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Making a (National) Market: 
Advertisements, Promotions 

and Sponsorships

Introduction: Market Work
What sets markets in motion? What impels their extension and ensures 
multiple and repeated transactions? These are the kind of questions posed 
by an economic sociology that eschews abstractions and generalisations 
and embraces the concrete activities of particular buyers and sellers (Callon 
2021). They are questions that one can ask even of a market manifestly 
dominated by a single actor, such as the market for mobile communications 
in Papua New Guinea (PNG) dominated by Digicel within a year after its 
launch in 2007. A GSMA report indicates that Digicel commanded 92 per 
cent of the mobile market share in 2018 (Highet et al. 2019). But, as more 
than one Digicel official mentioned to me, the company’s competition 
was not the goods offered by other mobile network operators. Instead, the 
competition consisted of other consumer goods affordable to Papua New 
Guineans with very limited budgets—cans of Coca-Cola (Foster 2008), 
packets of instant Maggi Noodles (Errington et al. 2012) and, of course, 
unbranded but no less compelling things such as betel nut (buai in Tok 
Pisin) and tobacco (brus in Tok Pisin).

Markets are made and can be unmade; they do not simply spring organically 
out of pre-existing latent demand or respond automatically to variations in 
supply. Demand, after all, can be dampened as well as stimulated. A wide 
array of people, occupations and devices effectively work on the market, 
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they ‘construct it, move it, organize it, manage it and control it’ (Cochoy and 
Dubuisson-Quellier 2013). In other words, as Callon (2021) persuasively 
argues, we need more than bloodless theories of aggregated supply and 
demand to see how everyday market activity is produced:

Market activities always face the same questions: Who is ready to pay, 
how much, and for what? But what does change between situations 
are the mechanisms of solving these problems (Callon 2021: 30).

We need, then, to pay attention to how market professionals deploy 
a  range of mechanisms or devices—eye-catching window displays or 
glossy brochures—in order to entangle persons and things and keep them 
entangled.

This chapter proceeds from the basic premises of Callon’s (2021) approach 
to economic transactions and his unapologetically retail view of markets. 
It briefly considers a few, and only a few, of the innovative and aggressive 
ways in which Digicel attempted, with flair and success, to make a market 
for its goods and services in PNG. Many of Digicel’s marketing strategies 
were pioneered in the Caribbean and exported to the Pacific. These 
strategies often elicited nationalist responses; that is, attempts on the 
part the incumbent mobile network operator to portray itself as the true 
representative of the national popular interest. Some of Digicel Pacific’s 
marketing strategies suited local conventions of taste and propriety better 
than others.1 For example, while the sensuality of Digicel’s initial Caribbean 
self-presentation risked offending the sensibilities of conservative religious 
Fijians, the Rastafarian imagery and reggae sound of Digicel’s ads resonated 
with urban youth in PNG (see Horst 2014). The adjustments made by 
Digicel’s marketing managers illustrate the sort of ongoing work by which 
the characteristics of goods and perforce the characteristics of buyers and 
sellers are ‘qualified’ (Callon 2021: 53).

Market competition in PNG, as elsewhere, involves rival companies 
qualifying and requalifying themselves (and their brands) in terms that are 
both intelligible and attractive to local consumers (see Callon et al. 2002). 
I have discussed elsewhere (Foster 2008) the dynamics of qualification with 
respect to the marketing of soft drinks, noting that a product like a can 
of Coca-Cola is endowed with meaning—qualified—at every moment 

1	  In 2008, chiefs in Bougainville demanded that Digicel remove a billboard erected at the Buka 
airport that depicted women stepping on an upe, a woven pandanus hat worn by young boys undergoing 
traditional initiation rites (Laukai 2008). The upe is featured on the Bougainville flag and PNG stamps.
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of its life: design, manufacture, marketing, use, disposal, recycling and so 
forth. These qualifications by different agents who most likely will never 
encounter each other face-to-face or even know of each other’s existence are 
not and need not always be identical or even be compatible with each other. 
Callon et al. (2002: 201) rightly observe: ‘There is no reason to believe 
that agents on the supply side are capable of imposing on consumers both 
their perception of qualities and the way they grade those qualities.’ Indeed, 
entangling persons and things is never guaranteed. There is an inherent 
tension between a supply-side agent’s desire to render the consumer’s 
purchases routine and the risk posed to the supply-side agent in so doing 
of losing touch with the motivations of a consumer whose behaviour has 
become unreflective.

