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Mobile Economies: Prepaid, 

Gift and Informal

Introduction: Appropriation and Technology 
Evolution Cycles
The ethnographic study of mobile phones has given prominence to the 
question of appropriation—that is, to the ways in which people take up and 
use new technologies. Appropriation, however, implies more than simply 
adopting a new technology; it refers, in particular, to how users engage new 
technologies in ways neither anticipated nor imagined by providers:

Users may modify a device, download or program new applications, 
invent unintended uses, or develop new practices that leverage its 
possibilities. This experimentation constitutes a re-negotiation of 
the power relationships embedded in the technology. This creative 
re‑negotiation is the core of appropriation, the process through 
which users take something external and make it their own (Bar et al. 
2016: 619).

Sometimes, the results of such experimentation ‘may not be necessarily 
congruent with the provider’s interest’ (Bar et al. 2016: 626), in which 
case providers might attempt to ‘repossess’ the technology, for example, 
by coopting the innovations of users. Appropriation is thus one moment 
in a cycle of ‘technology evolution’ (Bar et al. 2016) that includes adoption 
and repossession.
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In the case of mobile phones, the technology cycle charts the ‘ebb and 
flow of control between users and providers’ (Bar et al. 2016: 625). Put 
differently, the technology cycle broadly understood defines a site of 
negotiations between consumers and companies—not always made explicit 
and not always finally resolved—within the moral economy of mobile 
phones. These negotiations often involve companies putting constraints on 
the liberating appropriations of users; but in some instances, such as the 
backlash against mobile phone gambling (Chapter  2), they involve users 
resisting the enticements of companies to consume more freely.

In this chapter, I consider how mobile users experience the pecuniary 
dynamics of freedom and constraint on a daily basis. The spread of mobile 
phones throughout the Global South was made possible by prepaid 
subscription, the pay-as-you go system that allows people with limited 
financial means to purchase small amounts of credit as needed. While 
access to mobile telephony offered people a host of new communicative 
possibilities, managing prepaid subscriptions on tight budgets presented 
a host of new challenges. These challenges were often met creatively by clever 
workarounds that enabled the use of mobile phones rent-free; they were 
also met by self-imposed forms of discipline through which users sought to 
enhance their capacity to take advantage of the phone’s many affordances—
voice calls, text messages, web browsing and so forth. Such fiscal discipline 
sometimes rubbed uneasily against local norms of reciprocity that informed 
the circulation of phone credit as part of a distinctive Melanesian gift 
economy. Credit requests from kin, friends and ethnic associates (wantoks 
in Tok Pisin) thus often confronted users with a difficult moral choice.

In addition to locating the place of mobile phones in prepaid and gift 
economies, I discuss the informal economy brought into being by and 
for the expansion of Digicel’s market in Papua New Guinea (PNG). This 
informal economy supported people’s efforts to use their phones and to 
keep them usable under trying material conditions. Street vendors in towns 
throughout the country sold airtime in the form of scratch-off vouchers or 
‘flex cards’ that were often resold several times, thus finding their way into 
rural areas.
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Figure 3.1. Digicel 5 kina scratch-off voucher or ‘flex card’.
Source: Photo by M Boie.

Self-taught repair specialists offered solutions to cracked screens and other 
problems, and store owners with access to the electrical grid offered a way 
to keep phones recharged for a fee. This informal economy in PNG, at 
least, is perhaps as significant as the oft-mentioned but not often achieved 
effects of mobile phones to spur entrepreneurship and otherwise add to the 
annual GDP of developing countries. The advent of smartphones in PNG, 
however, threatened to displace the informal economy that had grown up 
around mobile devices, moving ‘top-ups’ of account balances online and 
making repairs too complicated for many self-taught technicians.

Prepaid Economy
Workarounds furnish mobile users in the Pacific Islands, as elsewhere, with 
the means to overcome constraints on freedom to communicate. People 
develop workarounds to secure access to mobile communication under 
the best financial terms, including rent-free use of the mobile operator’s 
network. Mary K Good (2012: 175), in her ethnography of youth culture in 
Tonga, provides one such example of creative appropriation. Good learned 
how it was possible:
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to change the settings on the phone from one of the two mobile 
companies in Tonga so that text messages from the other mobile 
provider are received for free and do not take away from the card 
balance. If two people each had phones from both providers, then 
they could text back and forth for free, sending from one carrier and 
receiving on the other.

This happy arrangement enabled Good’s interlocutor ‘to do a date’ cheaply 
and easily via text messaging with all her boyfriends. Unfortunately for many 
Tongan youth, the mobile providers eventually resolved the network issue 
that made such communication possible such that ‘users could no longer 
“tex ta’etotongi,” or send text messages for free’ (Good 2012: 177). Rather 
than accommodate or coopt their consumers’ practice, the companies 
simply suppressed it, thereby ending this particular technology cycle.

Other workarounds, by contrast, have yielded responses and counter-
responses that reveal the unfolding of a longer cycle of technology evolution. 
Take, for example, the missed call. ‘Let the phone ring twice to let us know 
you got home safely.’ That’s what my parents would tell me at the end of 
every visit. By ringing the phone twice and ‘hanging up’ or disconnecting, 
they would know who was calling and I would not be charged for a toll call. 
The arrangement allowed for sending comforting messages for free by way 
of deliberately missed calls.

I doubt that my parents invented this practice. It is an old example of creative 
appropriation. So, it could not have come as a great surprise that a similar 
practice—called ‘flashing’ or ‘beeping’—was reported by early observers of 
mobile phone use in the Global South (Donner 2008). Flashing or beeping 
occurs when a user calls another phone and disconnects before the call is 
answered, leaving the caller’s number as a trace on the recipient’s mobile. 
The flash or beep might be an invitation for the recipient to call back (and 
thus bear the charge of the call) or a prearranged signal or just a friendly 
hello. In any case, flashing and beeping enables communication to proceed 
without paying rent for use of the network.

In Digicel’s Jamaican market, the company responded to beeping and 
flashing by making it possible for users to request a call from other users by 
sending multiple free ‘call me’ texts (Horst and Miller 2005: 762). According 
to Horst and Miller (2005), this response was welcomed and recognised as 
a popular gesture acknowledging how Jamaicans communicate with each 
other. The service was introduced into PNG soon after Digicel’s launch in 
July 2007 (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.7). By 2014, it was so popular that one 
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man commented to me that only five-year-old children and very old people 
do not know how to send ‘call me’ requests. In effect, the service would 
permit one user to subsidise another user, ensuring that rent would be paid 
for use of the network. One could, however, respond to a ‘call me’ request 
with a ‘call me’ request of one’s own, thereby politely indicating that one 
had no credit to make a call.

Digicel subsequently introduced an innovation on the ‘call me’ text request: 
the ‘Credit Me/Credit U’ service. This service allows a user to request 
a transfer of credit from another user’s account by sending a text specifying 
the amount requested. The requested amount could be sent for a small fee, 
initially 20 toea but raised subsequently to 45 toea by 2018. This service 
not only enabled one user to subsidise the calls, texts and data of another 
user, ensuring that rent would be paid for use of the network, but also 
generated revenue for the company in the process. Users, however, already 
had a workaround in place that allowed them to avoid paying the fee for 
credit transfers. A user could transfer credit to another user by purchasing 
a flex card, scratching off the coating to reveal the code, then texting the 
numbered code to another user, who could add credit or top up an account 
balance by entering the number.1 This transfer cost only the price of the 
text, which was usually as nominal as 2 toea for texts purchased in bundles. 
Moreover, it would enable the recipient who entered the number to receive 
any ‘rewards’ (such as bonus minutes; see below) being offered by Digicel in 
connection with topping up.

