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Policy-makers realise the value of comprehensive, valid data for

assisting in policy decisions. Timely, reliable data can greatly assist

in the management of service delivery systems at both national and

local levels, and can make a positive contribution to effective

governance. However, in developing countries data collection

efforts can be expensive and time-consuming due to impediments

such as poor transport, electricity and communications

infrastructure. As mobile phone access continues to spread

throughout the developing world (see: ITU, 2014; Awan, 2013: p.

87), efforts are being made to test the use of the technology in

data collection (Blum, Manning and Srivastava, 2014: p. 31). This

article presents a case study of innovative data collection methods

using mobile phone text messaging in Papua New Guinea.1

Background 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) has a rich cultural heritage and abundant

natural resources, but performs poorly on a wide range of

development indicators. The country has topographical obstacles

and poor infrastructure, which makes transport and

communication costly, difficult and time-consuming. Collecting

data in PNG is challenging, particularly in rural and remote areas.

Data collection from village courts, which play an important role in

the country’s legal system, is no exception.

Meanwhile, the increasing availability of mobile phone reception

across PNG in very recent years (Watson, 2012: pp. 46–47; 2013)

has provided a unique opportunity for a remote data collection

project to be trialled. Mobile phone text messaging, or SMS, is

possible on all types of mobile phone handsets, does not require a

data connection, does not require complex technical knowledge and

is common practice in PNG (Temple, 2011). This trial tested whether

carrying out surveys via text messaging is a viable system in the PNG

context. The country’s health sector has also been subject to trials of

data collection using mobile phones (Rosewell et al., 2013).

Data collection project 
A trial project was conducted in the law and justice sector, led by

two government agencies – the Magisterial Service, and the Village

Courts and Land Mediation Secretariat – and funded by the

government of Australia. The project involved the collection of data

on the role of district courts in supporting village courts to use

enforcement provisions allowed under the Village Courts Act 1989.

To the knowledge of the authors, this is one of the first instances

of this type of data collection in the Pacific region and indeed

globally. The initiative followed a 12-month-long process of trying,

unsuccessfully, to collect data using hard copy survey forms. In a

two-month-long trial, clerks at district courts throughout PNG

received text messages containing survey questions. The trial tested

whether district courts were more willing and able to provide data

on village court imprisonment orders if requests were sent via a

user-friendly mobile phone system. 

As part of the project, clerks received introductory over-the-phone

training, and the frequency and quality of their responses were

tested. The project involved the development of short, clear text

message questions which were written with extensive consultation

within the sector. A software company designed an automated

system and a password-protected, web-enabled interface showed

real-time data coming in and created downloadable spreadsheet

files. It was free of charge to send and receive text messages as

part of the trial, and clerks could activate the system at any time by

texting in the word ‘start’ to a number given to them during

training. Once a week during the two-month-long trial reminder

text messages were sent to clerks to prompt them to send in

information. The clerks were also asked to rate their experiences.

Research methods also included two quantitative surveys

conducted as structured interviews over the phone with

participating clerks and semi-structured telephone interviews with a

representative sample of participants. Quantitative data was

gathered about the amount of data collected through text

messaging which was then collated with data from research

interviews. 

In order to ensure that the research was undertaken in an ethical

manner, all clerks were given a choice about whether or not they

wanted to participate in the pilot as part of the over-the-phone

training process. Furthermore, for semi-structured interviews, the

clerks approached were given information designed to help them
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make an informed assessment as to whether or not they wanted to

participate and consent was registered using audio recordings of

the interviews. The identities of clerks who participated in the trial

have been kept anonymous in all reporting. 

Participating clerks
The Magisterial Service indicated that there are 54 district courts

throughout PNG and the Autonomous Region of Bougainville that

deal with village court matters. Of these, 39 clerks at 39 district

courts completed over-the-phone training for the SMS trial. The

gender breakdown was essentially even, with 20 female clerks and

19 male clerks participating in the project. All of the 39

participating clerks owned or had access to a mobile phone. Of

these, more than a third had basic phones with limited

functionality (15 out of 39), nearly half had an advanced phone

with a camera (19), very few owned smartphones with internet

access (four) and one was using a desktop mobile phone to

participate in the trial. Most phones were in reasonable working

order. 