I consider in this chapter how the marketing strategies of mobile network 
operators have aligned with or against the expectations and sensibilities of 
the so-called gift economy, often regarded as characteristic of Melanesian 
societies, a theme resumed in the following chapter. That is, to what 
extent did Digicel, specifically, invite mobile users to imagine themselves 
engaged in a gift relationship with the company? I discuss advertisements 
first but focus mainly on two market-making activities: promotions and 
sponsorships, examples of market devices that ‘aim to capture a potential 
customer’s attention’ (Callon 2021: 59). This focus accordingly foregrounds 
one particular aspect of the moral economy of mobile phones: the relations 
between companies and consumers. How did Digicel’s marketing team 
fashion this relationship as reciprocal and ongoing? How did Digicel’s users 
respond? I devote most attention to the years right after Digicel’s arrival in 
PNG, when the company was resolutely set on expanding the customer 
base for its 2G network of voice and text messaging services.

Advertisements
Wherever it landed across the Pacific Islands, Digicel arrived with a big 
marketing splash. Towns were covered with billboards and banners, 
newspapers carried advertisements daily, and shops were painted in the 
company’s colours of red and white (see Willans et al. 2022; ‘Ofa 2011: 
124). Flashy youth-oriented strategies developed in the Caribbean were 
exported to the Pacific Islands, where they met both positive and negative 
reactions. Digicel responded to these reactions, modifying its appeals to fit 
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local conventions and counter the responses of its competitors. Digicel’s 
recurring challenge was to display its commitment to the nation despite its 
status as a privately owned foreign company.

Digicel organised an exuberant, upbeat video to mark the company’s launch 
in PNG.2 The video features shots of hard-working employees and wide-
smiling consumers, and even a hand-waving Denis O’Brien arriving at the 
Port Moresby airport—all set to the stirring music of Irish rock band The 
Cranberries. Scattered across the cheerful montage are clips of the various 
marketing activities undertaken by Digicel immediately before and after 
the July 2007 launch. Billboards are erected; banners are hoisted on power 
poles; public buses are painted red and white; retail stores, also painted 
red and white, are opened to waiting crowds; concerts and fashion shows 
are hosted. Similar strategies transformed the urban visual landscape when 
Digicel arrived in Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu (Willans et al. 2022). The 
PNG launch video concludes with its only understatement, the proclamation 
‘Digicel Has Arrived’.

Digicel’s aggressive marketing tactics caused trouble in both Port Moresby 
and Lae, where the company was instructed to pull down pennants that were 
put up without the official permission of local authorities. In addition to 
claiming urban public space as Digicel space, the company asserted a steady 
presence in PNG’s two main newspapers, the Papua New Guinea Post-
Courier and The National. These papers circulate mainly in the cities and 
towns of PNG, where copies are often passed from one reader to another, 
but they also make their way into rural areas where they find a readership 
hungry for news about current affairs and sports.

Every day in July and August 2007, red and white advertisements, often 
full-page, proclaimed the company’s arrival and intention to stay despite 
government interference (see Chapter 1) along with its promises for cheaper 
rates, inexpensive handsets and more extensive coverage. Digicel tracked its 
progress in opening stores and extending services outside Port Moresby and 
Lae—to Mt Hagen in the highlands and Kokopo in the islands, and to locales 
that never before had mobile service. The ads conjured an expanding and 
inclusive national space-time, an imagined community in which all members 
could connect with each other across long distances (see Foster 2023).

2	  I am uncertain about where the video was shown in PNG at the time of the 2007 launch, but it 
was posted to Digicel PNG’s Facebook page in 2020 for the company’s 13th anniversary and as of this 
writing is available on YouTube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqNFTrMv5Q0, accessed 4 July 2023.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqNFTrMv5Q0
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Figure 2.1. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Western Highlands coverage).
Source: The National, 20 September 2007.

Figure 2.2. Digicel newspaper ad 
(East New Britain coverage).
Source: The National, 3 October 2007.

This community, moreover, was highly egalitarian. Digicel had, unlike its 
rival BeMobile, put handsets and airtime within reach of rural as well as 
urban consumers, little guys (the so-called grassroots) as well as big shots. 
As  one letter writer to the Post-Courier succinctly put it: ‘Digicel is a 
grassroot company which knows the needs of the simple grassroot people of 
this nation. B Mobile is only for the rich’ (30 July 2007l).