In April 2020, Digicel’s Credit Me/Credit U service was still operating, 
but without charging any fees. The free service was advertised as ‘one of 
the many ways to stay connected during Social Distancing’ necessitated 
by COVID-19 lockdowns. Digicel’s gesture, hardly free of self-interest, 
responded to the difficulties some users encountered in acquiring phone 
credit during lockdowns. By 2022, a service fee of 50  toea had been 
reinstated for Credit  U transfers. Moreover, the number of ‘credit me’ 
requests were limited to seven per week.2 This limitation was perhaps an 
attempt to repossess the ‘credit me’ service from users, that is, to exert 
some control over how users had developed an impressive repertoire of 
messages that could be sent using ‘credit me’ requests. This development 

1	  Two individuals told me that they saved used flex cards in the hope that the numbered codes would 
be recycled and therefore might work again in the future.
2	  In Tonga, a Digicel subscriber in 2022 could make ‘credit me’ requests only when the subscriber’s 
balance is ‘less than 0.12 cents’ (web.archive.org/web/20230206094636/support-to.digicelgroup.com/
hc/en-us/articles/360033920751-How-to-send-Credit-U-Credit-Me, accessed 26 December 2022).

http://web.archive.org/web/20230206094636/support-to.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/articles/360033920751-How-to-send-Credit-U-Credit-Me
http://web.archive.org/web/20230206094636/support-to.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/articles/360033920751-How-to-send-Credit-U-Credit-Me
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built upon the creativity expressed worldwide in formulating SMS lingos—
ways of texting on basic phones adapted to the challenges of cramming 
information into a limited number of characters and dealing with small 
keypads that incentivised economical keystrokes. For example, ‘SMS lingo 
makes extensive use of abbreviations, such as “C U l8er” for “See you later,” 
“d8” for “date” or “B4” for “before,” “communic8” for “communicate,” etc.’ 
(Temple et al. 2009: 1; see Temple 2016).

In PNG, credit requests were enlisted by users in service of sending 
messages other than ‘please credit me’. This practice drew upon the large 
set of numerical abbreviations already in use to send messages, such as 
99 for ‘good night’ (‘nine nine’ sounds like ‘night night’) and 43 for ‘love 
you’ (when written ‘43’ resembles the image of a heart turned on its side). 
So, for example, a credit request for 99  kina would be understood as a 
friendly ‘good night’ by the recipient. Credit requests could also be used 
to reply to texts. A text that asks ‘When will you be free to meet?’ might 
be responded to with a credit request for 12 kina in order to indicate ‘12 
noon’. Among students at the University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG), 
these requests followed local conventions to indicate a person’s whereabouts. 
For example, the number seven referred to the library; a credit request for 
71 kina indicated a location of ‘library, first floor’ (Temple et al. 2009). 
These conventions stretch the analogical imagination: the number 8 referred 
to ‘eyeglasses’, and hence a request for 8 kina indicated that a person was 
‘reading in the library’!

***

University students enthusiastically took up texting as an inexpensive 
alternative to voice calls and an expressive style of communication that was 
cool as well as opaque to the monitoring of uninitiated outsiders. Along with 
SMS lingo, other novel forms of usage in Tok Pisin—the creole language 
widespread in PNG—emerged around mobile phones. Handman (2013) 
discusses how the orthographic choices made in text messages, which often 
incorporate Anglicised Tok Pisin and Pidginised English, reflect a youthful 
sense of cosmopolitan modernity. King (2014: 125) records a number 
of innovations that enable Tok Pisin speakers to talk about their mobile 
phones, such as this borrowing: ‘sampela taim mi blututim ol singsing mi 
laikim/And sometimes I Bluetooth songs that I like’. (Bluetoothing, of 
course, also enables users to access music without having to pay for the data 
otherwise required to download it; see Crowdy and Horst 2022). Temple 
(2016) notes creative analogies based on mobile phone usage such as the 
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expression ‘lalu ful bar/Love you full bar’, which likens the intensity of love 
to a signal for strong network connection. All of these examples illustrate 
how the appropriation of mobile phones is caught up in literal and figurative 
processes of creolisation, generative processes of mixing and remixing that 
register in and through words such as blututim and actions such as saying 
good night with a 99 kina credit request (see Bar et al. 2016).

PNG urban residents—especially youth—also took to texting with gusto, 
sparking debate about whether text messaging was leading to a decline in 
proper language skills (grammar and spelling) or providing a compelling 
reason for young folks to learn how to read and write. Digicel clearly 
recognised the value of texting and was quick to offer its users discounts 
for repeated texting. In 2010, it was possible to send a text for the price of 
25  toea. However, after sending three texts in a day, all subsequent texts 
would be charged at the nominal price of 1  toea each. A few years later, 
Digicel was offering its users a deal in which two texts would cost 50 toea, 
but the next 18 texts would be ‘free’. This deal substantially reduced the per 
text cost for 20 texts from 4.6 toea to 2.5 toea.

By 2014, Digicel was offering a new deal for text messages: a bundle of 
50  text messages for 75  toea, a further reduction in the per text price to 
1.5 toea. This price reduction, however, did not please everyone. One man, 
a security driver for a Port Moresby cultural organisation, complained 
to me that 50  texts were too many to use in a single day. Indeed, it was 
not uncommon at that time to receive a spate of good night texts as the 
clock approached midnight when the text bundle would expire. Not long 
afterwards, Digicel introduced another new deal, one still available in 
2020: 60 texts for 1.20 kina, or 2 toea per text, as was explicitly noted in 
advertisements for the deal. This deal actually raised the per text price by 
25 per cent. But that was not the only reason the deal attracted criticism. 
One young man, a tutor at UPNG, told me that by raising the price to more 
than 1 kina, Digicel had made it impossible for him to send or receive 1 kina 
in order to purchase a text bundle. Exchanges of credit for this purpose were 
a routine feature of his interactions with his girlfriend (see below).

My point in sketching this brief history of text message deals is to demonstrate 
how over the course of a few years, the size of the discounted bundle grew 
300  per cent from 20 to 60  messages. This growth illustrates how users 
were enticed by Digicel to increase their usage (if not necessarily their total 
expenditure). Indeed, consumers were regularly exposed to the company’s 
inducements to consume more in the form of the promotions discussed in 
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Chapter 2 and in the form of ‘rewards’ or bonuses offered for regular usage. 
Rather than putting constraints on the freedom of users to communicate, the 
company effectively made users responsible for constraining themselves from 
excessive consumption. The example of how one controversial reward tested 
the self-discipline of users will illustrate the dilemma that users confronted.

First, however, it is worth emphasising how prepaid subscriptions entail 
a particular moral economy in which mobile users assume fiscal responsibility 
for managing their phone credits. Personal discipline is intrinsic to the 
model of prepayments; it is structural. The basic terms and conditions of 
prepaid subscriptions impose definite constraints. One is, of course, able 
to use only airtime that one has already paid for, but one also must use the 
airtime one has paid for within a certain period of time or else forfeit it.

Consider the following terms and conditions, which were in effect around 
2015. Digicel PNG airtime credits would expire after 30 days, although 
they might be preserved by topping up one’s balance before the expiration 
date. Likewise, subscriber identity modules (SIM cards) would expire when 
they have not been used for a certain period of time that might range up 
to one full year. In PNG, Digicel SIM cards expired after three months. 
Sale of data credits for use on laptop computers or mobile phones was also 
organised in terms of expiration dates. In PNG in 2015, one could buy data 
credits from Digicel that could be used for one hour (10 megabytes [MB] 
for 99 toea) or for 30 days (1,500 MB for 60 kina) with several options in 
between.3 Each option, however, came with the caveat of ‘use it or lose it’. 
That is, prepayment applies a temporal discipline upon subscribers, one that 
strongly encourages if not actually enforces consumption. A colleague of 
mine accordingly confessed that she would stay awake streaming videos on 
her laptop when she knew that her data credits were about to expire, despite 
the fact that she had no real interest in the videos and always regretted her 
decision the following morning.

