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Smartphones and Data: 

Convergence and Content

The rapid introduction of smartphones into Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
focused consumers and companies alike on the primacy of data for internet 
access rather than the capacity to make voice calls or send text messages 
(SMS). These devices brought new opportunities for both consumers and 
companies to exercise freer agency in their relationship with each other. For 
example, consumers could not only exploit the affordances of smartphones 
in their own personal projects of self-cultivation (Miller et al. 2021), but 
also use social media to register public complaints about poor mobile 
service. Companies, for their part, could target users more precisely with 
online marketing and induce users to purchase credits and to seek customer 
care via apps rather than in person. Smartphones, however, also brought 
new challenges and constraints. For consumers, using data required new 
choices and calculations with regard to managing prepaid subscriptions. 
For companies, the turn to data meant addressing the decline in revenue 
from more lucrative voice services.

This chapter interprets these opportunities and challenges by deploying the 
contested notion of media convergence. I focus specifically on the economic 
and cultural dimensions of media convergence that bear upon the issue 
of content.1 By economic convergence I refer to the evolution of telecom 
firms like Digicel into something else—companies that are simultaneously 

1	  For a discussion of media convergence in terms of four dimensions (technological, economic, 
political and cultural), see Miller (2011). For a related historical discussion of media convergence from 
the 1980s to the early 2010s, see Balbi (2017). For critical assessment of the idea of media convergence, 
see Silverstone (1995), Jenkins (2001) and Yrteberg (2011).
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internet service providers (ISPs) and entertainment and news companies; 
in short, providers of content to be consumed through the use of data. 
By cultural convergence I refer to the participatory possibilities opened 
up by the advent of tools allowing ordinary people to ‘archive, annotate, 
appropriate and recirculate content’ (Jenkins 2001: 93). These possibilities 
have altered the ways in which companies and consumers can engage each 
other and perforce make claims on each other within the moral economy of 
mobile phones. In attending to these possibilities, I extend the discussion 
of technology appropriation cycles initiated in Chapter 3 and reprise the 
book’s overall theme of freedom and constraint with respect to mobile 
communication.

The New Data Landscape
The spread of smartphones in PNG was underway by 2011, when 
Digicel introduced 3G/WCDMA mobile broadband services throughout 
the country. Steep drops in the price of new entry-level smartphones as 
well as a robust market for second-hand handsets, often stolen, helped to 
accelerate the spread, especially in urban areas where access to 3G towers 
was more available and reliable. In July 2014, Digicel was offering an Alcatel 
OneTouch Pixi (equipped with 3G touchscreen, 512  megabytes [MB] 
internal memory, 256 MB RAM and a microSD slot) for PGK149 (about 
USD48). This low-cost device was, of course, locked to the Digicel network.

The year 2015 was an important moment in the proliferation of 
smartphones in PNG due to the country’s role as host of the Pacific Games. 
Telikom PNG, bmobile-Vodafone and Digicel all seized the opportunity 
to promote the sale and usage of smartphones to follow the results and to 
watch highlights of sporting events. Digicel offered its new Alcatel Pixi 2 
for 139 kina. The phone featured 4 gigabytes (GB) of memory, 512 MB 
RAM, a dual core 1 GHz processor and Android 4.2 operating system—​
a significant upgrade from the original model that sold for 10 kina more 
just one year earlier.2 Digicel COO Paul Stafford reported that sales of the 
Pixi 2 had skyrocketed as a result of the Games:

2	  For the record, Vodafone PNG offered the Alcatel 1L in a Christmas 2022 promotion that also 
included a free basic phone with 20 kina of on-net credit for 199 kina. The Alcatel 1L features a 6.1” 
HD display with a quad core processor, 2 GB RAM and 32 GB internal storage.
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It’s clear that people in PNG see the value in the world of information, 
fast social media sharing and access to entertainment that smartphones 
open up, when running on Digicel’s network, which is the fastest and 
most reliable in the country. (Post-Courier 2015b)3

In anticipation of the Pacific Games, Digicel announced a USD3 million 
upgrade of network capacity in Port Moresby, and a separate investment of 
USD13.4 million in 56 LTE sites, also in Port Moresby. The company added 
new towers and increased the capacity of existing towers in the vicinity 
of stadiums and other event venues. CEO Maurice McCarthy exclaimed:

The beauty of this investment on the network is that it will benefit the 
citizens of Port Moresby long after the games are over with faster more 
reliable internet speed and consistent coverage. (Post-Courier 2015c)

Like annual Independence Day celebrations, the Pacific Games offered 
Digicel a platform on which to represent the company as attentive to the 
needs of the nation, including the infrastructure necessary for development. 
McCarthy noted that Digicel’s investment would allow Port Moresby to 
host ‘many more large scale events which have high traffic periods’ and 
which in the past have placed ‘enormous pressure on the network’s capacity’ 
(Post-Courier 2015c).

Corporate officials of bmobile-Vodafone would probably have objected to 
McCarthy’s boasting. Like Digicel, bmobile-Vodafone regarded the Pacific 
Games as an opportunity to promote its delivery of services as the ‘official 
mobile services provider’. Pacific Games CEO Peter Stewart celebrated 
how bmobile-Vodafone handled the heavy traffic during the opening and 
closing ceremonies when it seemed ‘like the entire nation [was] using their 
network at the Sir John Guise Stadium’ (National 2015a). The company, 
moreover, opened a retail store at the international airport just in time to 
greet visitors for the Games, including about 4,000 athletes and officials 
who were issued free SIM cards. Telikom, for its part, advertised its status 
as ‘exclusive telecommunications provider’ for the Games. It also offered 
free wi-fi service at several of the venues for the Games, and extended the 
offer for a month after the Games ended. At the same time, the company 
promoted EV-DO and MiFi devices4 at competitive prices and with a free 
2,015 MB of data. Plainly, the move from voice and SMS messaging to 

3	  The games also provided Digicel with an opportunity to generate income from SMS subscriptions 
that provided users with medal results and inspirational quotes for 10 toea per text.
4	  Devices for wi-fi data transmission: EV-DO stands for the name of the wireless transmission 
standard ‘Evolution-Data Optimised’, while MiFi is a small portable wireless router.
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data had begun in earnest for both the residents of Port Moresby and the 
companies that provided them with telecommunications services. In 2016, 
a Digicel official estimated that the company served 700,000 to 800,000 
smartphone subscribers (personal communication, May 2016).