The marketing response of Telikom to Digicel’s populism (and popularity) 
was perhaps as predictable as it was inevitable. A newspaper statement 
protesting Digicel’s launch revealed how Telikom would play the nationalist 
card: ‘Telikom is owned by the people of Papua New Guinea. Telikom 
will not be bullied by a foreign company that ignores government policy …’ 
(National 2007d, original emphasis). The statement baldly appealed to 
economic nationalism and asserted that all of Telikom’s profits ‘stay in PNG’.
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Figure 2.3. Telikom newspaper ad 
(Independence Day).
Source: The National, 13 September 2007.

Telikom subsequently represented 
itself in ads that were part of 
a  concerted ‘rebranding’ as the 
national carrier, using the tagline 
‘Always Here!’ to remind folks that 
the company had long been there to 
serve the people. Hence the message 
of one full-page ad, appropriately 
placed on Independence Day 
weekend in September 2007, that 
pictured two Telikom workers 
surveying the mountain valley 
below from atop a dizzyingly high 
tower: ‘Through some challenging 
situations, we’ve built a network for 
the last 52 years, and we will always 
be here for you’.

The rebranding exercise acknowledged past shortcomings such as slowness 
in repairing faulty landlines, regarding which one company representative 
commented: ‘We say thank you for your patience and continued loyalty 
to Telikom.’ As then CEO Peter Loko put it, he wished consumers to see 
Telikom ‘for what we are today, not what we might have looked like earlier’ 
(National 2007e).

Telikom publicised a steep reduction in the price of its BMobile ‘start-up 
kit’ of a SIM card and credit from PGK125 to PGK25—a move that was 
met with scepticism as well as enthusiasm. Letter writers to the national 
newspapers noted that Telikom only reduced its price in response to 
competition from Digicel and, therefore, was previously guilty of gouging 
consumers. At least one writer pointed out that the previous price of 
125 kina included 100 kina in ‘free’ credit, whereas the new price of 25 kina 
included 10 kina of credit, making the reduction in price of the SIM card 
and connection only 10 kina. Telikom also promoted its coverage in rural 
areas, where Digicel was rapidly deploying its network of towers. The text 
of one ad declares: ‘We Are Reaching Out to the Remote Parts. And It’s 
Your Brother, Mother and Relatives That We Thought About in the Village. 
Always PNG, Always TELIKOM, Always There.’
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Figure 2.4. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Swap SIM cards).
Source: The National, 21 September 2007.

Figure 2.5. Digicel newspaper ad 
(11 toea talk).
Source: The National, 3 December 2009.

Digicel’s advertisements fashioned the company not only as a saviour 
in delivering services to long neglected people and places, but also as an 
accessory to the pursuit of a modern and urbane lifestyle that appreciates 
the value of traditions. Young men with long dreadlocks and young women 
in T-shirts and jeans brandished phones and smiles in advertisements for 
discounted rates or special deals.

At the same time, images of youths and adults dressed in recognisably 
traditional gear adorned not only print advertisements but also the scratch-
off ‘flex cards’ used to sell prepaid airtime (see Figure  3.1, Chapter  3). 
Digicel thus replicated a marketing strategy previously used by other 
vendors of everyday consumer goods such as soft drinks and tinned meat, 
in which Papua New Guinea was imagined as both traditional and modern, 
rural and urban; and in which the visual juxtaposition of a new imported 
technology and symbols of timeless homegrown custom illustrates the best 
of two worlds (Foster 2002).

***
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Figure 2.6. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Traditional dress Independence 
Day).
Source: Post-Courier, 16 September 2007.

Figure 2.7. Digicel newspaper ad 
(‘Call Me’ service).
Source: The National, 27 August 2007.

The making of a mobile phone market in PNG entailed more than the 
proliferation and accumulation of momentary transactions between buyers 
and sellers. From the very beginning, Digicel’s marketing directly engaged 
the people who used its products and services in an open-ended durable 
relationship. The company introduced the free ‘Call Me’ feature, as it did 
in the Caribbean (Horst and Miller 2005: 762), as a gesture of recognition 
that people sometimes run out of credit and need to ask someone else to 
make the call.

Similarly, the company announced that it would not charge users when 
they retrieve voicemail. One could argue, of course, that these initiatives 
were mainly intended to promote usage. But the point is that the company 
engaged users in what appeared to be more like a long-term gift relationship 
than a one-off commodity transaction—a gesture even more explicit in the 
company promotions discussed in the next section of this chapter.