Second, discipline is subjective, in all senses of the term. Prepaid subscriptions 
devolve responsibility for managing credits upon the individual using the 
phone; they encourage the formation of what Donner (2015: 123) calls 

3	  The price of data has dropped considerably since 2015. In 2023, Digicel data plans ranged from 
100 MB for 24 hours for 3 kina to 80 gigabytes (GB) for 600 kina for 30 days, with many options in 
between (support-pg.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/articles/7313007383439-What-are-the-new-data-plans-, 
accessed 6 July 2023, site since discontinued). In 2023, bmobile data plans ranged from 500 MB for 
24 hours for 3 kina to 30 GB for 30 days for 150 kina with many options in between (www.bmobile.
com.pg/data, accessed 25 May 2023).

http://support-pg.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/articles/7313007383439-What-are-the-new-data-plans-
http://www.bmobile.com.pg/data
http://www.bmobile.com.pg/data
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a ‘metered mindset’. One must regularly check the balance of one’s account; 
be aware of the length of calls and whether they are being charged at peak or 
off-peak rates, or at on- or off-network rates; and be aware of when precisely 
a data bundle will expire—after which time one’s phone credits will be 
charged at very steep ‘out of bundle’ rates (Digicel charged 49 toea per MB 
in 2015).4 It is up to the individual, not the company, to ensure that he or 
she has the capacity to make a call or to go online. And that includes, by 
the way, making sure that the phone’s battery is charged, a condition never 
taken for granted by the vast majority of Papua New Guineans who have 
uncertain and limited access to electricity (see Chapter 1).

Mobile phones, in other words, are devices for promoting a sense of time 
thrift, an overriding consciousness of the fact that time is money. Linda, 
a woman from Bougainville living in Eastern Highlands Province in 2015, 
told me that Bougainvilleans speak slowly: ‘Helllooooo. How are you 
dooooing?’, she mimicked.5 She then admitted that, whenever speaking 
with her family in the village, she is constantly thinking ‘Hurry up! Talk 
quickly! This is costing me!’ It is in this regard, I suggest, that mobile 
phones are effective instruments for teaching an apprehension of time that 
would have pleased Benjamin Franklin (see Weber 1992)—certainly more 
effective than the discipline of industrial factory labour, which is in any 
case extremely rare in PNG. (It is hardly surprising that Digicel was able 
to create goodwill in many of the Caribbean markets it first entered by 
offering per-second billing for calls instead of charging by rounding up 
to the nearest 30 seconds or minute [Horst and Miller 2006].) Moreover, 
the sort of personal discipline that mobile phones encourage recalls other 
technologies—such as self-help programs (Bainton 2010, 2011) and fast-
money schemes (Cox 2011, 2018)—that Papua New Guineans have 
embraced in search of financial viability and moral legitimacy.

The dilemma of self-imposed constraint in the face of an opportunity 
to consume freely surfaced in one particular Digicel promotion that was 
running in 2016. The promotion rewarded users who top up their balances 
in the amount of 5 kina or more. A user would receive from Digicel the 
following text message: ‘Congratulations! You have been rewarded with 

4	  Another way to manage the fiscal exigencies of prepaid subscriptions is to acquire a dual SIM 
phone that allows a user to purchase a cheap data bundle from one company and unlimited calls and 
texts from a different company.
5	  I use a pseudonym here and elsewhere in the book when providing ethnographic examples of 
mobile phone use.
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100min talk time bundle. 100 mins valid for local mobile calls between 
11PM–7AM.’ These minutes could only be used beginning 11 pm on the 
day that one tops-up; the bundle would expire at 7 am the next morning.

This ‘free nights’ promotion provoked strange mixtures of restraint and 
excess that confound any easy answer to the question of what sort of fiscal 
subjects are constructed by prepaid subscriptions. The notion of time 
thrift—at least as Ben Franklin would recognise it—seems perverted when 
people stay awake until the wee hours of the morning to make phone calls. 
I recall one sardonic letter to a newspaper asking whether Digicel thought 
the author was a flying fox, expecting him to be awake for conversations at 
3 am. Indeed, this aspect of the promotion received public criticism from 
parents complaining that their children were staying up too late on school 
nights. Comments posted to Digicel’s Facebook page in 2015 show how the 
concerns raised by the ‘free nights’ promotion were moral concerns that put 
in question the very legitimacy of the relationship between Digicel and its 
subscribers. For example, one commenter wrote:

As a concerned parent this particular promotion encourages a lot of 
parental/youth related issues. It should be considered. How much 
this contributes to many staying up late and early hours chatting due 
to such promotions. Please have some consideration for family and 
peer issues in this country. The effects on society and the growing 
and future generations and education. In Business you make your 
money but be responsible also. Thank you.

On the other hand, time thrift and calculative agency were undeniably 
present. Users deferred making calls during peak-rate periods in order to 
take advantage of the promotion. One tired young man reported to me 
that he had received a call from a friend at 1 am. When he anxiously asked 
the friend if anything was wrong, the friend explained that all was well, but 
he just did not want to ‘waste’ the free minutes he received through the 
promotion. Likewise, commenters on Digicel’s Facebook page complained 
that because they were asleep by 11 pm their ‘free minutes’ were wasted. 
This sort of time thrift risked provoking a negative response for reasons 
besides disturbing people’s sleep. One young woman thus observed that she 
would not be pleased if her boyfriend called her with free minutes, since 
it would imply that she was not worth the call otherwise. The currency of 
phone credits here measures the value of intimacy.6

6	  This promotion also stimulated the annoying practice of making random calls, sometimes 
repeatedly to the same number, in search of cross-sex ‘phone friends’ (Andersen 2013; Jorgensen 2014; 
see Chapter 5).
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One logical response to Digicel’s promotions and promptings—to its efforts 
to stimulate more consumption of voice, SMS and data—is greater self-
imposed discipline. Let us consider again the example of Linda from 2015, 
not as typical of Papua New Guineans, but as illustrative of the way in which 
autonomy and dependence, self-discipline and self-indulgence, freedom and 
constraint all merge in the everyday micro-practices of operating a mobile 
phone. Linda is a heavy user who can spend up to 100 kina every week 
in phone credits. She is a young single woman living far from home and 
regards frequent communication with her family and friends as nothing less 
than essential. Linda, who has a steady income, is aware that she is capable 
of spending all her savings on airtime, and she has on occasion come close to 
doing so by topping up her phone through a mobile banking account with 
Bank South Pacific—a relatively new service in 2015 that effectively enabled 
users to top up anytime, anywhere. (A suggestive comparison might be made 
here with gambling machines that provide access to a player’s bank account, 
thereby enabling the player to remain seated in front of the machine while 
withdrawing funds to continue playing.) In order to discipline herself—and 
Linda used the English word discipline—Linda opened an account with 
another bank into which she makes weekly deposits. This bank, according 
to Linda, did not offer the mobile top-up service. She thus safeguarded her 
money from herself.

Jack, a Telikom worker, suggested to me that the sale of flex cards in small 
denominations promotes waste on the part of people who cannot afford 
such purchases. Jack claimed hyperbolically that people buy 3  kina flex 
cards 10 times a day without realising that they have spent 30 kina. Instead, 
he proposed, the minimum price for a flex card should be 10 or 20 kina. 
That way people will feel the pinch at the point of purchase and only people 
who can really afford it will buy the flex card.