The majority of clerks were familiar with writing and reading text

messages on the phone used during the trial (34 out of 39), and

most had access to mains electricity to recharge their mobile phone

handset batteries, however, five clerks needed to pay each time

their battery ran down. Most clerks were happy with the quality

and reliability of the mobile phone network coverage available at

their workplace. When it came to other communication media, just

under a third of clerks had access to email (11 out of 39), slightly

more than half had access to a serviceable fax machine (22),

roughly half had a landline telephone available at the district court

building (20) and the majority were within a reasonable distance

from a post office (37 out of 39).

Results
Clerks were categorised non-active, semi-active or active based on

the frequency and type of text message responses they gave during

the two-month-long trial. Figure 1 shows that most of the 39

clerks sent at least some response. 

Structured interviews were conducted over the phone immediately

after the data collection period ended. When questioned about the

difficulty of responding to SMS questions, the majority of clerks

taking part in the interviews (28) reported that they found the task

easy (89.3 per cent said it was easy, 10.7 per cent chose a ‘medium’

level of difficulty and no-one classified the experience as difficult).

Regarding the timeliness of the process, more than half of the

respondents stated that they found the process to be quick, while

some thought it was time-consuming (53.6 per cent of respondents

found the process quick, 39.3 per cent found it to be taking a

middling amount of time and 7.1 per cent found the process to be

time-consuming). When given options for submitting the data, SMS

emerged as the preferred option, however, the majority of

respondents with access to a networked database preferred to use

the computers available rather than SMS, fax or post. 

Linda Rau from Kila Kila Village Court, near Port Moresby, taking part in training to become a village court magistrate. Australia
has funded the training of 1,000 female magistrates 
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While these numbers are too small to allow for statistical testing,

they represent a large proportion of the 54 clerks around PNG who

deal with village court matters. Therefore, it can be reasonably

concluded that SMS is the preferred option for people working in

remote locations, particularly those without access to a networked

database. However, it seems that where a networked computer

connection is available the preferred method is to enter work-

related data onto a computer screen rather than through a mobile

phone handset. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with selected clerks

from around the country through phone calls made during the final

few weeks of the data collection period. During the nine interviews

conducted, several clerks said that the SMS system is quick to use

and others described it as easy to use. However, concerns emerged

relating to regular disruptions to mobile network signals.

Discussion
The findings indicate that questioning through mobile phone text

messaging can be a useful way of collecting data from contacts

spread throughout PNG. Data received is timely when compared

with a commonly used system of asking remotely based workers to

post paper forms to a central office. A previous data collection

effort was undertaken using a paper form, copies of which were

returned from just one district court. The current project rendered

useful data from 35 district courts across PNG. This is a substantial

body of data, compared to the results from the previous exercise

and shows that this process is more efficient and more effective

than travelling to district courts or asking district courts to post in

paper forms. Furthermore, although the project looks specifically at

village courts, the data collection methodology may be applied to

all sectors. 

Overall the project suggests that the use of mobile phone text

messaging could prove very useful and cost effective in research

requiring complex data collection, good sample size(s) and valid

information. This approach could also be complemented by

qualitative research methodologies. Such a method could be

replicated easily by various institutions across the country, including

government agencies, non-government organisations and

academic institutions. There is also strong potential for this

methodology to reach remote and previously excluded participants,

and the SMS data collection method could also be useful in

carrying out research in other developing nations with widespread

mobile network coverage particularly where use of basic mobile

phone handsets is common.

Endnotes

1 For more information of the project see Watson, A. H. A. and
Morgan, E., 201a. ‘Can mobile phones really be used for data
collection? Results from a trial in Papua New Guinea’.
Contemporary PNG Studies: DWU Research Journal, 21, pp.
127–138.
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Mobile governance, or m-governance, ‘concerns strategy and

processes for delivering public services through wireless and

mobile technologies’ (Awan, 2013: p. 87). Writing on

Pakistan, Awan argues that ‘policies need to be designed and

implemented in a way that fully exploits and utilises the

potential of mobile technology’ (p. 89). In the PNG context, it

has been similarly argued that mobile phones could play a role

in ‘both poverty reduction and governance programs’ (Logan,

2012: p. 8). 

While collection of data does not guarantee strengthened

governance, systematic engagement with relevant data can

help in governance processes, and in the management of

service delivery and determination of priority actions (Kim,

2014: p. 32). 

Mobile phones and governance