65

2. MAKING A (NATIONAL) MARKET

Figure 2.8. bemobile newspaper ad 
(bemobile Orange Men).
Source: The National, 11 December 2009.

Digicel’s marketing presence in 
newspapers and on public signage 
was impressive in the first few 
years after the company entered 
PNG, perhaps peaking in 2009 
when a paint war broke out 
between Digicel and the rebranded 
bemobile, which had claimed 
the colours orange and purple to 
oppose Digicel’s red and white 
(see  Watson  2011: 226). bemobile 
used the ‘bemobile Orange Men’ 
in print ads, which harkened back 
to the use of similar orange men 
(portrayed by the well-known Blue 
Man Group) to promote Mirinda 
brand orange-flavoured soft drinks 
in the 1990s.

The rival companies painted bus sheds and storefronts to such an extent 
that complaints began to appear in newspapers about the unsightly look of 
Port Moresby’s public space.

Telikom briefly entered the quest to qualify itself with a distinctive colour 
combination in 2011, when its short-lived CDMA mobile service began 
in Port Moresby and Lae. The slogan ‘Say Yello with Citifon’ signalled the 
brand’s appropriation of the colour yellow (along with a complementary 
purple). Citifon took out bright yellow full-page newspaper ads for 
promotions that included a limited-time tripling of credits when topping 
up and a contest in which a daily call was made to a lucky Citifon number 
during the FM100 Drive Time Program: ‘Answer your phone Saying YELLO 
and WIN Cash’ (Post-Courier, 4 May 2012a). Telikom, whose green and 
blue colours figured less prominently in its marketing, advertised a monthly 
contest for a ‘dream car’ worth PGK25,000. Entering the contest required 
one to purchase prepaid top-ups of PGK50 (for Citifon, fixed wireless or 
data accounts) within a month; additional PGK50 top-ups resulted in 
additional entries (see next section for more on promotions).
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By 2018, Digicel’s presence in both daily newspapers and in Port Moresby’s 
public space was much more subdued. On the one hand, the company had 
established its dominance over the market it had effectively brought into 
being. On the other hand, the rapid shift from basic phones to smartphones 
enabled the company to conduct its advertising campaigns and branding 
exercises online, on its Facebook page and through its My Digicel app 
(see Chapter 4). For example, Digicel sought to exploit the affordances of 
smartphones to send personalised ‘hyper relevant, real time messages that 
increase revenue, engagement and retention among app users’ (SWRVE 
2020). What was once a public spectacle in cities like Port Moresby and Lae 
had evolved into the private communions that occur during the many times 
every day when people swipe and gaze at their touchscreen.

Promotions
Promotions, actions intended to increase sales and to raise awareness of a 
good, illustrate well Callon’s (2021: 59) idea of a market device that aims 
‘to capture potential consumers’ attention and to make them deviate from 
their original trajectories’. Digicel extensively used promotions—discounts, 
giveaways, contests and so forth—in all of its Pacific markets; B Mobile 
also used promotions in PNG (Vodafone Fiji rolled out promotions 
frequently and since 2022, Vodafone PNG has continued this practice 
in PNG). Promotions shaped the behaviour of individual consumers, for 
example, influencing when and how consumers recharged (or topped up) 
their accounts. On the one hand, these efforts seemed to construct a gift 
relationship between consumers and companies in which loyalty was 
rewarded with occasional perks and bonuses. On the other hand, these 
efforts sometimes pushed the boundaries of conventional morality, as when 
advertisements for phone lotteries in PNG exposed Digicel to accusations 
of promoting gambling. Promotions thus provide a handy means for 
apprehending the dynamics of consumer–company relations within the 
moral economy of mobile phones.

***

Foreign visitors to marketplaces in Papua New Guinea are often struck 
by one fact in particular: there is hardly any price competition. One can 
wander through the rows of betel nut vendors and find the same number 
of similar-sized nuts for sale at the same price irrespective of who is selling 
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them. The same goes for sweet potatoes or tomatoes. Noisy higgling and 
haggling is distinctly inappropriate in these marketplaces. Buyers make their 
choices on the basis of the quality of the merchandise and/or the quality of 
the social relationship they enjoy with particular vendors. Indeed, it is not 
uncommon for vendors to add a gift of something ‘extra’ to a transaction 
as a sign of the ongoing relationship that the transaction performs and 
reproduces (Busse and Sharp 2019). The PNG marketplace is no place for 
the cold, impersonal market.