By 2021, the rising use of smartphones was indicated by the statistics 
found on the website of We Are Social, a global agency specialising in 
social media marketing. The agency estimated some 3.11 million ‘mobile 
connections’ (not unique subscribers) in a country of about 9 million people 
(34.4  per  cent of the population). Of these connections, 55.2  per cent 
were broadband connections. Of an estimated 930,000 active social media 
users (10.3 per cent of the population), 97.5 per cent accessed platforms 
such as Facebook—by far the most popular social media site in PNG—via 
mobile phones. But recall that the spread of smartphones indicated here 
is highly uneven (see Chapter 1): ‘Internet usage is skewed towards urban 
centres, with almost 70 per cent of internet users residing in the cities of 
Port Moresby and Lae’ (Highet et al. 2019: 24). And these users, moreover, 
are more than likely to be men under the age of 34.

Prepaid Subscriptions: New Challenges 
to Consumers and Companies
The coming of smartphones and the concomitant demand for data entrained 
different challenges for ordinary consumers, mobile network operators 
and informal businesses. Let’s begin with individual consumers on prepaid 
subscriptions (leaving aside the minority of consumers on postpaid plans 
and business customers), for whom the challenge of affordability remained 
paramount. A 2019 survey of 638 internet users across PNG indicates that 
54 per cent spent less than 10 kina per week on data while only 16 per cent 
spent more than 20 kina (ABC International Development 2019). Access 
to the internet rarely comes in the form of free public wi-fi service, which 
is almost non-existent in PNG; hence the appeal of Telikom’s unusual offer 
to supply free wi-fi at selected sites during the Pacific Games. Some office 
workers can take advantage of internet access while on the job, using it to 
download and share music, for instance (Crowdy and Horst 2022), but 
most individuals must purchase data from Digicel, Telikom, bmobile and, 
since mid-2022, Vodafone PNG. Even students at the University of Papua 
New Guinea often prefer (or feel compelled) to purchase data rather than 
deal with the university’s free but slow and unreliable wi-fi service.
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In PNG in 2015, one could buy data credits from Digicel that could be used 
for one hour (10 MB for 99 toea) or for 30 days (1,500 MB for 60 kina) 
with several options in between (see Chapter  3). Each option, however, 
came with the caveat of ‘use it or lose it’. Buying data bundles restricted 
in this way was nevertheless preferable to paying 49  toea per megabyte 
(30 toea in 2021), the very expensive ‘out of bundle rate’ charged by Digicel 
(see  Chapter  3). Navigating the data landscape, then, meant first of all 
choosing which data bundle to purchase and keeping track of one’s usage. 
Prepaid data subscribers thus confronted the problem that Donner refers to 
as ‘the lack of transparency about units and experiences’ (2015: 127):

With voice calls and SMS messages, on the one hand, users can pay 
by the minute or message, and have a sense of how their behavior 
maps to expenses. With data, on the other hand, prepay users 
purchase some aggregation of mysterious bytes.

The CEO of bmobile-Vodafone, Sundar Ramamurthy, who arrived in late 
2013 with the aim of making the state-owned company more competitive, 
sought to simplify the growing complexity of operating a mobile phone 
by introducing bundles that assembled data, voice and SMS in a single 
package. For example, in 2021 bmobile offered several different MOA 
packs (moa means ‘more’ in Tok Pisin), such as the ‘MOA week’ which 
for seven days included unlimited voice calls to other bmobile numbers 
(‘On Net’), 30 minutes of calls to other numbers (‘Off Net’), 30 SMS and 
300 MB of data at a price of 9 kina. (Digicel began offering similar ‘1TOK 
bundles’ in 2016 that included data, SMS and ‘unlimited Digi to Digi talk 
time’). Ramamurthy explained that he preferred a single straightforward 
value proposition to promotions that came with conditions and in effect 
dictated behaviour: ‘The fine print is that there is no fine print’ (personal 
communication, March 2015).

Digicel, by contrast, continued to use promotions as a marketing strategy 
for socialising consumers to increased data usage. In 2014, special days were 
announced on which the purchase of a ‘week pass’ for 10 kina would double 
the amount of data from 300 MB to 600 MB. In April 2015, signalling how 
it imagined the source of future revenues, Digicel introduced a new data 
plan: for 4 kina, one could now buy a 24-hour data bundle (the ‘social pass’) 
that supplied not only 60 MB of data, but also unlimited access to Twitter, 
Instagram and Facebook. In July 2016, Digicel introduced free Facebook 
basics. A surprisingly candid report from Digicel’s own news service (Loop 
PNG 2016) explained the move:
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Digicel PNG is on the path now to increase data penetration 
throughout the country through the use of its recently launched 
service, free Facebook.

Acknowledging Facebook as the largest social media platform 
globally with 1.6 billion customers, Digicel PNG partnered with 
Facebook to provide free browsing to its PNG customers.

Digicel managing director mobile, Shivan Bhargava, said Facebook 
may possibly be a starting point to get more Papua New Guineans 
onto social media.

Digicel announced, however, in October 2016 that Facebook Free Mode 
would henceforth only be available to users who top up their airtime balance 
by 3 kina—and then it would only be valid for two days. (For an account of 
the rise and fall of Facebook ‘free basics’ see Hempel 2018.)