Linda, in contrast to Jack’s imagined careless consumers, was explicit about 
the calculations that she made in managing her mobile phone. Linda 
claimed that she did not feel able to start the day unless she is equipped 
to communicate. So, in the morning she would top up her phone for 
5  kina. This top-up gave her the aforementioned 100 free promotional 
minutes to use that night starting at 11 pm. She then purchased a one-
day data pass—60 MB for 3 kina, at the time. This data was enough to 
allow her to go online and communicate with friends and family via the 
applications WhatsApp and Viber. Linda had only recently discovered that 
she could send voice messages over the internet for much less money than 
making voice calls. Finally, Linda purchased 60 text messages for PGK1.20. 
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She would use most if not all of these text messages before they expired at 
midnight. That left 80 toea as a balance in case Linda needs to make a quick 
phone call during the day. (On-net calls from one Digicel phone to another 
were at the time billed at 79 toea per minute during the peak hours of 7 am 
and 9 pm.) Once she had made these preparations, Linda felt ready to go 
out into the world and meet the demands of the day.

***

A further turn in the technology evolution cycle occurred in 2015, when 
Digicel introduced a scheme whereby users could borrow credit in advance. 
Users low on credit would receive a text message offering them 3 kina of 
credit with the provision that upon the user’s next top-up, 3.90 kina would 
be deducted; in other words, a loan with 30 per cent interest.

In 2020, the scheme was called ‘Credit and Bundle on Loan’ because it 
offered the option to use the loan to buy bundles of voice calls, texts and 
data as well as airtime credit. If the Credit Me/Credit U and Call Me 
services allowed a user’s friends and relatives to subsidise usage, the Credit 
and Bundle on Loan service allowed a user’s future self to subsidise the user’s 
present self.

Figure 3.2. Digicel text message for a credit loan.
Source: Photo by W Bai Magea.
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Digicel’s loan service was instantly popular. In 2015, a University of Goroka 
student admitted that ‘most young people I know owe Digicel 3  kina’. 
Another man pointed out that the service was very convenient if one ran out 
of credit at night. Instead of searching for someone from whom to purchase 
a flex card, which would probably have a fee of at least 50 toea added to its 
face value, one could take out the loan and top up safe at home at any hour, 
using either a basic (‘one-bang’) phone or a smartphone. In this sense, the 
loan service was—along with emerging options for users to top up online 
through their linked bank accounts—another blow to folks who sold flex 
cards and electronic top-up for a living (see below). Rooney et al. (2020) 
have rightly asked if Digicel’s loan service charges predatory interest rates 
and whether it is part of a larger microlending environment that exploits 
vulnerable urban dwellers. They also raise the question of whether, as in 
the case of gambling, Digicel as a mobile network operator rather than 
a financial institution is licensed to offer loans, thus calling attention to 
the moral obligation of state agencies such as the Independent Consumer 
and Competition Commission (ICCC) and National Information and 
Communications Technology Authority (NICTA) to protect the welfare 
of consumers, including Digicel subscribers.

I would add to these important questions the observation that Digicel’s 
loan service illustrates well the power dynamics of appropriation. Digicel 
for its part had to manage the risk that many of its loans would go unpaid, 
thus enabling debtors to use the network rent-free. The company managed 
this risk by restricting loans to subscribers who meet certain criteria based 
on their recent usage, a record of which is available to Digicel. According 
to Digicel’s website, subscribers must have used their SIM cards for at least 
30 days and topped up in the last seven days.7 Moreover, the size of the 
loans offered varies depending upon how much a user has topped up in the 
previous four weeks; users who have topped up by more than 100 kina are 
eligible for larger loans than users who have topped up between 10 kina 
(the minimum amount) and 40 kina. Finally, if a loan is used to purchase a 
bundle—say, an 8 kina loan for 80 on-net minutes, 80 SMS, and 120 MB 
of data—then the credits will be valid for one day only: a strong incentive 
to use and not lose the credits.

7	  See: support-pg.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/sections/6454539658639-Credit-and-Bundle-on-Loan, 
accessed 6 March 2021, site now discontinued.

http://support-pg.digicelgroup.com/hc/en-us/sections/6454539658639-Credit-and-Bundle-on-Loan
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Users, for their part, experimented with ways to work around the safeguards 
that Digicel applied against using the network rent-free. The option of 
taking out a loan and then never using the SIM card again was of course 
available, but perhaps not economical, especially given the time and effort 
required to register SIM cards since 2019 (see Chapter 5). But other options 
were explored. The University of Goroka student who noted the popularity 
of 3 kina loans in 2015 also noted that her Facebook friends discussed ways 
to purchase data without having the 3.90 kina deducted from a debtor’s 
newly topped up account. (Users can also visit online forums such as the 
Digicel Complaints Group Facebook page to find tips and share advice 
about workarounds.) For example, the student suggested that a user could 
avoid repaying a loan by purchasing a data bundle before the interest due 
was deducted: ‘type “DAY” to 1634 on standby. As soon as he [the user] 
recharges his account he must press send’. This quick action would allegedly 
result in the purchase of a day pass for 60 MB data before the deduction for 
the outstanding debt could be made. Similarly, one user claimed that even 
though he had an outstanding debt, he could receive credit sent through the 
Credit Me/Credit U service without having to repay the loan—a brilliant 
instance (true or not) of appropriating the company’s repossession of an 
earlier appropriation. The negotiation of power relationships embedded in 
the technology of mobile phones, although never quite symmetrical, is also 
never completely foreclosed.

Gift Economy
In addition to indicating the negotiation of control over a new technology, 
the notion of appropriation can be taken to mean the appropriateness 
of  the  technology to its new social and cultural context. To what extent 
does the technology afford practices that resonate with prevailing cultural 
values and fit with entrenched social conventions? To what extent does it 
afford practices that present challenges—whether subtle or obvious—to 
these values and conventions?

These questions have caught the attention of scholars studying the use and 
effects of mobile phones throughout the Global South. Anthropologists, 
in particular, have noted how new forms of privacy enabled by mobile 
telephony have disrupted and reshaped social relations between seniors 
and juniors, husbands and wives, mothers and daughters-in-law as well as 
between peers and friends (see Chapter  5). Almost all of these cases 
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demonstrate how the uptake of mobile phones can both reinforce old 
habits and unleash potentially transformative practices with respect to 
gender relations and personal autonomy—leading to a profound sense of 
ambivalence on the part of all concerned.

Predictably, then, anthropologists working in Oceanic societies have sought 
to understand how mobile phones fit with the practices of gift exchange and 
norms of reciprocity associated with the region as ‘gatekeeping concepts’ 
(Appadurai 1986) since the publication of Malinowski’s 1922 account 
of kula and Mauss’s celebrated Essai sur le Don (1923–24). Some of their 
findings, perhaps surprising to casual observers, have been reported with 
a dash of sensationalism in popular media. For example, The New Republic 
(Robb 2014) reported on research by Telban and Vávrová (2014) that 
discussed how Karawari people in the East Sepik Province of PNG were 
using mobile phones to call the dead. The practice of communicating with 
deceased relatives was not new; only the means to communicate were new. 
Nor was the aim of the communication new: namely, to ask the dead to 
provide knowledge and goods, and to put money in the bank accounts of 
the living. In other words, the mobile phones were put to hopefully more 
effective use in activating a gift relationship between the living and the dead: 
‘From this perspective, the anticipated access to mobile connection and 
communication represents a means to achieve something that has always 
been there, although persistently concealed and never fully accessible’ 
(Telban and Vávrová 2014: 2–3).