From the perspective of PNG marketplaces, the boisterous price 
competition that Digicel sprang on BMobile in 2007 was as highly unusual 
as it was eagerly welcomed. Digicel heavily subsidised handsets, lowering 
the price of a basic phone at one point to PGK19 (USD6.33). The pressure 
of competition by 2009 led bemobile to offer a handset for PGK29 that 
came with 5 minutes of free talk time, five free SMS and double credits 
on the first top-up (the price dropped to 19 kina for the day of Christmas 
Eve only).

Digicel not only lowered prices, but also offered two-for-one deals that 
caused long lines to form at retail outlets.

Figure 2.9. bemobile newspaper ad 
(19 kina Christmas Eve handset).
Source: The National, 24 December 2009.

Figure 2.10. Digicel newspaper ad 
(2 for 1 handset offer).
Source: The National, 27 July 2007.
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The strategy here was hardly novel: subsidise the razor so that profit can be 
made from recurring purchases of blades. But the purchase of one razor does 
not stimulate another person’s use of blades, whereas the purchase of two 
handsets for the price of one doubles the number of users with an incentive to 
purchase prepaid credit for making calls or sending text messages. Digicel thus 
steadily grew what it would eventually proclaim its ‘bigger and better network’.

The sheer audacity of Digicel’s competition with Telikom/Bemobile was 
epitomised by the bold SIM-swap offer which Papua New Guineans would 
often spontaneously recall in conversations with me 10  years later (see 
Figure 2.4). Newspaper ads for this offer exhorted people to ‘Join Digicel 
for Free!’ The ads instructed: ‘Bring in your B-Mobile SIM card and swap 
it for a FREE Digicel SIM card and get K20 for FREE!’ This promotion 
was successful enough to compel Telikom to match it, urging consumers 
to swap Digicel SIM cards for BMobile SIM cards. (This move, however, 
like the reduction of prices in start-up kits, again left Telikom vulnerable 
to accusations of being an unoriginal copycat.) Indeed, the intensity of the 
competition between Digicel and BMobile was widely suspected to account 
for the uptick in vandalism targeting Telikom cables in Port Moresby around 
the time of Digicel’s arrival (National 2007f). The late Peter Loko, then CEO 
of Telikom, admitted that he himself suspected the involvement of Digicel’s 
agents in the sabotage (personal communication, 1 August 2015).

Figure 2.11. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Thank You 10 kina free credit).
Source: The National, 27 July 2007.

In other respects, Digicel’s 
marketing strategies seemed to align 
with the moral expectations of a gift 
economy. For example, the company 
placed a full-page newspaper ad just 
days after launching in PNG with 
the message of ‘Thank You’ and the 
gift of PGK10 phone credit sent 
automatically to the accounts of all 
customers. 
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Such gifts, of course, stimulate phone use and thus serve the interests 
of a company motivated to socialise users new to the possibilities of 
telecommunications. The logic is explicit in many of Digicel’s promotions, 
such as the August 2007 offer to ‘talk free for 30 minutes’ after topping 
up one’s account for any amount. The free 30 minutes functions—much 
like the ‘extra’ betel nut or banana in a marketplace transaction—to embed 
the purchase of credit in a durable, open-ended relationship, in this case, 
between corporate and natural persons. These ‘gifts’ often shaped the ways 
in which prepaid customers would organise their phone use, a topic taken 
up in Chapter 3.

