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INTRODUCTION 

Facebook1 is one of the biggest and most significant companies on Earth, and has attracted 
controversy around the globe for its often malign effects on individuals and societies. 
Facebook’s influence is difficult to overstate and in many countries Facebook is the internet, 
with population usage rates sometimes exceeding 90%. Despite this already massive 
footprint, Facebook is responding to its stagnation in the West by trying to further expand in 
the so-called “rest of world.” Already, in many countries, more people have Facebook access 
than access to the internet in general. A platform used by so many people in a country has a 
tremendous amount of uncontrolled, and often unnoticed, power. 

One of the key tools Facebook has used to expand its power is its various free services—
Facebook Zero, Free Basics, and Discover, all of which offer Facebook (and sometimes 
access to the internet) for free in certain countries. Given the significant impact Facebook 
can have on societies, understanding how these tools affect its use in various countries 
is important. While significant prior research has been done on this topic, especially on 
Facebook’s strategy to expand Free Basics in Africa, Latin America remains underexplored, 
despite the fact that Facebook’s expansion has had serious impacts there, from being used 
to organize vigilante death squads in El Salvador, to helping people hire hitmen in Peru, to 
enabling the illegal sale and destruction of swaths of the Amazon in Brazil, to supercharging 
hate speech in Costa Rica, to helping domestic abusers control their victims in Mexico. This 
small sliver of the deleterious effects of Facebook’s expansion in Latin America is far from a 

1 Though now formally named Meta, in this brief both the company and the product will be referred to as Facebook.
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full accounting of Facebook’s harms there: in fact, its larger-scale societal effects, including 
its impacts on politics and mental health, might be worse. 

It’s important to distinguish between two separate lines of criticism of free Facebook. The 
first, more common, criticism is that these services violate the principle of net neutrality 
(where all internet traffic is treated as equal by service providers), something Facebook 
hypocritically claims to support in the US. This line of criticism was responsible for Free 
Basics being banned in India in 2016. A second, related, line of criticism is that these 
techniques help Facebook to acquire market share which in and of itself causes negative 
impacts on societies. The market share of Facebook vis-à-vis other social media companies 
or access to the internet in general is important, the argument goes, because Facebook has 
a demonstrated record of harm that exceeds that of its competitors. 

This issue brief provides details about Facebook’s free services in Latin America as well as a 
brief discussion of some of their potential impacts. 

THE SERVICES 

Facebook offers three closely related ways to access Facebook for free on a smartphone, 
which is how most people outside of the Global North use the internet. Facebook Zero, 
which is the most common of the services in Latin America, lets users access Facebook 
without accruing data charges from their mobile provider. Users may have a normal data 
plan or not. 

Free Basics, formerly called internet.org, is a partnership between Facebook and mobile 
carriers where users access services, including Facebook, through the Free Basics platform, 
with all of their traffic being proxied through servers Facebook controls. This has been 
criticized for offering users only websites and services that Facebook approves, as well as 
for allowing Facebook to collect all of a user’s browsing data.   

Discover is a recently-launched service where Facebook provides what it claims is a 
complete mobile internet. As of August 2022, the only Latin American countries in which 
it was available were Chile and Peru. Unlike Free Basics, users can access (text-based) 
versions of the full internet, though there was some controversy when images loaded from 
Facebook-affiliated sites but not others. Facebook claims these were errors that have been 
corrected. 

All of these models aim to make Facebook inseparable from internet and mobile 
connectivity and thus a critical part of the social and economic infrastructure of the 
countries it is used in. 

https://ledger.humanetech.com/
https://about.fb.com/news/2017/07/net-neutrality-day-of-action/
https://www.theverge.com/2016/2/8/10913398/free-basics-india-regulator-ruling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facebook_Zero
https://www.facebook.com/connectivity/solutions/free-basics
https://globalmedia.mit.edu/2020/04/21/the-rise-and-fall-and-rise-again-of-facebooks-free-basics-civil-and-the-challenge-of-resistance-to-corporate-connectivity-projects/
https://tech.fb.com/engineering/2020/05/discover/
https://restofworld.org/2021/facebook-connectivity-discover/
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METHODOLOGY 

Using techniques developed by Dr. Toussaint Nothias of Stanford’s Digital Civil Society 
Lab in his study of Free Basics in Africa, we checked whether Facebook Zero, Free Basics, 
and Discover were available in most countries in Latin America. The following map shows 
countries where Facebook Zero was available as of August 2022 (blue is available, red is 
unavailable, gray is no data): 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0163443719890530
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The following map shows where Free Basics was available as of August 2022. Note that all 
Free Basics countries also had Facebook Zero, but not vice versa.  