Navigating the new data landscape posed other challenges besides the 
affordability of data. For example, data bundles often renewed automatically 
unless a user had explicitly chosen to opt out of this function. Users also 
needed to keep track of their data usage lest they be charged at the steep 
out-of-bundle rate. This requirement involved developing an intuitive sense 
of how much data would be consumed by watching a video or making 
a call via WhatsApp. YouTube videos were thus likened to electric jugs—
they consumed large amounts of data just as kettles used for boiling 
water consumed large amounts of electricity. Many users experienced 
the disappearance of data for apparently no reason, which usually led 
to accusations against Digicel and a pervasive mistrust in the company’s 
accounting procedures. In 2019, Digicel introduced rollover for some data 
plans. However, ‘if a customer does not make a purchase within 24 hours of 
the expiry of a data plan, unused data is lost’ (Watson et al. 2021).

While many users complained that their data was disappearing or even 
being stolen by Digicel (see Foster 2020), the company suggested that users 
must learn how to manage the settings on their smartphones, turning off 
the auto-sync function, for example, or remembering that music streaming 
might use up to 1  MB per minute. That is, Digicel responded to the 
concerns of its users over how the company measures usage and charges 
for data with exhortations to assume greater individual responsibility for 
operating personal devices. Digicel went so far as to offer ‘Smartclinics’ at 
its retail outlets in order to educate the public in matters of data usage and 
social media (National 2015b). I spoke with one consumer who responded 
to the demands of navigating the data landscape by inventing new forms 
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of self-discipline (see Chapter 3). This university student claimed that she 
would rather buy three separate 60 MB day passes at 3 kina each instead 
of a discounted 170 MB 3-day pass at 8 kina in order to give herself more 
control over her data usage:

When I subscribe for more than 60 megabytes I find that my data 
finishes very quickly, leaving me feeling bad for spending money on 
something that did not last for the intended number of days.

Even if a user could afford to purchase data and engage with social media, there 
were new communicative circumstances to consider. For  example, a user’s 
online presence might be detected by other users, thereby compromising the 
desired privacy associated with individualised use of mobile phones. An active 
Facebook user’s presence online is indicated by a green dot (‘Green dot stap’ 
in Tok Pisin) next to their profile image. One can send a credit request to the 
active Facebook user; if there is no reply, then the requestor knows that they 
are being ignored. Similarly, although calls made by WhatsApp are cheaper 
than conventional voice calls, they require the recipient as well as the caller to 
use data. Whether one chooses to respond to a WhatsApp call now involves 
the same kind of cost–benefit calculation involved in responding to a ‘call me’ 
or ‘credit me’ request (Chapter 3).

It is important to note that one popular strategy for navigating the data 
landscape amounts to avoiding it. That is, one can enjoy the multiple 
affordances of a smartphone without using, let alone purchasing, data. 
Consider the case of Marie, a grandmother in her fifties who works as 
a housekeeper in Port Moresby. Marie took advantage of a 2-for-1 sale at a 
Digicel retail shop to purchase Alcatel OneTouch phones for herself and 
her daughter. Marie’s daughter assists in topping up the phone from Marie’s 
bank account and then transferring a few kina from Marie’s phone to her 
own. Marie herself uses her phone to make and receive calls, and to receive 
but not send text messages. She does not use the phone to go online. Marie 
does, however, use several other of the phone’s features. She takes and stores 
photos of her family; she listens to gospel music; she reads the Bible that her 
daughter put on the phone; and she records sermons at her Assemblies of 
God Fellowship Sunday services and listens to them afterwards. The phone 
is an important asset to Marie’s spiritual life as well as a means for staying in 
touch with her home village located about 70 km away.

Geoffrey Hobbis (2020) has documented extensively the ways in which 
rural Lau Lagoon villagers in Malaita, Solomon Islands, have embedded 
smartphones in their everyday lives despite lacking the financial means to 



UNEVEN CONNECTIONS

116

make frequent calls and the infrastructural capacity to access the internet 
(cf. Tenhunen 2018: 157). Lau villagers make full use of the multimedia 
and computational affordances of smartphones, watching videos, listening 
to music, playing games, doing calculations and sharing photos (as well as 
using the flashlight). These offline uses of the phone constitute in one sense 
an appropriation of the network. Like Marie, Lau villagers take advantage of 
the subsidies that telcos give to handsets in the expectation that the spread 
of inexpensive handsets will stimulate data usage. The frustration of this 
expectation causes concern among telco officers. Then Digicel CEO John 
Mangos, questioning the logic of subsidising phones when people were not 
going to use data, acknowledged in 2015 that consumers like Marie were 
‘a problem’ for the company (personal communication, 19 March 2015).

From the company’s point of view, however, the transition to data was 
more than a question of whether to subsidise handsets. In 2017, researcher 
Amanda Watson asked Gary Seddon, a senior manager at Digicel, about 
the threat that voice over internet protocol (VOIP) posed to the company’s 
income from voice calls and text messages. Seddon replied:

It encourages data consumption, so you will see greater data growth. 
It is a growing medium of communication in PNG; one that we 
embrace. But let’s not forget that conventional voice and SMS 
services are still incredibly important in PNG. The populations 
that are outside of 3G and 4G zones still rely heavily on our 2G 
based services. There remains a lot of the country to appropriately 
cover, despite Digicel’s considerable investment, presently exceeding 
PGK2.5 billion. (Watson and Seddon 2017)

Seddon’s comments point to an emerging digital divide in PNG: data 
consumption is increasingly concentrated in cities like Port Moresby and 
Lae, whose residents expect faster and cheaper broadband connectivity 
for their smartphones. Seddon speculated that meeting future internet 
bandwidth demands would inevitably require incorporating ‘off-island fibre 
optic delivery methods’ (Watson and Seddon 2017). In other words, the 
transition to data posed an infrastructural challenge for a company that had 
hitherto obviated the necessity of dealing with the monopoly on submarine 
gateways held by state-owned companies (first Telikom, then PNG 
DataCo) by securing access to bandwidth via O3B satellites (see Chapter 1). 
As Seddon predicted, reductions in the wholesale price of bandwidth due 
to the launch of the Coral Sea Cable System were announced in early 2021 
(Watson et al. 2021).
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From the point of view of mobile network operators, the transition to 
data also posed the challenge of free riders on the network—not wily users 
devising clever workarounds, but huge multinational corporations such 
as Facebook and Google. These companies not only provide apps that 
allow users to make calls and send text messages, but also derive revenue 
from the traffic generated by their ads. In 2015, Denis O’Brien vented his 
frustrations over such appropriation in several media outlets. The Financial 
Times (Cookson 2015) quoted O’Brien as saying:

Companies like Google, Yahoo and Facebook talk a great game and 
take a lot of credit when it comes to pushing the idea of broadband 
for all—but they put no money in  …  Instead they unashamedly 
trade off the efforts and investments of network operators like 
Digicel to make money for themselves.