Box 2.1
Digicel Promotion Texts, received July 2014
WIN a 32-INCH TV EVERYDAY! Simply txt ur lowest bid to 16783 e.g. txt 16 if u 
want to bid 16t or 246 for K2.46. Auction closes 5PM daily. 49t/txt
Play Guardians of the Universe! Text GUARD to 204! Win up to K70,000 this July! 
Rank 1 wins K36,000, Rank 2 – K25,000 & Rank 3 – K10,000. U must be 18+ to play
Text ALL Day! Text SMS to 1629 & get 50 Digi to Digi SMS for 75t, valid till midnight. 
Dial *130# for bal
DOUBLE INTERNATIONAL MINUTES! Enjoy 120 mins of calls to Australia, NZ, 
China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia at K12! Text CALL to 16546! Offer expires today!
Switch to International Pass! Call AUS/NZ/China/India/Indonesia/Malaysia/
Philippines for 30 mins at K10! Txt to 16545!
July Travel Promo! Travel in July & win a holiday in Cebu or Bali. Text your name, 
location, ticket number and email address to 71004414. Think PX! Fly PX!
Switch to International bundle! Call AUS/NZ/China/India/Indonesia/Malaysia for 
60 mins at K12! Txt to 16546!
Get DOUBLE the WEEK DATA PASS Today! Text WEEK to 1634 now & get 300MB 
for K10 valid for 7days.
You received K1 Bonus Credit valid for 24hrs. Free credit valid for Calls & SMS to 
Local numbers only. Dial *130# check balance. Thank you!
Send 1 more sms and enjoy 1t SMS all day.
Get DOUBLE the MONTH DATA PASS Today! Text MONTH to 1634 now & get 
1.8GB for K65 valid for 30days.
Thank you for joining Digicel. You have been awarded a free internet pass of 5MB, 
valid for a week.
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During the month of July 2014, I received many text messages from Digicel 
(see Box 2.1). Some of these texts offered gifts: 5 megabytes (MB) of data or 
1 kina of credit. Other messages offered discounted rates that were available 
for a limited time, while yet others solicited entries for contests. Like 
giveaways of T-shirts and other swag, contests have been a visible element 
of the marketing mix in PNG for all sorts of consumer products, from soft 
drinks to rice (see Foster 2008). In the weeks after Digicel’s arrival it was 
thus not uncommon for the makers of local products (such as Ocean Blue 
Mackerel) or local stores (such as City Pharmacy) to sponsor contests in 
which mobile phones were the main prize. Digicel itself organised contests 
for big-ticket items such as a Toyota Land Cruiser and a house.

In 2009, in the weeks leading up to Christmas, bemobile sponsored a 
contest in which 100 pigs were given away. Buying a bemobile phone in 
December and making a call were required for entry in the draw. Pigs are 
valuable wealth items in PNG that circulate in marriage payments and 
compensation payments for homicide. They are also important items in 
feasts associated with funerals. The pig contest made cultural good sense.

Figure 2.12. bemobile newspaper 
ad (Win a pig contest).
Source: The National, 9 December 2009.

Mobile users often complained to 
me about the frequency with which 
they were targeted with promotional 
texts, and they also shared other 
concerns about these enticements. 
Questions were raised about the 
morality of certain promotions in 
PNG and Digicel’s moral obligations 
to its customers. For instance, the 
text message inviting me to ‘Play 
Guardians of the Universe’ came 
with a notice that only adults 18 
and older were eligible to play. 
The notice suggests that this game 
might be more like gambling than 
a prize contest. And, indeed, the 
game brought to the surface latent 
tensions within the moral economy 
of mobile phones—tensions between 
companies and state agents as well as 
between companies and consumers.
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In 2010, public outcry led within two weeks to the suspension of a mobile 
phone lottery that had been introduced by a firm called PNG Lotto in 
partnership with Digicel. The lottery required entrants to send a text 
message to a special number indicating the entrant’s choice of six numbers 
between 1 and 44. Each entry cost PGK4.00 (USD1.60) and came with 
a receipt advising that players must be 18 years or older. The first draw was 
set at PGK1 million. The Catholic Church, the PNG National Council 
of Women and at least two members of parliament (MPs) protested that 
the lottery would put children at risk. Andre Mald, then MP for Moresby 
Northeast, insisted that it was necessary for government to regulate mobile 
phone companies and the services they provide (Post-Courier 2010).

Box 2.2
Letter to the Editor, Post-Courier, 27 April 2012
Digicel, Please make winners known to public
I express concern about text messages I am receiving from a mobile number ‘200’ which 
reads ‘text FISH to 204 for a chance to win K20,000! 49t per text.’
I tried texting that and got a reply saying I was ranked 569th.
And thank goodness if I want to be ranked number one I would have to send about 
200 or more text messages. 200 X 49t will equate to K98. I have tried the game once.
I was on the top five rank and tried my best to get to first but could not.
After buying and texting so many K20 worth of messages while standing at the glass 
counter of an Asian shop and ordering flex cards until the shop ran out of K20 flex cards 
and I also realized that I have spent so much in the quest to be ranked 1 which I never 
did achieve so I gave up.
This makes me wonder how much money the person on top rank is spending on flex 
cards to be on top and who that person is. Is it really a person?
And did the person win and get the money eventually?
There should be some advertisement in the media to show that somebody has won. 
I’m just wondering who is winning all these money because the text message is almost 
popping up on my mobile everyday and I just ignore it.
Please, can Digicel verify this mobile lottery competition and if people are winning.
Also if somebody has won, please write and let people know that this mobile lottery is 
for real.
Or is it some kind of technique to lure customers to spend more on flex cards.