 
As mentioned above, only Peru and Chile had Discover available. 

Do Facebook’s free services actually help it gain acceptance in societies? We statistically 
compared countries with Facebook Zero and those without, and found that those with 
Facebook Zero had a significantly (p<0.01) higher percentage of Facebook users (those with 
Facebook Zero averaged 85% of the country using Facebook, while those without averaged 
71%). There was a similarly significant (p<0.01) difference between countries with Free 
Basics and those without.2 It is at least a plausible hypothesis that Facebook’s various free 
services accomplished their goal of getting more users on Facebook. 

2 Statistical significance was measured using a one-tailed heteroscedastic t-test. Usage statistics came from NapoleonCat. Full dataset 
available upon request. 
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It is also possible that causality is reversed: perhaps countries with higher adoption rates 
have more sympathetic telecom operators and government regulators who are more likely 
to allow partnerships with Facebook. Any number of confounders are also possible, such as 
higher societal openness leading to both higher Facebook usage and more acceptance of 
partnership with Facebook. Nevertheless, the most reasonable hypothesis remains that its 
free offerings have helped Facebook gain even higher market share in Latin America. 

DISCUSSION 

If Facebook’s free services allow it to more fully permeate societies, leading to negative 
consequences, what should be done? One approach, followed by India in 2016, is to force 
Facebook to follow net neutrality principles, essentially banning Free Basics and Facebook 
Zero. Though India does have dramatically lower per-capita Facebook usage than Latin 
America, there are reasons to question this approach. Facebook’s launch of Discover, which 
at least nominally supports net neutrality, seems to imply that the company doesn’t see net 
neutrality as a major roadblock. Facebook may be betting that its services are so popular 
that any kind of internet access will drive their growth, whether users are aggressively 
steered towards Facebook or not. Though lower than in countries with free Facebook 
services, 71% of people in Latin American countries without Facebook Zero still used 
Facebook. 

An alternative approach would be to focus on regulating the harms from Facebook instead. 
As the Facebook Papers leak revealed, Facebook spends 87% of its content moderation 
budget in the United States, despite the US representing only 10% of its users. Regulatory 
changes could force Facebook to perform content moderation more competently in other 
countries and set guidelines for mandatory user-to-moderator ratios and moderation 
processes. 

The regulatory approach raises some thorny questions of its own, however, most 
prominently about who should be the regulator. Allowing US companies to operate abroad 
without oversight is problematic, but so is suggesting companies with important effects on 
societies should be regulated by the US instead of local governments. On the other hand, 
many of the countries where Facebook is most impactful may not have the desire, technical 
expertise, or power to regulate it. Other governments may want to regulate Facebook but 
primarily in service of authoritarian, parochial, or corrupt ends. 

Still other difficult questions remain. While some harms seem to be caused by the usage 
of Facebook itself, others may be the result of a process that would have occurred anyway 
in a different form. Separating these different kinds of harm is difficult but important, as 

https://time.com/6110234/facebook-papers-testimony-explained/
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the former is likely more tractable. Even if Facebook is in some instances merely serving 
as a conduit, it is reasonable to ask whether it should be allowed to indirectly profit from 
activities like drug trafficking, prostitution, etc. Still more important is understanding exactly 
what aspects of Facebook’s design, deployment, and usage most directly lead to harm, a 
question significant not just for regulating Facebook, but potentially other technologies 
as well. Over the next months, CIP will be releasing a series of briefs contributing to the 
discussion of these issues and diving deeper into the effects that Facebook and other 
technology companies have on the world, as well as exploring different regulatory 
approaches towards them.