O’Brien famously told the Wall Street Journal that ‘Mark Zuckerberg is like 
the guy who comes to your party and drinks your champagne, and kisses 
your girls, and doesn’t bring anything’ (Knutson and Schechner 2015). 
He claimed that Google earns ‘billions of dollars on advertising, and they 
don’t pay a penny. I think it’s the most extraordinary business model in 
modern history’ (Knutson and Schechner 2015). It is a business model that 
offers no incentive for mobile network operators to invest in infrastructure, 
especially in places like PNG where such costs are extremely high.

O’Brien went so far as to begin blocking ads in Jamaica, partnering with 
the Israeli company Shine Technologies whose software ‘prevents online 
ad networks such as those operated by Google from delivering display and 
video ads to mobile browsers and apps’ (Cookson 2015). O’Brien justified 
his decision as serving the best interests of consumers. Digicel asserted that 
ads use up to a tenth of a user’s data plan allowance, and that eliminating 
unwanted ads would save money for consumers. The ad-blocking initiative 
met some regulatory resistance in a few Caribbean markets (Paul 2015) and 
in Europe (Irish Times 2016), while both Google and Facebook attempted 
to address the concerns of mobile network operators by supporting various 
efforts to get more users to use more data. These efforts included both offers 
of free access to a simplified version of Facebook (Facebook Zero or ‘free 
basics’) and investments by Google in submarine fibre optic cables as well 
as O3B satellites and hot air balloons designed to bring internet access to 
remote locations. In 2017, Shine rebranded and ceased selling network-
level ad-blocking software.
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The transition to data, finally, posed challenges to the human infrastructure 
of telecommunications networks in PNG. That is, the spread of smartphones 
and increase in internet use threatened the livelihoods of street vendors 
(Chapter 3). In cities and towns, the advent of smartphones enabled more 
and more people to top up directly online, buying airtime through linked 
banking accounts. Moreover, new forms of ‘self-care’—quite different from 
the kind of care that street vendors give their customers (see Chapter 3)—
are being promoted. In January 2017, Digicel launched the My Digicel app 
for smartphone users, promising customers an efficient tool for ‘managing 
their Digicel life’ (National 2017b). Several months later, the company 
introduced a menu that allowed customers, including users of basic handsets, 
to assist themselves with queries relating to data and top‑up, among other 
things. Dial *123#. 24/7. Free. A list of frequently asked questions appears 
on the phone’s screen.

Media Convergence (Economic)
Digicel embraced digital media convergence, evolving into a provider of 
content as well as connectivity in all its markets. Across the Pacific region, 
the company diversified into the consumer entertainment business, 
launching its own television network and acquiring cable and satellite 
television broadcasters and ISPs. In PNG, state-owned Telikom did 
likewise. Its purchase in early 2015 of EMTV, the country’s major free-to-
air commercial television service, was a clear signal that the mediascape in 
PNG was being radically reconfigured.

Digicel’s plan to become something more than a mobile network operator 
was indicated in the US Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) filing 
for the company’s aborted initial public offering in 2015. The Form F-1 
Registration Statement (Digicel Group Ltd 2015) outlines a vision of the 
‘Digicel Ecosystem’:

The Digicel Ecosystem promotes customer retention and aims 
to drive revenue growth by capturing customers’ spending on 
communications and entertainment across all of Digicel’s businesses. 
It is a platform to which new products and services can be added. 
Importantly, Digicel has developed a strategy around proprietary 
content, which includes SportsMax, with exclusive sports content 
options tailored to individual markets, Loop, a local news and 
content app that is currently the most downloaded news app in the 
Caribbean with 450,000 mobile downloads as of June 9, 2015, and 
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mobile financial services through Digicel Mobile Money, Boom and 
Bima, which provide mobile banking and micro insurance services 
in various markets.

This ecosystem presupposes, of course, that Digicel is an internet company. 
In PNG, the company’s move in that direction first included the acquisition 
in 2011 of DataNets, an IT services firm founded, ironically, by Sundar 
Ramamurthy. According to a report from Oxford Business Group (2014), 
in 2013:

Digicel purchased the very-small-aperture terminal business of 
Remington Group, a locally-owned diversified conglomerate, and 
then later in the year took over as the wholesale provider for Daltron, 
a local ISP that is part of the WR Carpenter Group. In sum, the 
company, which already dominates the mobile phone business, has 
significantly expanded its presence as an internet company.

Telikom PNG, for its part, acquired Datec, a wholly owned subsidiary 
of Steamships Trading Company, in 2014:

Datec provides a wide range of ICT services, solutions and products 
in networks, applications, training and web design. Datec will be 
used in part to help Telikom PNG expand into internet and data 
services. (Oxford Business Group 2014)

At the same time that Digicel expanded into internet and data services, 
it also began to reshape itself as an entertainment company. In 2014, Digicel 
acquired the cable TV operator Channel 8 in PNG as well as Hitron Limited, 
in which Digicel took a 60 per cent shareholding interest. According to the 
2015 SEC filing (Digicel Group Ltd 2015):

Hitron provides Cable TV and internet service provider (‘ISP’), 
services across a multichannel multipoint distribution service network 
in Port Moresby, wholesale content services to some of the small cable 
operators and remote communities such as mining camp [sic]. It also 
implements and maintains VSAT systems for remote areas.

