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Methodology

• The survey was conducted by a research firm based in Latin America under the supervision of
the Center for Insights in Survey Research (CISR) between October 26 and November 15, 2017.

• The survey targeted cuentapropistas—Cubans who are self-employed or “non-state” workers;
literally, those who work for their “own account”—across Cuba. For the purposes of this survey,
IRI included all non-state workers, including licensed and unlicensed cuentapropistas, members
of cooperatives and those employed in the informal sector or black market.

• Data was collected through face-to-face interviews conducted by interview teams. To minimize
respondents’ concerns and increase the response rate, interviews were held in a conversational
format without visible questionnaires, and responses were coded immediately after the
interview.All interviewers were trained extensively in recalling all questions and responses.

• This convenience sample consisted of 397 respondents aged 18 and older. Multiple steps were
taken to ensure randomization of the sample, e.g. stratification by region and varying starting
points and travel routes within regions. Lacking reliable sample frame data on cuentapropistas
in Cuba, CISR is not able to assess whether the achieved sample is representative of the sector
at-large. However, based on comparison with other recent surveys that measure occupation as
well as with the limited data published by the Cuban government, IRI is confident that this
sample represents a close approximation of the target population.

• The information in this report has been compiled in accordance with international standards for
market and social research methodologies. CISR has undertaken various measures to protect
interviewers and respondents during and after fieldwork. CISR is not aware of any interference
by Cuban authorities during the fieldwork period.

• Figures in charts and tables may not add up to 100 percent due to rounding.

2



What is a Cuentapropista?

Cuentapropista: A Cuban term for a 
self-employed or “non-state” worker; 
literally, someone who works on 
their “own account.”

Cuba currently authorizes 201 
occupations, most of which are low-
skill jobs and none of which are in 
manufacturing or industry.

Since 2010, the regime under Raul 
Castro has allowed the number of 
authorized jobs and cuentapropistas
to expand, though it heavily taxes 
and regulates their operations and 
many cannot receive licenses.
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The number of cuentapropistas has 
expanded significantly in recent years 
because of the state’s increasing 
inability to provide employment.

With more than 550,000 individuals 
licensed as cuentapropistas, the 
implications on Cuban society are 
unclear.

Information on cuentapropistas is mostly 
anecdotal. Rigorously collected 
descriptive data is lacking.

This survey seeks to provide a more 
nuanced and accurate understanding of 
cuentapropistas: who they are, how they 
operate and their outlook.

Why Survey Cuentapropistas?



4

Timeline of Relevant Events

1968: Under Castro’s 

“Revolutionary Offensive,” 

regime confiscates 

remaining 55,000+ private 

small businesses in Cuba.

1993: During the economic collapse 

following the withdrawal of Soviet 

subsidies known as the “Special 

Period,” Castro regime issues decree 

allowing 117 private occupations to 

soften economic blow of collapsing 

USSR. 

2010: Following announced 

layoffs of up to 500,000 

state employees, Castro 

regime begins reissuing 

self-employment licenses 

under 178 categories.

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2018

1996: The number of 

cuentapropistas increases to 

about 200,000.* Changes to 

licensing and tax structure later 

reduces the number to about 

100,000.

2000: Venezuela begins 

selling steeply discounted 

oil to Cuba.

2017: Number of 

licenses for 

cuentapropistas

rises to more than 

550,000 by 2017*

2014: Number of 

licenses for 

cuentapropistas

reaches more than 

450,000*

1962: Castro regime 

nationalizes over 4,000 

large and medium 

businesses.

*According to official Cuban government figures, unverified by IRI. 

1978: Castro regime 

begins allowing a limited 

number of self-

employment licenses. 

These were largely 

concentrated in 

agriculture

1986: Castro regime 

limits self-employment 

through the “Rectification 

of Errors and Negative 

Tendencies” campaign.



Regional Composition of Survey Sample
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HAVANA: 22%

WESTERN: 18%

CENTRAL: 22%

EASTERN: 37%



The Cuentapropista
Demographic Profile



Racial Breakdown of Respondents*
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26%

30%

44%

Afro-Cuban

Mixed Race

White/Caucasian

*Identified or estimated by surveyor.

67%

33%

Male Female

Gender Breakdown of Respondents*

Demographics
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25%

31%

22%

22%
18-29 years

30-39 years

40-49 years

50 years and older

Age Breakdown of Respondents*

Demographics



What type of sector* do you mainly work in?** 
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4%

1%

1%

2%

2%

3%

3%

3%

4%

4%

4%

5%

11%

12%

12%

13%

14%

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16%

Other***

Dance teacher

Professional services

Technology, media or software

Agriculture

Sale of books and antiques

Shoe and clothes repair

General tourist services

General sales

Sale of drinks and tobacco

Construction and repair

Sale of artisanal crafts

Taxi/Private Driver

Artist (musician, painter, etc.)

Personal services (hair, nails, 
massage, etc.)

Age Range Most Common Response Percent

18 to 29 Paladar (Restaurant) 23%

30 to 39 Artist (musician, painter, etc.) 15%

40 to 49 Casa particular 21%

50 and older Casa particular 30%

Paladar (Restaurant)

*The Cuban government allows 201 specific jobs, most of which are non-professional in nature.