David Lipset’s (2013, 2018) ethnography of mobile use by people of the 
remote Murik Lakes area, near the mouth of the Sepik River, demonstrates 
the possibility of subsuming the new technology within local understandings 
of the moral obligations that kin and neighbours ought to bear toward each 
other. Lipset argues that Murik villagers, as well as Murik migrants in Wewak 
town, use their mobile phones in ways that caution against the assumption 
that the technology is somehow inherently individualising and individualistic. 
For example, in Darapap village, where network reception is unreliable and 
uneven, a handset hangs from a cord in a doorway of the home of a young 
couple. This handset occasionally gets reception in the early mornings and at 
night. The young couple allows fellow villagers to use the phone and takes 
incoming calls, often from Murik in town, and delivers messages to the 
intended recipient. These calls almost always concern the wellbeing of kin or 
the long-distance coordination of kinship-related activities such as funerals. 
There is no fee for this service, but rather an open-ended expectation that 
phone users will now and then provide the couple with credits. Hardly a 
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token of the modern possessive and private individual, or urban ‘big shot’ 
(see Chapter  1), the handset is instead a sign and instrument of a moral 
community underpinned by a perceptible gift economy.

Phone sharing of the sort described by Lipset for Darapap village appears to 
be less common in Port Moresby and Goroka, where I rarely encountered 
it among the scores of people interviewed and surveyed for this research. 
Even school-age children in Port Moresby would have their own phones, 
often provided by their parents as a measure of security in the uncertain 
environment of the city. But if phones themselves are rarely shared, they are 
commonly used to facilitate other kinds of sharing. One man recalled how 
in the early days of mobiles even the simplest Nokia phones had a ring-tone 
composer that could be used to create polyphonic ringtones that were sent 
to others via SMS. Music still circulates from phone to phone via Bluetooth, 
which is recognised as free but very slow. More recently, music has begun 
to be shared by members of WhatsApp groups, and through wi-fi sharing 
programs such as CShare and ShareIt (Watson, Crowdy et al. 2020; Crowdy 
and Horst 2022). Music videos (many of which feature songs about the 
travails of using mobile phones) and YouTube videos are likewise shared: 
‘An application called Tubemate was commonly used to save video content 
from YouTube locally, thus avoiding to have to download it more than once 
and saving data’ (Watson, Crowdy et al. 2020). Mobile phones and Bluetooth 
are also used, I was told, to share pornography, the circulation of which in 
PNG caused loud public concern following a Google Trends report that the 
country ranked first in the world for internet ‘porn’ searches (Watson 2017). 
(See Hobbis [2020] for an extensive discussion of how smartphones are used 
for sharing music, videos and photographs in Solomon Islands.)

Generalised or open-ended sharing is something different from gift exchange 
that follows definite protocols and prescribed channels. The ways in which 
mobile phone users make and respond to ‘call me’ and credit requests can 
upset or redefine these protocols and channels. Good (2012: 212) attributes 
the popularity of Digicel’s Credit Me/Credit U service in Tonga to its 
resonance with the cultural values of loving generosity and, specifically, the 
practice of kole (‘to beg, to make a request’):

It was expected that if a kole request was made, the addressee had 
a moral obligation to fulfill that request if she had the resources to do 
so, even if that meant putting herself at a disadvantage. (Good 2012: 
213; see Watt [2019] and Peseckas [2014] on mobile phones and 
similar requests—kerekere—in Fiji)
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But kole requests could not be made to just anyone. Among the Tongan 
youth that Good wrote about, it was usual for a young man to satisfy the 
kole requests of a young woman, for example, by supplying the young 
woman with phone credits to use for communication with him. However, 
young women began to transfer phone credits to young men, reversing 
the traditional direction of exchange and renegotiating both control of the 
social relationship and the gendered expectations of proper gift exchange.

Generalised or open-ended sharing is also something different from 
calculated giving and receiving, and the exacerbated tensions between 
the two are a feature of the encounter across Oceania with the logics of 
commodity exchange. In Vanuatu, young men born and raised in the 
capital Port Vila regard mobile phones as crucial tools for building social 
networks that extend and enhance status and reputation (Kraemer 2015, 
2018). These young men, however, often lack the financial resources—that 
is, credit—to use their phones. Accordingly, they cultivate relationships 
with others to whom they can make requests when necessary and discourage 
relationships with others who are thought only to make requests of them. 
There is a definite sense of calculative rationality involved in ‘working the 
mobile’: ‘Giving and spending phone credit in a relationship has become 
a signifier of the value of that relationship to a person’ (Kraemer 2018: 
102). While it would be wrong to say that such calculations are not a part 
of traditional gift exchanges, it is fair to say that mobile phone credits 
have become a new currency in which to measure, modulate and maintain 
‘a desired degree of intimacy’ in social relations (Kraemer 2018: 102).

The ethnographic evidence from PNG confirms and broadens the findings 
about credit requests reported from Tonga and Vanuatu. Research, including 
a review of two dozen diaries documenting the phone use of university 
students over a 48-hour period in 2014, suggests that almost everyone uses 
this service. Regular credit exchanges of small amounts (usually 1 kina) were 
a common feature of boyfriend/girlfriend relationships among the students 
surveyed, who also requested larger amounts of credit from their parents 
and older siblings with similar frequency. In the years before smartphones 
became common, transfers of 1 kina were often used to purchase 50 SMS 
for 75  toea as a conversational alternative to more expensive voice calls. 
Hence the resentment among many users when Digicel raised the price of 
the text bundle to 1.20 kina for 60 SMS, thus requiring a transfer of 2 kina 
to cover the cost.
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The exchange of texts and credits between boyfriends and girlfriends, 
according to data from the diaries and interviews with students, entails a 
set of tacit expectations. For example, there is an expectation that a text 
(or call) should receive an immediate reply. Texts that go unread because 
the battery in one’s phone needs a recharge can generate anxiety and worry. 
Similarly, network breakdowns that interrupt the flow of communications 
cause consternation. A frustrated poster on the Digicel Complaints Group 
Facebook page said:

This bloody network is causing inconvenience for Family & Loved 
Ones … All the messages from Sunday just coming in now … Fix 
the problem coz if my GF [girlfriend] breaks up with me tomorrow 
than I will hold you responsible. (see Foster 2020)

This example highlights not only an unfortunate intersection between 
non-human infrastructure and human intimacy, but also the mistrust and 
suspicion that complicate mobile communication among youth, in PNG as 
elsewhere (Archambault 2013; Gilbert 2016).

The exchange of texts and credits, like the exchange of gifts broadly 
characteristic of Oceanic societies, incurs the obligation to uphold the 
relationship that the exchange brings into being and reproduces. Consider 
the following paraphrased story related by one of the university students 
who assisted with our research on mobile phone use in PNG:

A friend of mine credited me K2 and I called him back to say thank 
you. He told me to get free SMS so we can text. I ended the call and 
subscribed for 60 free SMS by sending ‘SMS’ to +1629. As soon 
as I received notification from Digicel, I started texting with him. 
We started texting jokes and poking fun at each other. Then he said 
‘Uhm Winnie, before we run out of free SMS, I have to tell you 
something.’ He told me how his girlfriend is seeing someone else 
and he liked her a lot but how can he tell her that. I told him not to 
do anything. Just get his mind busy with other things. I suggested 
that he start dating other girls just to get over her. We kept going 
on and on until I received a text message telling me that I have 
used up all my free SMS. I was happy. It was a relief for me. Finally, 
I would get some sleep. He kept texting and I sent him a ‘Please 
Call Me’ request as code for saying I have no credits. He sent me 
another K2 …
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Winnie met her obligation to receive the additional gift and the conversation 
continued into the night even though Winnie’s responses were often one 
or two words. When Winnie told this story to her girlfriends, they shared 
stories about how male friends had engaged them in similar ways. One of 
Winnie’s friends commented wryly that at least unlike her, Winnie did not 
have to supply the credits.