In the same year, moreover, Digicel launched Digicel Play, a television 
service offering 29 channels including not only CNN and MTV but also 
TVWAN, a locally produced free-to-view channel. Customers could access 
Digicel Play by buying a Digicel Play Box for 169 kina and connecting it to 
their television set. Digicel Play offered three free-to-view channels. Access 
to the pay-to-view channels required prepaid pay-as-you-go subscriptions 
just like the prepaid subscriptions for mobile phones:
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Anyone connected to the Digicel Play platform can sign up at any 
time for a Pre paid package to suit their budget and viewing needs. 
The Premium Package offers the best value for money at just K99 for 
30 days, with full access to all 29 channels. Other options include a 
K20 for 7 days plan with access to 8 channels and a K40 for 30 days 
plan with access to 16 channels. (Loop PNG 2015)

The same flex cards used for prepaid mobile phone subscriptions could be 
used to pay for Digicel Play. As CEO John Mangos explained in 2015, 
Digicel was applying the same model for phone credit sales to TV (personal 
communication, 2015). Mangos said that he expected no more than 
100,000 households to acquire a Digicel Play Box. Digicel would at first 
transmit using its towers, rolling out the TV service in Port Moresby and 
Lae and large towns and eventually obtaining satellite space and making 
the service available to the whole country. In other words, Digicel had 
become a telco in the prepaid subscription TV business, a rare if not wholly 
unique arrangement.

Telikom PNG, which already owned Kalang Advertising Limited, operator 
of FM100 and HotFM 97.1 commercial radio stations, matched Digicel’s 
move into television by acquiring EMTV, the country’s most viewed free-
to-air television station. Although there were reports at the time that Digicel 
was seeking to acquire EMTV, Telikom eventually purchased the station in 
2015 for USD10 million from Fiji TV, owned by Fijian Holdings Limited. 
(Digicel, however, acquired for TVWAN the coveted rights to National 
Rugby League [NRL] broadcasts that EMTV had previously enjoyed; see 
Chapter 2.) The Australian reported that Telikom’s CEO, Michael Donnelly, 
attributed the value of the acquisition to convergence, ‘the opportunity to 
channel increased content and other services to its customers’ (Callick 2015). 
Bhanu Sud, CEO of EMTV, echoed Donnelly’s observation: ‘The PNG 
media market is shifting thanks to the convergence of different technologies, 
and multimedia companies are competing not just domestically, but across 
the Pacific region as a whole’ (Oxford Business Group 2015).

By 2017, when Amanda Watson interviewed Mahesh Patel, Telikom’s board 
chairman, the fact and value of media convergence had become taken for 
granted. Patel told Watson (Watson and Patel 2017):

In international trends, it’s all about combined services. Our 
competitor already has a television service. So Datec and EMTV 
add value. Datec is a wholly-owned subsidiary as well. It’s an internet 
service provider, providing services into homes. EMTV is screening 
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NRL games again. Our competitor has the rights, so we’re running 
delayed telecasts. We are one of the top-ranked local content 
providers in the world—60 per cent of our EMTV content is local.

Both Telikom and Digicel had undeniably become ‘content providers’ in 
addition to telecommunications and internet companies.

Prominent among the sundry content that Digicel and Telikom PNG 
sought to provide were news and information. The barriers between print 
news and digital news began to fall quickly once social media users began 
posting photos of newspaper articles to Facebook and conversely the daily 
print newspapers reported viral social media posts. EMTV news, including 
video of television broadcasts, remains available on the company’s website, 
Facebook page, YouTube channel and Twitter and Instagram feeds. Digicel’s 
counterpart to EMTV news was its free-to-browse news service, Loop 
Pacific, launched in 2014; an app was launched in November 2015 in 
PNG. The National then reported that ‘Anyone with a Digicel SIM would 
be able to visit the Loop Pacific app or website from their Apple or Android 
smartphone without using any credit on their account’ (National 2015c). 
Digicel Pacific customised Loop Pacific news for its markets in PNG, 
Nauru, Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu (but not Fiji).

A 2019 report on media engagement suggests how smartphones have 
changed the media landscape in PNG. The vast majority of PNG citizens 
surveyed (n = 638) who access the internet do so through a mobile phone, 
and a large proportion use the internet for news: ‘Loop PNG is the most 
popular source of news, with weekly reach of 29% among regular Internet 
users’ compared with 14 per cent for EMTV Online (ABC International 
Development 2019: 40). Loop’s popularity perhaps stems from its free 
availability to all Digicel subscribers. Not surprisingly, television viewing 
of EMTV has declined as viewers migrate to online news sources where 
internet connectivity is accessible. Focus group participants claimed that 
‘DVDs are no longer used, having been replaced with phones, memory 
cards and flash drives as well as pay TV (Digicel Play) and movie programs’ 
(ABC International Development 2019: 22).

The expansion of Digicel’s ecosystem and its corporate evolution since 
beginning as a mobile network operator culminated in an October 2020 
proclamation declaring the relaunch of Digicel as a ‘Digital Operator’. 
Digicel was going ‘all in on digital’ (Loop PNG 2020):
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Oliver Coughlan, Digicel CEO Caribbean and Central America, 
explains: ‘Today, we’re stepping into our future. As a mobile operator, 
we sold minutes and MBs, now, as a Digital Operator, we’re about 
delivering digital experiences. And we’re making that happen 1440 
minutes of each day. That’s all day, every day’. (Loop PNG 2020)

These digital experiences were accessible in the form of prepaid ‘Prime 
Bundles’:

Digicel Prime Bundles feature all of Digicel’s suite of digital services 
(or apps) spanning D’Music for music, PlayGo for TV streaming, 
SportsMax for all things sport, BiP for advanced messaging, video 
and voice calling, gaming and marketplaces, LOOP for local and 
international news, GoLoud for 75 local radio stations and podcasts 
and Billo for cloud storage—each with its own super generous 
data allotment so that customers can feel, touch, experience and 
enjoy them as they live their digital lives. And on top of that there’s 
Digicel’s self-care destination, MyDigicel app.