Concerned Flex Hunter,
Goroka

EHP
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While a mobile phone lottery has not been established in PNG, SMS games 
such as ‘Guardians of the Universe’ continued to exist after the controversy 
in 2010. For example, in 2017, Digicel kicked off the new year with the 
SMS game ‘Happy Resolutions’. By sending a text for 59  toea, a player 
receives a token worth from 10 to 100 points. The player who collects the 
most points by the end of the month-long competition wins PGK70,000. 
The game is not a lottery, but neither is it a contest in which one enters for 
free and the prize winner is chosen randomly.

SMS games have periodically attracted the same intensity of concern as that 
attracted by the aborted mobile phone lottery. In an April 2015 letter to 
the National titled ‘Digicel, Stop Sending out Push SMS for Silly Games’, 
Romney Youriku aired several complaints. While these complaints focused 
mainly on the inconvenience of regularly receiving unwanted texts, questions 
of transparency and children’s participation were also raised. In 2017, when 
the games again had become a matter of public concern, the commissioner 
and CEO of the Independent Consumer and Competition Commission 
(ICCC), Paulus Ain, stated that mobile network operators were not entitled 
to run games and ‘only should be providing call services or internet services 
and what is prescribed under your license’ (Haihuie 2017). Digicel responded 
by claiming that it was ‘compliant with the terms of and conditions set 
out under the provisional licence granted by the board of the National 
Gaming Control Board’ (ONE Papua New Guinea 2017). The National 
Information and Communications Technology Authority (NICTA), for 
its part, reported complaints from Digicel subscribers about underage 
gambling and bombardments of unsolicited text messages, but professed an 
inability to assert control given that Digicel apparently had a licence from 
the National Gaming Control Board (NGCB) (National 2017a).3

SMS games bring into the open tensions that inhere in the moral economy 
of mobile phones. Companies, consumers and state agents have not 
always been on the same page about market devices such as this particular 
promotion. While some consumers objected to the SMS games, others 
clearly were willing to pay the fee of 49 or 59 toea per text to enter. While 
one state agency (NGCB) deemed the games permissible, another state 
agency, the ICCC, did not, and a third agency (NICTA) seemed unsure 
about how to proceed. This divergence among different state agencies 

3	  According to one report (National 2009), the NGCB had objected in 2009 to Digicel’s high-stakes 
competitions for homes, vans and cash prizes which the board considered an unlicensed lottery.
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recalled the original split between the ICCC and the Papua New Guinea 
Radio Communications and Telecommunications Technical Authority 
(PANGTEL) that enabled Digicel to commence operations in 2007. That 
is, the lack of consensus among PNG state agencies enabled Digicel to avoid 
regulatory constraints.

In the end, Digicel prevailed and the games were not banned. However, 
subscribers were offered the option both to bar a mobile number from 
playing SMS games and to block all promotional text messages by texting 
DND (do not disturb) to Digicel. These provisions addressed the two 
main complaints of Digicel subscribers while preserving the option to play, 
thereby reframing the playing of SMS games as a moral choice of individual 
subscribers rather than a moral failing of either the government or Digicel.

Sponsorships
Digicel very quickly moved in PNG and elsewhere in the Pacific to establish 
its place in the life of the nation through sponsorships (for Fiji, see Horst 
2018; for Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu, see Willans et al. 2022). In fact, 
Digicel entered into a sponsorship agreement with Fiji’s national rugby 
team before the company had actually launched its operations (Horst 
2018). In PNG, Digicel assumed sponsorship of the championship for the 
domestic rugby league, even though naming rights sponsorship of the PNG 
team that plays in an Australian rugby league (PNG Hunters or SP Hunters) 
remained in the hands of the country’s beer producer, South Pacific (SP) 
Brewery. Digicel sponsored not only sports teams, but also cultural festivals, 
thereby associating itself with the value and values of cultural diversity and 
ancestral traditions.

