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US Companies Marketing to Cuba Post Embargo 
By Heather Pennington 

 
 Executive Summary 

    This white paper discusses how US Companies should approach marketing and 

advertising post Embargo in the Cuban marketplace.  With a turbulent past, changes 

already underway, before rushing into new relations with a country that is moving from 

socialism to a mixed market economy, one should take a careful assessment to better 

understand the countries cultural ideals, social status, political movement and economic 

standing.  Upon further evaluation of Cuba as a whole, companies that are eager to create 

amicable trade relations will be better equipped in their product and services offerings.  

After all, the Cuban people will be our trade partners and US companies and citizens 

need to understand the complicated dynamics of doing business with our new allies.  

How do we connect?  How do we market?  What cultural factors impact business? 

Economic Challenges 

     Political and economic changes are happening so fast that many Cubans are not sure 

where their country is headed.   Many proponents feel that lifting of the Cuban Trade 

Embargo will solve all of Cuba’s economic problems but realistically it will be a slow 

process, not a quick overnight fix.  The country is approximately 50 to 60 years behind in 

in comparison to the United States.   

The Culture 

     Culturally speaking, much of the “American way” of doing things is incomprehensible 

to the Cuban people.  For example, the country is just beginning to move away from the 

elimination of religious freedoms.  Cuba was an atheist state for 30 years and only now it 

is making strides in fostering a good relationship between church and government. 
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Another example is that in the United States we have the right to carry firearms with a 

permit.  In Cuba gun ownership is very restricted, available only to the military and 

police officers.   

     In Cuba, unlike in America, the elderly are very revered; if you call an elderly person 

"old" it is extremely offensive. The Cubans refer to their elderly society as "third age."   

     City life in Cuba is drastically different as well. Walking along the streets in Havana 

you will find many men with no shirts on and only in shorts.  If males in an American 

metropolitan area, other than Miami, tried to do this they would be frowned upon, finding 

restaurant service impossible.   

Everyday Trade 

     Another significant cultural difference is the street market approach to the selling of 

food. On the streets of Cuba it is common to see a meat market with all sorts of meat 

sitting outside in the open with no covering or refrigeration.  The food standards are 

extremely different from the US Food and Drug Administration guidelines we are 

accustomed to.  Cubans walk into the market to receive their ration, a certain allotment of 

food that the government gives to every person.  There are no fancy Publix, Kroger, 

Target or Costco's.  In fact when speaking to the people, you will find that they are eager 

to understand the US household’s way of purchasing food; they would love to see 

pictures of these big chain stores where we freely shop.   

Technological Literacy 

     Probably the largest obstacle to overcome in this transition will be the technology that 

is so much a part of everyday American life. Very few Cubans own a computer; 

according to Cuba's National Statistics Office in 2011 there were only 783,000 computers 
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in the whole country. In addition, the Internet is locked down in Cuba; a government 

intranet is the only access for much of the country. The people cannot access Amazon 

amongst many online sites and stores for the unbarred purchase of goods.  It is hard for 

the Cuban people to fathom the very stores that we frequent on a regular basis.   

Human Rights 

     From a social standpoint approximately 75% of Cubans were born in the years under 

the Embargo.  The country is amongst one of the worlds worst in regards to human rights.  

The government restricts freedom of expression, especially those who criticize the 

government.  The citizens experience arbitrary imprisonment, unfair trials and tight 

censorship.  

Employment 

     Even though unemployment is at a low 3.8% the government is responsible to provide 

its people with a job.  There is no interview process for hiring employees in Cuba as in 

the US.  If a business owner needs an employee he or she calls the government and they 

are assigned a worker.  Regardless if that employee is skilled or not, they are stuck with 

the person that was sent to work for them.  Workers in Cuba make approximately 25-30 

CUC's per month which on the exchange is approximately $1 American dollar = .85 

CUC.  The salaries in Cuba are well below the poverty rate in the United States.  

Education 

     The higher education rate in Cuba is at a 52% and is taken seriously by the Cubans.  

Teachers are known to show up at the house if a student misses school to discuss the 

absence with the parents.  Driving along the side streets you will see children walking 
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everywhere and wearing the same uniform in a different color representing the 

elementary, middle and high school levels.   