Not only that. On top of those digital services, each of the Digicel 
Prime Bundles is loaded with a healthy helping of any use data for 
customers to enjoy. (Loop PNG 2020, original emphasis)

Prime Bundles signalled not only a decisive break with past practices of 
selling minutes and megabytes, but also a new definition of the company–
consumer relationship, one in which the power relationship embedded 
in the smartphone heavily favoured Digicel (see Chapter  3). Instead of 
appropriating a Digicel device as the means to cultivate one’s social network 
and personal interests, Digicel would effectively incorporate the user into 
the company’s proprietary content, thus appropriating the user by means 
of the device.

***

It is worth making a brief note here about political or regulatory 
convergence. In PNG, there are no constraints on media cross-ownership 
or foreign ownership of media. The establishment of the National 
Information and Communications Technology Authority (NICTA) ended 
the dual regulatory arrangement that created the tussle between the Papua 
New Guinea Radio Communications and Telecommunications Technical 
Authority (PANGTEL) and the Independent Consumer and Competition 
Commission (ICCC) over Digicel’s entry into PNG in 2007 (see Chapter 1). 
As a converged regulator, NICTA ‘can license operators, undertake 
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inquiries, determine interconnection prices, make recommendations to 
the Minister to declare (regulate) specific services, and oversee a Universal 
Access Service (UAS) program’ (Howell et al. 2019). NICTA does not issue 
service-specific or technology-specific licences. For example, Telikom was 
able to use for its 3G network the spectrum originally allocated for Citifon’s 
CDMA network (Watson et al. 2017). Instead, NICTA supplies licensed 
operators with application, network and content licences (in addition to 
radio communications and cabling licences). In July 2011, ‘NICTA granted 
Digicel three new ICT [information and communications technology] 
licenses—Network, International Gateway, and Application Licenses—
under the new National Information and Communications Technology 
Act, 2009 (National ICT Act)’ (Digicel PNG 2012). Digicel was the first 
mobile operator to migrate to the new ICT licensing regime. It was also ‘the 
first mobile operator in PNG to successfully migrate its spectrum licenses to 
the National ICT Act by signing a new Spectrum Usage Agreement (SUA)’ 
(Digicel PNG 2012). In April 2012, Digicel received from NICTA the 
content licence required for exploring internet protocol television options.

The fact that NICTA’s funding comes entirely from licence fees rather 
than government budget implies a potential conflict of interest, given that 
operator fees are proportional to firm revenues (Howell et al. 2019). 
NICTA also depends on Digicel for the data needed to make decisions 
about matters such as taxes or termination rates or the use of the UAS fund. 
Digicel’s continued expansion across media and its sheer dominance of the 
market in PNG presented regulatory challenges to an authority established 
in order to promote competition.5 Digicel’s partnerships with members 
of parliament for building towers (see Chapter 1) also made helpful allies 
within government. According to NICTA officials with whom I spoke, the 
company’s sense that ‘we created the market’ informed Digicel’s reluctance 
to share it, for example, by sharing its infrastructure with competitors. 
Inside NICTA, Digicel was sometimes referred to as ‘the red brigade’.

At the same time, technological convergence delivered its own challenges. 
In a 2017 interview with several NICTA officials, Amanda Watson (Watson 
et al. 2017) asked: ‘Turning now to convergence of different technologies 
into single devices, what kind of issues does this present to NICTA?’ 
To which the NICTA officials replied:

5	  In this regard see Watson and Fox (2019), who claim that ‘There appears to be no publicly 
available information on how much, if any, company tax it [Digicel PNG] pays’ and accordingly urge 
the company to voluntarily provide this information.
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One of the big issues we’ve been talking about is ‘over-the-top’ 
applications—anything that uses the infrastructure and Internet 
protocol to provide a service. That includes broadcasting over the 
Internet, competing with TV and radio stations, and also ‘Voice-
over-Internet-Protocol’ or ‘VOIP’ in short, such as Skype. So we 
are mindful of that and may have to come up with some kind of 
regulation to ensure we protect our operators. We don’t want to be 
stopping progress but we do have to have something in place so 
everyone is happy. It’s a hot topic around the globe too, regulating 
‘over-the-top’ services—it’s quite a challenging issue.

This tentative reply suggests how the disruptive effects of digitisation have 
not yet sorted themselves out in PNG for either companies like Digicel 
(and its new owner, Telstra) or the state agencies nominally responsible for 
monitoring these companies.

Media Convergence (Cultural)
If economic convergence is a top-down, industry-driven process, then cultural 
convergence is a bottom-up, user-driven process. Cultural convergence 
refers to the participatory possibilities opened up by digital technologies that 
allow consumers to be producers as well. While media companies have been 
busy acquiring content to deliver to consumers, consumers have been busy 
not only commenting on, modifying and subverting that content, but also 
making original content of their own—from the earliest posts of bloggers 
to the latest videos on TikTok. This capacity for ‘produsage’ (Bruns 2008) 
has altered both the ways in which companies and consumers interact and 
the role of state agencies in regulating online activity conducted through 
mobile phones. Produsage has also ushered in a new and paradoxical phase 
in the technology cycle of appropriation discussed in Chapter  3, one in 
which users effectively pay rent in order to access content—including social 
relations—that they themselves have generated and cultivated.

Produsage in PNG takes a variety of forms, many of which Digicel itself 
instigated by eliciting user engagement. Such elicitations were part of the 
company’s modus operandi since it arrived in PNG, sending out SMS 
reminders, promotions and advertisements frequently enough to annoy 
many users (Chapter 2). But the era of smartphones gave users the capacity 
to respond to Digicel in their own words. To take one simple example, 
Digicel’s online Loop PNG news service enabled readers to comment 
on articles.
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Digicel PNG’s Facebook page allowed users to communicate with the 
company, and even elicit a response to their response. Some comments on 
the Digicel PNG Facebook page were responded to individually. This level 
of attention was certainly evident in 2015, when the page was relatively new 
and smartphone use was just gathering momentum. Digicel posts about 
interruptions or changes in service would regularly elicit complaints about 
unfair or inexplicable charges to which Digicel would respond with an 
invitation to forward more details to an email address.6 In 2021, comments 
would also sometimes receive a personalised response, but at other times 
the response appeared to be generated automatically. For example, queries 
about difficulties logging into PlayGo would receive the following response:

If you are unable to access Playgo App, try this to improve app 
experience and retry.

