer. In this sense, the 
Net-Mapping was a great method tool in bringing 
different stakeholders with similar roles and respon-
sibilities to dive deeper to discuss known and un-
known challenges, in a non-critical manner. 

When visualizing network systems and/or process-
es, the method allowed for the discovery interac-
tions and gaps in communication to be revealed. 
Through the Net-Mapping method, the research 
team was able to gain a deeper understanding of the 
roles and linkages of different actors responsible for 
ensuring food safety from farm to fork in Tunisia. 
As dialogues evolve, so too do solutions from the 
group themselves start to emerge.
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