Transportation 

 Transportation is another hurdle with gas prices at approximately $6/gallon there are 

more people walking than there are driving.  It is very common to see motorcycles, 

mopeds and even old large trucks with 15 to 20 people standing in the back.  In addition 

the majority of automobiles (a rare and valuable commodity) are from the 1950's and 

1960's.   

Social Concerns 

     There are three pivotal social concerns that plague Cuba and hamper its potential for 

upcoming economic growth; the advancing elderly population, its dwindling workforce 

and the poverty level.  It is predicted that in 2021 that the “third age” segment of the 

Cuban population will make up the majority of the overall population demographic; 

essentially there will be more retired people than those who are working.  It is also 

estimated that in 2026 that more deaths will be taking place than births.  (Professor 

Hugo/Economic Institute of Cuba)  

     Walking along the alleyways you will see poverty everywhere. Housing in Cuba is 

extremely different than in the US. Raul Castro just recently passed laws to allow the 

Cuban citizens to buy and sell their homes. However due to years of neglect there are 

many old, dilapidated buildings that are in desperate need of repair.  Most Cubans have 

their doors and windows wide open due to a lack of air conditioning.  While most of the 

buildings are in this type of condition, you will however find random buildings 

intertwined that are in much better condition and the architecture is beautiful to the eye.   



 5 

     For a communist country, one aspect that is surprising is how far Cuba has progressed 

in women’s and gay rights.  Particularly due to Mariela Castro, the daughter of Raul 

Castro, who has been instrumental in fighting for both parties. When visiting several 

business owners through the co-operative it was interesting to see that it was not a male 

dominant work population.  There were just as many women in business as there were 

men.   

The Economy 

     From an economic standpoint Cuba is a centrally planned economy and most of its 

means of production are run and owned by the government.  Economic reform is on the 

horizon and newer reforms are fueling small and private enterprise.  Since April 2013 

there have been 498 co-operatives approved by the Cuban government.  Of those co-ops 

the individuals are excited to have the opportunity to run small businesses.  The taxes are 

fairly steep and cash-strapped Cuba will have a period of adjustment as they move the 

economic system toward a new model.    

     Currently the country has to pay cash with any of their trades with the US and is not 

extended credit.  Post-Embargo credit terms will need to be monitored so that the country 

does not over extend itself and acquire so much debt that it cannot repay the US.  Several 

changes to the economic infrastructure will need to be well underway in order for Cuba 

to become more progressive.  Efficiency and new government boards will need to be 

implemented.  Change in the planning process and financial management will be an 

absolute.  The continual advancement towards entrepreneurial enterprise and autonomy 

will start to balance out freedom from government control and move towards the mixed 

economy.   
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     Americans will need to understand that the current economic positioning of Cuba is 

fragile and will require time to move beyond the place it has been for many decades.  In 

speaking with a general manager at a resort in Varadero, he expressed that Cuba is not 

ready for Americans. Currently it is estimated that the country receives 600,000 

American tourists per year but that number is expected to jump to 4 million after the 

Embargo is lifted. Our group, while having lunch at Azucar in the open market called 

Plaza Vieja, experienced a good example of this point.  It was a fairly new restaurant 

owned by an individual.  A group of 27 people came to eat at the restaurant (a normal 

lunchtime crowd at most American restaurants).  It continually ran out of food after it 

took everyone’s order and it was not until the kitchen was preparing the food that the 

waiter would come out to tell the customer that they ran out.  The wait staff would bring 

out three to four peoples’ lunches at a time and it took nearly three hours for everyone to 

be served.  Economically the country and its people are not at the capacity to compete in 

the market place with the American standards or their service expectations. 