Go to phone settings, then to App, scroll and search for Playgo. 
Then click storage. Once you’re in, click to clear cache and data. 
Then you can go back to home screen and try login again.

Regards,
Digicel PNG

One commenter replied to this response by asking ‘You think we don’t know 
that?’ Such surly comments rarely received acknowledgement from Digicel.

Smartphones and the transition to data advanced Digicel’s goal of 
decreasing calls made to the support centre. Instead, Digicel engaged users 
through apps, and then used the data generated by this engagement ‘to 
set up user journeys and effectively target our customers’ (SWRVE 2020). 
Digicel enlisted the help of SWRVE, a company that describes itself on its 
website as:

the world’s leading CX [customer experience] engagement vendor. 
We have a simple goal: helping our customers know every user, 
anticipate their needs, and interact in the right moment, with the 
right message, in the right channel. (SWRVE n.d.)

SWRVE is also the name of the platform that allowed Digicel to send 
targeted push and in-app messages about promotions and prepaid plans 
in a way that served ‘to reinforce previous desirable user behavior (like a 
plan purchased, etc.)’ (Lola Akinyinka, Director of Digital Products, quoted 

6	  pngcare@digicelgroup.com.

mailto:pngcare%40digicelgroup.com?subject=


UNEVEN CONNECTIONS

126

in SWRVE 2020). Like the endless series of contests and giveaways that 
Digicel launched in PNG over the years (Chapter 2), SWRVE keeps users 
busy taking care of themselves and, more importantly, tethered to Digicel. 
The deployment of SWRVE by Digicel resulted in a 52.1 per cent increase 
‘in Day 30 user retention, driven by messaging sent to the right users at the 
right time’ (SWRVE 2020).

Automated marketing of the kind exemplified by SWRVE—app-
propriation, so to speak—might be the latest frontier in the cycle through 
which consumers and companies struggle over the terms of technology 
use. Consumers, however, now have other ways to use their smartphones 
and data plans to engage if not companies, then at least each other around 
shared matters of concern. Users can create their own Facebook pages to 
address issues that they feel are not being addressed by the company in 
question. In PNG two such pages have provided a forum for users airing 
grievances, issuing denouncements and seeking redress from alleged abuse 
by Digicel: Digicel Complaints Group and Digicel PNG Quries (sic) and 
C/Care. The latter page describes itself as follows:

Here is a group created for you (Public) to share your thoughts on 
how you feel against our major communication company Digicel 
Png. Just SHARE or ASK on this group and see if we could attract 
the Digicel worker or any Digicel rep, who can bring it to the 
digicel attention.

Indeed, the page is full of queries and complaints, many of which appear 
to be responded to with the following advice from Digicel:

Please post on the correct Digicel page, link shown below, you will 
be better assisted from there, This is not the correct page, hence you 
will not be assisted by anyone.

www.facebook.com/digicelpng

or as an alternative please use the Digicel Live Chat service for fast 
and efficient help.

You can access it through the My Digicel app (MDA) or the Digicel 
PNG website. Please try it now.

Let me be very clear, this is an unofficial page and anyone seeking 
help here will only get negative comments.

http://www.facebook.com/digicelpng
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Digicel has an official page that has a dedicated team ready to assist 
with social media complaints. Please go through the right channels 
to get help.

Thank you
Digicel
Telecommunications Company
Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea

Digicel PNG Quries and C/Care claimed 6,500 members in 2021. 
By contrast, Digicel Complaints Group (DCG) claimed as many as 43,000 
members during the peak of the page’s popularity in 2016 (by 2022, 
however, the page was no longer active). These members, judging by their 
posts in both English and Tok Pisin, were largely school-educated urban 
men and women with the financial resources required for regular use of 
a smartphone. They constituted an important public in PNG, but certainly 
not ‘the public’ in a country where the vast majority of people are rural and 
poor, and the literacy rate for people aged 15 years and above was about 
62  per cent in 2010 (United Nations Development Programme 2019). 
Nevertheless, the activities of this public offer insight into the dynamics 
of convergence and the moral economy of mobile phones that in PNG 
brings consumers, companies and state agencies into constant contact with 
each other.

DCG was established in order to record complaints that might be brought 
to the attention of not only Digicel but also various regulatory agencies 
of the PNG state, such as NICTA and the ICCC. Its mission statement 
exhorts followers:

Air all your complaints in this group so we can keep a track of 
complaints against Digicel (PNG). Also to get their attention and 
that of responsible regulatory bodies such as ICCC, NICTA 
and the PNG Government to take action on unethical and unfair 
business practices.

The group has also functioned as a place to share tips and advice on mobile 
phone use, including news about promotions and ideas about how to work 
around the constraints of managing prepaid subscriptions (see Chapter 3).

DCG members were particularly concerned about the conversion of prepaid 
airtime into data and the allegedly predatory ways in which Digicel adds 
and subtracts data from an individual’s balance. Complaints often described 
the failure of credits to appear on a person’s phone after a purchase has been 
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made or the disappearance of data from a person’s balance even when the 
phone is not in use. This 27 February 2016 complaint to the group was 
fairly typical:

At exactly 11am today, I entered two K5 flex numbers: 01 7249 490 
5910 & 16 2662 659 3637. At exactly 11:14am, Digicel sent me 
two messages – 1. Advised that I have used up my data and 2. Asked 
whether I need airtime of K13 advance. I immediately checked 
my balance only to see K5.03. I texted Digicel and 5  minutes 
I was reimbused [sic] K3 and not the whole K4.77. What a day 
light robbery!