The burden of receiving gifts of credit and dealing with the consequences 
that such gifts engender is forcefully demonstrated by stories of ‘phone 
friends’ reported by Barbara Andersen (2013; see Chapter 5). In one story, 
a husband and wife conspire to extract credits from an unknown man 
who calls the phone they share (sharing a phone in this story indicates 
the couple’s status as rustic village people). The husband encourages his 
wife to entertain the caller, who begins to send money to the husband’s 
bank account. Eventually, the unknown man reveals his plans to visit the 
woman, who had previously told the caller where she lives (another sign of 
her rural naiveté). When the man arrives, the husband pretends to be his 
wife’s brother. The unknown caller, however, declares his plans to take the 
woman away as his wife. Her husband is trapped by the situation he has 
created: ‘by consuming the money sent to his wife, the husband had entered 
a simulated—but still effective—affinal relationship’ (Andersen 2013: 330). 
The moral of the story is to beware of accepting gifts from unknown sources, 
because even gifts received under false pretences carry obligations. Women 
in particular who accept such gifts risk becoming detached from their 
social moorings and lured away by the influence of ‘subversive transactors’ 
(Andersen 2013: 330).

Managing the back and forth of credit transfers and ‘call me’ requests usually 
involves interacting with relatives and friends rather than unknown callers 
and anonymous texters. Such is the conclusion of interviews conducted 
with a variety of people living in and around the town of Goroka in 2015. 
In this regard, it is important to note that ‘call me’ and ‘credit me’ requests 
are not always met. On the one hand, handling such requests is a matter 
of self-discipline. Some of the people interviewed reported restricting their 
requests to a few close family members; others claimed to find it hard to 
make requests because of pride. One interviewee similarly stated that he 
does not answer any of the requests that he receives because if a person 
has a mobile phone, then that person should be able to afford to operate 
it. Here, apparently, is evidence of a discourse of self-responsibility taking 
shape around mobile phones—exactly the sort of discourse that scholars 
who associate mobile phones with emergent forms of modern possessive 
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individualism might expect. At the other extreme, however, Linda, the 
woman from Bougainville, claimed that she responds to all requests and even 
sends credits unsolicited to friends and family members. Linda explained 
that she was the firstborn in her family and had numerous siblings and other 
relatives to look out for.

On the other hand, handling requests is a matter of strategy. Indeed, the 
low balances that people keep on their phones can plausibly be interpreted 
as a strategy for protection against credit requests—a strategy that recalls 
traditional practices for safeguarding resources (betel nut, tobacco, garden 
produce, shell valuables) from the claims of others by keeping them out of 
sight and inaccessible (Foster 1993). Crowdy and Horst (2022) claim that 
several of their research participants likewise deliberately choose not to carry 
on their phones music that they do not wish to share. In many instances, 
people meet requests selectively, deciding when it is appropriate to respond 
positively and to whom. For example, one man living in Port Moresby, 
Basil, explained that when Digicel installed a tower in his home village, he 
changed SIM cards so that relatives at home would not pester him with ‘call 
me’ requests that would lead to ‘unnecessary’ calls. When asked what he 
meant by unnecessary, Basil gave the example of someone telling him that 
a pig broke into a neighbour’s garden: ‘This is none of my business. Why 
waste my time?’ Even Basil’s elder brother in the village has to call Basil’s 
wife, who then communicates a message to Basil if it is deemed necessary.

One older woman living in Goroka explained that she responds to her 
children’s ‘call me’ requests, but not to their ‘credit me’ requests. That is, 
she is willing to pay to speak with her children, but not to finance their 
communication with other people. This sentiment also informs gifts 
made between boyfriends and girlfriends, which are presumed to be 
used exclusively as a resource for the couple’s private communications—​
a presumption not always justified (see Good 2012: 215). The sentiment 
might count as evidence of what critics of neoliberalism understand as the 
extension of economic rationality into the domain of the social (see e.g. 
von Schnitzler 2008). Like displeasure at being phoned with so-called free 
minutes at off-peak hours instead of during the evening at peak rates, the 
woman’s denial of her children’s credit requests registers the calculation of 
relative intimacy in terms of the price of airtime.



99

3. MOBILE ECONOMIES: PREPAID, GIFT AND INFORMAL

Informal Economy
The spread of mobile phones across the Global South was accompanied 
by expectations that an era of robust economic development was at hand. 
Mobile phones, it was thought, would enable new forms of entrepreneurship 
and provide women, in particular, with new means for achieving economic 
autonomy (see Curry et al. 2016). In PNG, there is some evidence of the 
positive impact of mobile phones on the growth of businesses, especially 
the growth of taxi services in the capital Port Moresby. Similarly, there is 
also clear evidence of the positive impact of mobile phones on organising 
commercial transport—in the long-distance betel nut trade, for example 
(Sharp 2012: 122).

Facebook has made the business of at least one Port Moresby fish monger 
much more efficient. The vendor posted early morning photos of fish for 
sale on her Facebook page with a range of prices, contact information and 
the promise of delivery at no extra cost. This service reportedly appealed 
to city residents who were imagined to be either ‘too lazy’ to visit the 
marketplace in person or who were hesitant to venture into locations known 
to be frequented by pickpockets and purse snatchers.

Anthropologists, however, have been quick to temper inflated expectations 
of the economic impact of mobile phones. Ethnographic accounts have 
curbed the enthusiasm with which some advocates of mobile phones 
promote their entrepreneurial use in the developing world. The work of 
Horst and Miller (2006) in Jamaica, for example, demonstrated that the 
promise of economic freedom attached to mobile phones by development 
agencies was rarely redeemable. Mobile phones did not stimulate the sort of 
entrepreneurial activity that was expected, although they did indeed enable 
poor people to cope better with their circumstances. Paradoxically, as Miller 
notes (2006), the latter was a corollary of the former. That is, mobile phones 
enabled people to appeal to each other more effectively in order to share 
resources when emergencies arise and provided easier access to friends and 
family members living abroad, who might have resources available (Horst 
and Miller 2006; Horst 2006). But it was precisely this sharing of resources 
that prevented the formation of capital needed to start new businesses and 
to flourish as a self-made entrepreneur.
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When it comes to starting or expanding businesses, mobile phones often 
favour people who already have the resources to operate successfully 
(see  e.g. Wallis 2011). Recent ethnographic research on the economic 
impact of mobile phones on coffee farming and fresh produce trading in 
the eastern highlands of PNG likewise reports mixed findings (Titus 2019). 
While mobile phones certainly enabled better coordination of transport, 
little evidence was found that mobile phones led to ‘opportunities for 
arbitrage and better market prices for smallholders’ (Titus 2019: 139; but 
see Suwamaru [2015] for claims about producers using mobile phones 
to secure better deals). My own inquiries in 2015 confirmed that there 
was little uptake on the part of coffee farmers and traders in the use of 
mobile phones for the mobile money scheme (Cellmoni) that Digicel was 
promoting at the time. By contrast, there is strong evidence of the use of 
mobile phones, especially in urban areas, for banking—transferring funds, 
checking balances, paying wages, purchasing electric power and, of course, 
topping up phone credits (Suwamaru 2015).

What both proponents and sceptics of the economic power of mobile phones 
tend to underemphasise is the informal economy that advances and results 
from the spread of mobile phones (but see GSMA 2021). This fact was not 
lost on Digicel, which occasionally claimed credit for the phenomenon in 
PNG. Thus in 2019, Digicel Senior Vice President Lorna McPherson, 
in comments defending the company’s contributions to PNG, asserted that:

We have over 800 staff, but also have around 35,000 people that 
resell our products and services. So it’s not only Digicel’s own 
employees but it impacts the economy and the way we do things is 
huge. (Post-Courier 2019)

Soon after launching, Digicel publicised the good it was doing in PNG 
in the figure of the street vendor (strit venda in Tok Pisin) who resells phone 
credits in small amounts to retail customers.