Is sponsorship, an activity engaged in by marketing professionals (sponsorship 
managers), an effective market device shaping the choices of consumers? 
Is sponsorship, put differently, worth the cost? Apparently, even marketing 
professionals don’t know. It is difficult to measure the financial value of 
sponsorship investments in the absence of ‘agreed upon measurements and 
financial standards for evaluating sponsorship ROI [return on investment] 
set by the FASB [Financial Accounting Standards Board], ISO [International 
Organization for Standardization] or the marketing industry’ (Diorio 2020). 
The situation is comparable to that involved in assessing the market value or 
price of a brand, for which there is at least an ISO-approved market device 
(Foster 2013). Sponsorship seems to serve several different goals, including 
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enhancing corporate image, 
generating goodwill among opinion 
makers and promoting awareness of 
brands (Dolphin 2003).

Digicel engaged in sponsorships, 
whatever their economic rationality, 
soon after launching in PNG. 
In  September 2007, Digicel 
advertised its sponsorship of 
PNG’s national soccer team, the 
Pukpuks, and celebrated the team’s 
success at the South Pacific Games. 
The company also advertised its 
sponsorship of the Hiri Moale 
festival, a long-running cultural 
event held annually in Port Moresby 
in conjunction with Independence 
Day weekend.

4	  Vodafone PNG, which launched in 2022, quickly added sponsorship to its marketing mix, along 
with contests, promotions and giveaways of the same sort that Vodafone Fiji operates.

Figure 2.13. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Hiri Moale sponsorship).
Source: The National, 12 September 2007.

The symbolic intent was overt: Digicel supported the nation that its 
telecommunications network promised to unite. Sponsorship functioned 
as an effective communicative and practical means for a privately owned 
foreign firm to localise itself as a generous national citizen. Hence, perhaps, 
the greater weight given to sponsorship in Digicel’s marketing mix compared 
to that of Telikom and bmobile.4

Digicel’s sponsorships fell into the two main categories of sports and 
culture. In PNG, there is one sport that matters most: men’s rugby 
league. Accordingly,  Digicel’s main investment in sponsorship was with 
the Papua New Guinea Rugby League. Digicel has been a ‘platinum 
sponsor’ and ‘exclusive telecommunications sponsor’ of the Papua New 
Guinea SP Hunters, a team that plays in Queensland’s Intrust Super Cup 
competition. The naming rights sponsorship for the Hunters resided 
with South Pacific Brewery. However, in 2011 Digicel acquired naming 
rights sponsorship of the semi-professional rugby league competition 
played in PNG, since then known as the Digicel Cup. Digicel took over 
sponsorship from Bemobile (2009–11), which had taken over sponsorship 
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from SP Brewery (1990–2008). In 2015–16, this sponsorship was worth 
PGK2.4 million; SP’s four-year (2017–20) naming rights sponsorship of 
the Hunters was worth PGK7.6  million. Digicel’s television services are 
the official home for broadcasts of Digicel Cup and Hunters games  as 
well as Australian National Rugby League games, including the annual 
State of Origin matches—crucial content for drawing viewers in a rugby-
mad country.

Digicel’s sponsorship of culture encompassed art forms that are regarded as 
ancestral and traditional as well as forms styled as new and contemporary. 
The former category consists of the various annual cultural festivals, such 
as Hiri Moale, that occur throughout the country each year. Among the 
more prominent festivals are the Goroka Show and the Mt Hagen Show, 
multi-day, multiethnic gatherings of performing groups wearing traditional 
dress. The latter category includes youth-oriented festivals such as the 2021 
Milne Bay Out Loud Music Festival in Alotau, which featured local artists. 
Although music sponsorship was not as visible in PNG as it has been in 
Digicel’s Caribbean markets (Horst 2014), the company certainly promoted 
consumption of local music through its D’Music app.

Digicel’s sponsorship of Papua New Guinea’s national patrimony also 
extended to nature. Starting in 2013, Digicel offered support in the form 
of in-kind services to the popular Port Moresby Nature Park, formerly 
known as the National Capital Botanical Gardens. According to a 2014 
newspaper report, the company offered a sponsorship package that involved 
‘provision of free internet service, a closed user group (CUG) mobile plan 
for the Nature Park staff and the resale of electronic flex valued at K34,000’ 
(National 2014a). In this way, Digicel has associated itself not only with 
the famously diverse cultures that comprise PNG national culture, but 
also with the nation’s flora and fauna, for which the company assumes 
responsibility as an ecological steward. Sponsorship, like the work of the 
Digicel Foundation discussed in Chapter 6, functioned to publicise Digicel’s 
corporate interests as PNG national interests and its investments as evidence 
of its good citizenship.
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