A 25 November 2019 post similarly complains:

Digicel, please give my credit back. This is not fair. I already paid for 
social pass n yet you took away all my remaining credits (K9.00) in 
my phone. Give it back 😣. Sick off [sic] this. This is not tge [sic] 
the first time.

This post elicited 22 comments, ranging from ‘I am experiencing the same. 
That is stealing’ to exhortations to switch to bmobile or Telikom.

Group members sometimes posted screenshots of the before-and-after 
balances on their phones as evidence of stolen data. Martyn Namorong, 
a prominent PNG netizen (Capey 2013), even created a YouTube video 
in 2015 titled ‘Watch how Digicel PNG is ripping us off ’, in which he 
demonstrates the mysterious disappearance of both data and credit from 
his phone within minutes of topping up.7 Such accusations of robbery and 
theft, of being ‘ripped (off )’, are frequent reminders of EP  Thompson’s 
(1971) well-known account of the protests that erupted as a moral economy 
of food provision gave way to practices and principles associated with ‘free 
trade’ in eighteenth-century England. These protests, which often led to 
direct action, appealed to notions of a just price in the face of concerns 
that the poor suffered at the hands of those with ‘command of a prime 
necessity of life’. Much like the folks about whom Thompson wrote, DCG 
members express intense feelings over ‘weights and measures’ and petition 
the authorities—NICTA and the ICCC—to regulate business transactions.

More generally, complaints signalled a moral failure on the part of the 
company to meet its obligation to treat its customers fairly. For example, 
many  group members made it clear that they thought Digicel’s 

7	  Available at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5e3Hds4lIM, accessed 15 August 2022.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W5e3Hds4lIM
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announcement in September 2016 that the company was now charging 
voice calls at 1 toea per second at all times to be deceptive. While the new 
rate lowered the previous peak rate of 79 toea per minute, it actually raised 
the off-peak rate from 49 to 60 toea per minute. In 2018, one complaint 
to the group focused on the wide disparity between data prices in PNG and 
Fiji. A commenter on this post speculated darkly that Digicel is ‘able to go 
cheap in other markets because their PNG business makes enough money 
to subsidize and support their operations in the rest of the Pac[ific] islands’.

A high-ranking marketing executive confirmed that Digicel Pacific was 
aware of the Facebook complaints and in fact worried about the mistrust 
that they evince (personal communication, 2016). Digicel employees 
(and  bmobile-Vodafone employees, too) posted to the DCG page on 
occasion, directing complaints to Digicel’s own official Facebook page. 
One Digicel manager shared a comment that reminded the group of what 
life was like before the company entered PNG:

We complain too often about charges and services but how would 
your life be if Digicel had never come to PNG? What was the 
Governments blueprint in developing connectivity with the remotest 
of parts in PNG and using that as an instrument to deliver lifesaving 
services to remote parts of PNG??

But the company’s primary response has been to encourage personal 
responsibility for monitoring data usage, issuing newspaper advertisements 
that instruct mobile users on how to save data by turning off the auto-sync 
function and restricting background data. The fact that there appeared to be 
far less activity on the DCG page in 2018 than in 2016 suggests that such 
consumer education, however acquired, might have helped to reduce the 
volume of accusations made against Digicel.

***

The opacity of data charges contributes to what Benson and Kirsch (2010) 
call  a politics of resignation in which DCG members largely express an 
inability to change things—their agency constrained by the terms and 
conditions of their online lives (see Chapter 5). Some group members do 
appeal for help to NICTA and the ICCC—agents of the state that initially 
failed in meeting its obligations to provide an efficient and affordable 
telecommunications service to the people of PNG. But many other posts 
take up a position of ironic distance and communicate a ‘general feeling 
of disempowerment’ (Benson and Kirsch 2010: 460)—a sense of resigned 
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inevitability of the sort conveyed with a shrug by the American term 
‘whatever’: ‘The everyday politics of resignation implies recognition not 
only that things have gone awry but also that one is practically unable 
to do anything about it’ (Benson and Kirsch 2010: 468). For example, 
after claiming that Digicel is not monitoring the DCG page and referring 
complainers to the company’s own Facebook page, posters drolly liken 
the group to a haus krai, the Tok Pisin phrase for a wake or gathering 
of mourners.

On the one hand, the participatory aspect of digital media gives users some 
capacity to hold companies accountable to promises of service and even 
to push back against the latest developments in automated marketing. 
Consider the April 2021 post to DCG in which a dissatisfied Digicel user 
included a screenshot of a personalised message offering the user a free 
1-hour 15 MB data plan. The user asked what 15 MB could be used for: 
‘Seriously, how could I stay connected with family, wantoks and the world 
using the 15MB. What kinda sorcery is this?’ The accusation of sorcery is 
fitting inasmuch as Melanesian sorcerers and witches represent an extreme 
form of antisocial selfishness, a desire to consume rather than to share 
(see e.g. Munn 1986). Hence the supportive comment of another poster 
dismayed by the company’s lack of generosity: ‘What’s 15mb compared to 
the millions Digicel earns in minutes?’

On the other hand, there are inherent limitations to online whining. The 
questions posed above are, after all, rhetorical; Digicel was neither likely 
nor expected to respond. Moreover, there is a cruel irony to this sort of 
participatory culture, one that was not lost on members of the DCG. Not 
only do members urge their fellow members to switch allegiance to bmobile, 
they also remind each other that they are paying Digicel to complain about 
Digicel. Their irony indirectly acknowledges one of the painful realities of 
the new economy of digital media: that participants frequently pay rent 
in order to gain access to ‘content’ that their own produsage has created 
(see  Foster 2007, 2011). Such is the nature of Facebook for many users 
in PNG: ‘staying connected with family, wantoks and the world’—that is, 
sustaining online social relations and shared histories of one’s own making—
requires first paying a toll to a mobile network provider.
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