Consider the newspaper advertisement that ran on 2  October 2007 in 
The National under the heading ‘My Life Is Better!’
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Figure 3.3. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Street Vendor Programme).
Source: The National, 24 August 2007.

Figure 3.4. Digicel newspaper ad 
(Larry Koavea, My life is better).
Source: The National, 2 October 2007.

The ad featured an image of a young man, Larry Koavea, wearing a red 
baseball cap stamped in white with the name Digicel and a red T-shirt 
stamped with the words ‘Digicel. Top Up Here!’ The main text of the ad is a 
testimony, written in Tok Pisin and translated into English by me as follows:

My name is Larry Koavea, and I am a street vendor for Digicel 
here in Port Moresby. Three months ago I joined the Digicel Street 
Vendor Programme, and it changed my life completely. Now I have 
my own business selling Flex Cards to Digicel customers, and this 
is really helping me and my family. Digicel gave me the chance to 
realise my dreams. Thank you very much, Digicel.

The ad was one in a series of testimonies to how Digicel had improved 
people’s lives in PNG, including a Port Moresby bus driver who could call 
for help with roadside emergencies and a netbag (bilum) seller in Goroka 
who could stay in touch with her rural relatives in the Bena district of the 
eastern highlands.
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Figure 3.5. Top-up transaction, Goroka, 2015.
Source: Photo by W Bai Magea.

In the first years of business, Digicel street vendors were instrumental in 
making the airtime credit necessary to make calls and send texts available 
for purchase beyond retail stores. Street vendors sold flex cards in urban 
settlements and at city bus stops as well as in the streets and marketplaces 
of provincial towns visited daily by rural residents for shopping, banking, 
selling produce and seeking health care. Vendors also sold electronic top-up: 
credit that they transferred from their mobile phones directly to the phones 
of customers. Some vendors offered basic handsets and memory cards 
loaded with music. SIM cards, with or without a handset, were sold on the 
streets prior to the implementation of SIM card registration (see Chapter 5). 
Digicel vendors were a common sight around Port Moresby and other urban 
centres circa 2015, often sitting or standing under red umbrellas sporting 
the Digicel logo. It was less common to spot a vendor sitting or standing 
under a purple and orange bmobile umbrella. Some vendors, however, sold 
both Digicel and bmobile flex cards.



103

3. MOBILE ECONOMIES: PREPAID, GIFT AND INFORMAL

Figure 3.6. Mobile phone repair technician’s table, Goroka, 2015.
Source: Photo by W Bai Magea.

As part of our research project, we studied and documented the activities 
of street vendors operating in the eastern highlands town of Goroka during 
2015–16 (see Bai Magea 2019; Thomas et al. 2018). Street vendors were 
the most prominent actors in an informal economy that also provided repair 
services, battery recharging and phone unlocking (for forgotten passwords) 
to phone users. In Goroka, all of the street vendors selling mobile phone 
credits and basic handsets that we observed and interviewed were men, 
ranging in age from early twenties to mid-fifties (see Little 2016; Barnett-
Naghshineh 2019). In other parts of PNG, such as the Rabaul/Kokopo area 
of East New Britain Province, women sell flex cards and electronic top-up 
at marketplaces and other public locations.

In Goroka, street vendors fell into two categories. Some street vendors 
worked at an interface between the formal and informal economy, buying 
flex cards and electronic top-up at discount from Oceanic Communications, 
a company contracted by Digicel to handle this aspect of the business, and 
then reselling to customers at retail prices, sometimes adding an additional 
service fee. These street vendors were individual businessmen who made 
their own hours, selling at a customary location for which they paid the 
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Goroka town authority an annual fee of 150  kina. Other street vendors 
worked as employees of one individual (a kinsman or wantok or fellow 
church member) who supplied them with flex cards and electronic top-
up and who paid the town authority fees for the various public locations 
at which the employees set up their stalls. Stalls consisted of a small table, 
a chair and a large umbrella, often adorned with the logos of either Digicel 
or bmobile. (Vendors claimed that Digicel used to provide this equipment 
to street vendors for no charge; in 2016, however, tables and umbrellas were 
purchased for a fee of 200 kina.) These employees were paid a fortnightly 
salary or otherwise were compensated in kind with food and lodging. 
We learned of five groups operating in Goroka, each consisting of between 
five and 10 street vendors, including one group run by an individual who 
rented his various tables from another individual.

I limit myself here to reflections on the informal economy that align with 
the expanded idea of appropriation that informs this chapter. First, I ask: 
How do street vendors create ways to augment their income beyond the 
small margins gained through sale of discounted flex cards and electronic 
top-up? In 2015, vendors bought flex cards from Oceanic Communications 
at a discount. Flex cards with a face value of 3 kina cost 2.80 kina, and 
5  kina cards cost 4.60. These two denominations were the ones most 
commonly sold in Goroka, although a few vendors sold 10  kina cards. 
Similarly, vendors purchased credit for electronic or phone-to-phone top-
up at the rate of 107 kina worth of credit for 100 kina (to resell for a profit 
of 7 per cent; this rate had previously been as high as 10 per cent, according 
to one of the individuals who employed a group of vendors; Bai Magea 
2019). Many street vendors complained that due to the proliferation of 
competitors, it was extremely difficult to make much money given the small 
margins granted by Oceanic Communications. One vendor remembered 
when he used to take in almost 200 kina a day in profits, up to 300 kina 
during the annual Goroka cultural show. Now, however, he struggled to 
make 50 kina a day in profits.

Vendors can augment their revenue by adding a service fee to each flex card. 
This strategy is less viable in a setting where there are numerous vendors 
like the streets of Goroka during weekdays, where the majority of vendors 
waive such a fee. However, individuals who buy cards in town for resale in 
villages where access to phone credit is limited invariably add a markup of 
50 toea or more, as do urban vendors who sell cards from their homes at 
night or enterprising university students who sell cards in their dormitories. 
Similarly, street vendors added a 20 toea service fee to phone-to-phone top-



105

3. MOBILE ECONOMIES: PREPAID, GIFT AND INFORMAL

ups of less than 3 kina (the smallest denomination of Digicel flex cards). 
Three kina is the standard unit for flex card transactions; when a buyer 
approaches a vendor, the unspoken assumption is that the buyer wishes to 
purchase a 3 kina card. Thus, it is resource-poor users who can only afford 
a 1 or 2 kina top-up (say, to buy a bundle of SMS) that regularly incur an 
additional fee.

A more creative but less transparent way in which street vendors overcome 
the constraints on growing income for themselves involves participation 
in the grey market for phone credits. Vendors can purchase Digicel credit 
from users at a deep discount and transfer it using the Credit Me/Credit U 
service. For example, Bai Magea (2019) reports that women who receive 
gifts of phone credit from boyfriends or ‘phone friends’ (see Chapter  5) 
sometimes sell it to vendors—one way in which women can convert gifts into 
commodities and so participate in the informal economy of mobile phones. 
Ten kina worth of credit will be purchased for 5 kina in cash; 100 kina 
worth of credit will be purchased for 60 kina in cash. These transactions 
are also attractive to users who receive gifts of top-up from their relatives 
living abroad. Digicel offers promotions that double or triple the amount 
of top-up purchased when paid for in the local currencies of relatives living 
in Australia or Aotearoa New Zealand (see Foster 2018: 114–15). This 
bonus can be converted into cash by recipients in PNG who sell it to street 
vendors. Vendors thereby deftly appropriate one of the company’s own 
promotions to work around its inadequate compensation for street sales, 
while users subversively reverse the process by which the company converts 
cash, including foreign exchange, into its restricted currency of credit for 
Digicel products (voice, SMS and data).