**Identified by the surveyor.

***All responses that did not total more than one percent are included under “Other.”

22 percent of all white 

respondents worked in 

this sector compared to 

7 percent of all Afro-

Cuban respondents

Casa particular/Renting of
private residences



Are you the owner (dueño*) of your business or employed by 
someone else?
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64%

35%

1%

Owner/Sole operator

Employee

Don't know/Refused to answer

*Dueño refers to one who owns or has control over one’s labor.



How many people work with you (either under your charge or as 
co-workers)?
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1%

4%

10%

24%

30%

31%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

Don't know/No response

Nine or more people

Five to eight people

Two to four people

I work with one other person

I work alone



How many years have you been in business?
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23%

22%

38%

17%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Ten or more

Five to nine

Two to four

Zero to one year



How many licenses do you have, or do you not have a license?
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15%

19%

1%

5%

60%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Don't know/No response

I do not have a license

Three or more licenses

Two licenses

One license

Only 13 percent of all white respondents do not 

have a license; 23 percent of all Afro-Cuban 

respondents and 24 percent of all mixed-raced 

respondents do not have a license



Do you have other sources of employment, or is this your only job?
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6%

10%

21%

63%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Don't know/No response

I have another job as a 

cuentapropista

This is my only source of 

employment

I have a job working in the 

public sector



Before starting this business, what did you do most recently?
(Open-ended)
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14%

16%

1%

1%

3%

3%

4%

5%

7%

9%

12%

25%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Don't know/No response

Other*

Worked in journalism

Worked in law

Unemployed

Retired

Worked in engineering or construction

Worked in healthcare sector

Worked in the informal sector

Worked in the education sector

University or technical school student

Worked as a cuentapropista in 

another job 64% of all respondents 

between ages of 18 
and 29 are in this 

category

*All responses that did not total more than one percent are included under “Other.”



Who are your primary customers?
(Open-ended)
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1%

1%

1%

28%

70%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Don't know/No response

Foreigners living in Cuba

Cubans living abroad

Local Cubans

Foreign travelers



Where do you get most of your materials?
(Open-ended; multiple responses accepted)
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10%

10%

8%

8%

16%

21%

25%

40%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Don't know/No response

Other**

From abroad

Farmers, direct

Wholesale market*

Black market

State-owned retail

**All responses that did not total more than one percent are included under “Other.”

Other cuentapropistas

*Wholesale markets in Cuba primarily provide food products and produce, not imported goods, tools or parts.



What is the primary means of promoting your business or do you 
not promote your business? 

(Open-ended; multiple responses accepted)
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5%

1%

13%

16%

28%

61%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Other

Intranet**

Leaflets or posters

Internet*

Do not promote

Word of mouth

20 percent of all white respondents 

fall in this category compared to only 

10 percent of Afro-Cuban respondents

**Intranet refers to a government-controlled national internet system only available to Cubans.

*Internet access is highly restricted in Cuba.



Monthly Earnings of Respondents
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60%

2%

2%

0%

1%

0%

0%

1%

1%

2%

8%

23%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Don't know/No response

More than 1000 CUC

901 to 1000 CUC

801 to 900 CUC

701 to 800 CUC

601 to 700 CUC

501 to 600 CUC

401 to 500 CUC

301 to 400 CUC

201 to 300 CUC

101 to 200 CUC

Less than 100 CUC

*At the time of survey release, one Cuban CUC was equivalent to $1 USD.



Are you a member of any work-associated organization?* 
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11%

3%

3%

5%

6%

72%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

No response

Yes, a non-agricultural cooperative

Yes, a government association

Yes, an independent association

Yes, but none of the other options

No

*Cuentapropistas are not permitted by the Cuban government to organize or create independent associations. 



Perspectives on the Cuban 
Economic Environment



Why did you start your business?
(Open-ended)

22

8%

7%

7%

9%

9%

61%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Don't know/No response

Other*

To be my own boss

Better income

My primary job’s salary did 

not cover my expenses

I was laid off from my 

previous job

*All responses that did not total more than one percent are included under “Other.”



Optimism about your future as a cuentapropista: are you 
optimistic, pessimistic or neither?
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37%

45%

6%

11%

I am optimistic about the future

I am neither optimistic nor pessimistic

I am pessimistic about my future

Other

Don't know/No response

<1%



Since you opened your business, has business improved, gotten 
worse, or stayed the same?
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47%

32%

8%

13%

Improved

Stayed the same

Gotten worse

Don't know/No response



How can the Cuban government help cuentapropistas?
(Open-ended; top three responses)

25

29%

6%

2%

2%

4%

4%

4%

9%

10%

10%

14%

16%

39%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

No response

Don't know

Eliminate the double-currency system

Allow Cubans to import and/or export

Increase type of licenses available

Ease ability to receive licenses

Fewer inspections

Increase access to internet

Decrease taxes

Allow Cubans to franchise their business 

or franchise an international brand

Provide more channels to publicize 

businesses

Allow Cubans to access international 

credit

Allow Cubans to receive credit or 

financing

21% of all respondents 

between ages 18 and 29 

responded in this category
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