The Political Landscape 

     Politically Cuba has some uncertainties as it moves into the next phase of relations 

with the United States.  The country does not know who their next successor will be after 

Raul Castro finishes his term.  This could be a positive or negative aspect depending 

upon the next person who takes office.  The people do not speak their leader’s name 

"Fidel or Raul Castro" but instead make a hand gesture at their chin as if they are hand 

motioning his beard and say "him." They also seem intrigued that Americans can make 

jokes and openly discuss their opinions of the American government and leaders. A 

freedom that they wish they had as well.   
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     Cuba has had long-standing, government-promoting policies that have frowned upon 

the economic freedoms of the United States. This view has caused prejudices in the way 

Americans are received by government entities. A good example was when our group 

was visiting a museum and an armed guard was watching us.  Whenever Canadians or 

international group of people that did not appear to be American, would walk toward the 

museum steps or attempt to sit the guard would allow them to approach.  However, if any 

of us approached the steps he would blow his whistle at us.  This situation was one that 

was very different from the rest of the Cuban people.  The guards had been trained and 

still had pre-set ideas when it came to Americans.  It was a very different encounter with 

the government employee/guard than with the average Cuban civilian.  It is uncertain 

what the governing body will look like to rule over disputes and lawsuits for US 

companies that enter the Cuban marketplace let alone individuals who visit in the near 

future.   

Free Trade 

     Another obstacle is the actual day-to-day transactions of doing business with 

Americans. As an example there are no alternatives to using any form of credit cards 

currently in the country.  It will be interesting to see what the leaders will allow in form 

of opening up the control in alternative forms of payment in Cuba.  Not only will the 

Americans expect to have more freedom with their choice of spending in the country but 

how will the Cuban people who see this new way of life and want it too receive this 

option. Cuba is standing at the brink of consumerism if the relations continue forward 

and the Embargo is lifted.   

Conclusion 
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     With so many areas of interest to consider before rushing in to the country to mass 

market to the people of Cuba, there are some things to consider beforehand.  Take the 

time to visit the country and blend into their culture.  It is easy to think your culture is the 

way everyone else does things but this is not true.  Find a well-educated tour guide and 

talk to the people, visit their streets, try to understand the way they live and how it differs 

from Americans.  The more you disperse yourself into their reality, the more you learn 

about the people. You will find that you may have some misconceptions and prejudices 

that are not accurate; thereby better understanding the people that one day will be a part 

of the marketplace. 

     To better educate yourself in their social class, team up with one of Cuba’s three 

universities and spend time talking to professors in Havana.  The people of Cuba love to 

learn and most seem very open and curious to understand more about Americans.  Go to 

some of their restaurants and observe how they operate and handle daily transactions.  I 

was told that Cubans see Americans as friends.  The people recognize that they want a 

better quality of life and freedoms to enjoy.   

     To better understand the economics and political movement of Cuba take an 

assessment.  Find professionals in different segments of the Cuban market and ask a lot 

of questions.  Larger international companies run most of the tourism industry, even 

though the Cuban people are working in them, this lends great insight.  

     The Economic Institute is another great resource.  There are 5,000 units or members 

and many of its members studied in various areas as well as international organizations.   

Also look for liaisons and interview some of Cuba's attorneys.  I met a past president 
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economic board member and Supreme Court attorney which was eye opening to 

understanding more of how the country conducts its legal system.   

     Post-Embargo Cuba will have a threshold in its capacity as it moves from socialism to 

a mixed economy.  The more that American companies understand the people the more 

flexible it can be as the many facets start to change and unravel.  After all, even in 

America, the market where buyers and sellers come together to do business is an ongoing 

challenge; let alone considering business prospects in a once embargoed country.   

     Questions such as: deciding which market opportunities to pursue? What customers do 

we target to? What products and services do we offer? What pricing model do we use? 

How do we communicate with our potential customer? What distribution systems do we 

use? All of these important business questions must be answered while taking into 

consideration that we are moving from communism to a mixed market economy.   

     It is still too early to answer some of the important questions when attempting to form 

a marketing and advertising analysis.  However, as the telecommunications improve and 

Americans have more freedom to interact with the Cuban people, it will help us to better 

identify these important functions of the marketing process.  The barriers to conducting 

research will be removed, opportunities will become clearer, and US companies will 

learn what is acceptable to the Cuban culture when preparing advertising ads all while 

utilizing the various media touch points.  All in all, if there is one advantage to American 

businesses entering Cuba, it is that history repeats itself in human behavior and a wealth 

of consumer buying behavior exists for us to learn from.  
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