Street vendors who resell credit acquired by these unofficial means must 
transfer it through the Credit Me/Credit U service and pay the appropriate 
fee. One user complained to us about receiving credit from vendors in 
this fashion because this sort of top-up does not qualify the recipient for 
Digicel’s popular promotions, such as the 100 free night minutes of voice 
calls awarded with a 5  kina top-up. Other users, however, were said to 
prefer buying top-up in this fashion when they owed a debt for a credit 
advance because the amount owed would not automatically be deducted 
from their account.

Street vendors, as mentioned, offer not only electronic top-up and flex 
cards but also repair services. (Battery charging in Goroka was available at 
a few of the mostly Asian-owned trade stores in town, usually for a fee of 
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2 kina per recharge.) Two phone repair technicians who were interviewed 
in Goroka had some formal training in electronics repair but largely taught 
themselves how to mend mobile phones. Their services offer users whose 
phones suffer cracked screens, broken microphones and other injuries a 
less expensive alternative to buying a new phone (see Thomas et al. 2018). 
Users sometimes pay for these services by offering broken phones that repair 
technicians can either fix and resell or cannibalise for spare parts. Similarly, 
repair technicians sometimes purchase phones to harvest spare parts or to 
unlock and resell.8 Some of these devices are stolen by young men who 
specialise in pickpocketing mobile phones (Little 2016). If, however, repair 
technicians benefit from the operation of a black market in mobile phone 
sales, then they also feel the negative effects on their repair business when 
the price of a pre-owned phone on the street is less than the cost of repairing 
a broken phone.

Second, I ask: How do the ethics and values of a gift economy shape the 
principles and practices of the informal economy that has emerged around 
mobile phones? Michelle MacCarthy (2011) has addressed this question with 
respect to the economic opportunities that mobile phone uptake has created 
for Trobriand Islanders. These opportunities include using generators and 
solar panels to recharge phone batteries at 2 kina per phone and reselling 
Digicel phone credit (with a small markup) sent by wage-earning relatives 
in town. MacCarthy emphasises how pursuit of these money-making 
opportunities requires entrepreneurial individuals to negotiate the logics of 
both market and gift exchange. On the one hand, they must ‘try to escape, 
rather than embrace, social obligations, as relatives will try to exploit kin 
relationships to get something for nothing’. On the other hand, ‘refusing to 
share freely … brings its own perils; one must carefully balance the desire to 
make money, and the necessity of respecting kin obligations’ (MacCarthy 
2011: 5–6). The Trobriand entrepreneur’s dilemma consists in uncoupling 
transactions from kin relations just enough to generate income but not so 
decisively as to erode the moral basis of ‘mutuality of being’ (Sahlins 2011).

In other words, there is no reason to think that in PNG the presence of 
market transactions signals the necessary, let alone inevitable, displacement 
of the morality of gift exchange. Busse and Sharp’s (2019: 139) ethnographies 
of what goes on in PNG marketplaces demonstrates ‘the nuances and 
complications of gift and commodity exchange’. That is, what appear to be 

8	  No technicians claimed to know how to unlock phones that are tied to one network so that any 
SIM card could be used in the phone.
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impersonal commodity transactions—the sale of betel nut or bananas for 
cash—often include elements that acknowledge and reproduce a personal 
relationship between buyers and sellers (see Chapter  2). A little ‘extra’, 
for example, might be added to the purchase by the seller. Marketplace 
conventions in PNG assert a morality of exchange different from the 
instrumental rationality associated with high-frequency algorithmic trading 
or the dubious ethics of the used car lot. PNG marketplaces, by contrast, 
are characterised by ‘the relative absence of price competition, reluctance to 
drop prices, the absence of hard sell tactics’ and the absence of bargaining 
and haggling (Busse and Sharp 2019: 138).

Conventions of care shape the relations of mobile phone street vendors with 
their customers as well as with each other. Matthew, a single man in his early 
thirties, repairs mobile phones and sells airtime at a street stand in Goroka. 
He occupies a particular spot on a particular corner with other vendors who 
sell cigarettes, betel nuts, hard-boiled eggs, soft drinks and the flex cards that 
people buy to top up their mobile phone airtime balances. Matthew was 
one of the first to teach himself how to repair phones; he and his friend and 
workmate Gabriel were also among the first to start selling airtime in 2009 
as Digicel rolled out its network of cell towers across the country.

Matthew regards his work as a service to the community; indeed, to the 
nation. His business yields to the demands of a moral economy that 
EP  Thompson (1971) would find familiar. Villagers who come to town 
with no money can offer their homegrown bananas or sweet potatoes in 
exchange for repair services. Town workers, however, will be sized up and 
charged according to Matthew’s estimate of their ability to pay. Matthew 
likes to say that many of his customers offer him small gifts of food and 
soft drinks. Other vendors talked about memorising the phone numbers 
of regular customers, waiving service fees for direct top-up, and extending 
credit (dinau in Tok Pisin) when customers are short of cash.

Goroka street vendors, moreover, care for each other: they all offer their 
goods at the same price and eschew overt competition. Vendors set up 
their stalls side by side and offer the same flex cards at the same price. One 
vendor’s business collapsed when he overspent his revenue and was unable 
to purchase a new supply of flex cards. A fellow vendor hired him until he 
was able, a year later, to save enough money to re-establish his own business. 
As Bai Magea (2019: 39) puts it, ‘Airtime vendors and mobile repairmen in 
Goroka recognize themselves as a community’.
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Bai Magea notes, however, that vendors and repairmen wonder if Digicel 
recognises them as part of the Digicel corporate community. Technically, 
the street vendors are not Digicel employees; their connection to the 
company is more at arms-length then it was in the heyday of the Strit 
Venda Programme. Matthew, nevertheless, insists that he and his fellow 
vendors are part of Digicel: without them the network would not work. 
Street vendors, in addition, suffer when the network falters. If the network 
is unstable at the moment when a vendor transfers top-up credit from his 
phone to a buyer’s phone, then the vendor might have to resend the credit, 
absorbing the loss himself. Vendors also have to deal with the fallout from 
Digicel’s promotions, as when customers angrily complain that they have 
not received the credit they purchased when in fact the credit had been 
automatically deducted to pay back an outstanding loan.

Matthew’s recognition of ‘people as infrastructure’ (Simone 2004) is 
entirely plausible. Digicel, the brand name under which Telstra trades in 
PNG (Business Advantage PNG 2021), still relies on vendors in townships 
like Goroka to distribute airtime credit into the hinterlands; residents of 
outlying villagers prefer to buy flex cards in town for later use or for resale. 
In cities like Port Moresby, however, the advent of smartphones has enabled 
more and more people to top up directly online, buying airtime like Linda 
through linked banking accounts or the My Digicel app (see Chapter 4).

The future of the prepaid scratch-off flex card is dubious, and the economic 
niche of street vendors is shrinking (see Chapter 4). There is a policy argument 
to be made that preservation of the flex card vendors’ livelihood would support 
the informal economy on which so many Papua New Guineans depend 
(see James et al. 2012). For Matthew, who regards his work as a service to 
the local community and larger nation, there are ethical as well as economic 
questions at stake: Does Digicel really care about him and his fellow vendors, 
who were present at the beginning when the company was first establishing 
itself in the country? Will Digicel take care of them?

There are, in the end, limits to the extent that street vendors and others who 
work in the informal economy of mobile phones can appropriate Digicel 
(or Telstra); that is, compel the company to acknowledge the morality of 
gift exchange that many Papua New Guineans take for granted. Matthew’s 
concerns accordingly raise open and unsettling questions about the power 
relationships embedded in a new technology (Bar et al. 2016). Does Digicel 
still care for the people of PNG more than 15  years after the company 
brought them a revolution in communications? Would Telstra, having 
acquired Digicel, do better?
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