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Abstract 

This thesis examines a leading company in the sector of short-term tourist rentals, Airbnb, in 

Cuba and specifically in the capital city of Havana. It focuses on the special characteristics and 

geographies that Airbnb has developed in Havana as well as on its socio-economic impact. 

While there is an increased attention during the last years on the phenomenon of Airbnb by 

researchers, urban scholars and policy makers, there is very limited research and literature 

regarding Airbnb in Cuba. Launched in 2015, Airbnb in Cuba offers enough data and has 

already produced some clear socioeconomic effects, which combined with the political and 

socioeconomic system and reality in Cuba, create an extra grade of interest regarding the 

development of Airbnb and its impact on the island. The main sources of data collecting have 

been based on Airdna, a platform which provides data, insights and statistics about Airbnb’s 

listings in Havana, and on field research in the most central and touristic part of the city of 

Havana, through interviews with Airbnb hosts as well as with non-hosts, inhabitants or 

professionals. The overall conclusion is that Airbnb in Cuba has developed some unique and 

differentiated characteristics following a different trajectory compared to most of the cities 

around the world, while its socioeconomic effects are found to be positive in general terms or 

less negative than in other places around the world, at least for now, especially due to the 

special socioeconomic and political reality of Cuba. 
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1. Introduction 

Airbnb is one of the leading and most rapidly growing companies in the industry of housing-

tourism, specialized in short-term tourist rentals of dwellings. It operates in the sector of 

Sharing Economy, an emblematic symbol of the new era of capitalism of the 21st century, 

which emerged during the economic and financial crisis of 2008, in an attempt to promote a 

more cooperative and sustainable way of economic development. As many other short-term 

rental companies, but apparently through a more efficient way, Airbnb provides to its users a 

digital platform for listing, discovering and renting private accommodations, mainly for a short 

period of time, offering an alternative to the traditional hotel accommodation.  

Having penetrated in most of the countries around the world, Airbnb launched in Cuba in April 

2015, overcoming all the obstacles and difficulties set by the fact that Cuba is one of the last 

socialist countries in the world, phasing at the same time one of the strongest and longest 

commercial, economic and financial embargos in history. During the last two decades and 

especially after Fidel Castro’s replacement in Cuban leadership (1959-2008), Cuba started 

making its first steps into a more liberal economy, while focusing especially on the tourism 

sector, which has become one of the strongest sectors of Cuban economy. Nevertheless, Cuba 

has been very careful during this process of the opening of its economy, remaining focused on 

the main principles of its political system and setting strict laws, regulations and restrictions, 

in an attempt to protect its socialist values and its social cohesion. 

Therefore, due to the above historical process, Cuba has developed some unique 

socioeconomic features and peculiarities, which have influenced the characteristics and the 

geographies of the development of the phenomenon of Airbnb in Cuba as well as its impact on 

Cuban society, leading to a different trajectory in comparison with the development of the 

phenomenon of Airbnb in the rest of the world. These unique or peculiar politico-socio-

economic factors and elements that have evolved in Cuba from the revolution till today include 

the strong restrictions and strict regulations that the socialist Cuban governments have imposed 

on real-estate and in tourism industry, the late and limited development of the private sector, 

the lack of infrastructure, the relations between Cuba and the U.S. including the 60-year 

commercial, financial and economic embargo that U.S. has imposed against Cuba.  
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During the last years, policy-makers, local governments and scholars have shown an increased 

attention on the phenomenon of Airbnb around the world, due to its immense dynamic growth 

and its huge impact on urban space and populations, considering the very small period that this 

new phenomenon exists in our globalized economy. However, there is very limited research 

and academic literature regarding the phenomenon of Airbnb and its multilayered impact on 

the very special and fragile Cuban economy as well as on Cuban society, despite the interesting 

differentiation of Airbnb in Cuba regarding its characteristics and socioeconomic effects. 

This thesis analyzes the special characteristics and the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in the 

city of Havana, the capital of Cuba, during the period of 2015 to 2020, during which Airbnb 

operates on the island. Regarding the characteristics that Airbnb has developed in the city of 

Havana, I have collected data from Airdna, a consulting company which provides a platform 

with data, insights and statistics about Airbnb’s listings all around the world. I have focused 

especially on the number of listings, their spatial distribution, the characteristics of the hosts 

and their guests, the financial insights as well as on the fluctuation of most of the previous 

characteristics during the period between 2017 and 2020 (period with available data from 

Airdna). Regarding the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in the city of Havana and on its 

citizens, I analyze the data I collected from my fieldwork research against the background of 

Cuba’s socialist political and socioeconomic system. Basic parameters and issues that are 

investigated in terms of this impact include Airbnb’s social and economic sustainability, the 

connection with the socialist political and economic system in Cuba as well as with the U.S. 

policies towards Cuba. 

The research questions that are attempted to be answered in order to reach the core of the 

research aim, are the following: 

a. Which are the main characteristics that Airbnb has developed in the city of Havana? 

b. What is the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in the city of Havana and on its citizens, 

considering the different political, social, economic and cultural framework of the country? 

This thesis explores the nature and the characteristics of Airbnb in Havana, in an attempt to 

discover any peculiarities that it has developed in a socialist country and the reasons behind 

them as well as the socioeconomic effects that it produces and how they influence the Cuban 

economy and society. My goal is to shed light on the latest phase of the phenomenon of 
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commodification of space, developed in the environment of late capitalism and sharing 

economy, through a different lens and by examining the function and the application of Airbnb 

in a socialist country. 
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2. Theoretical framework  

The theoretical framework of this thesis includes the theoretical background regarding the 

basic concepts that are analyzed throughout this paper, the prior research that has been 

developed around their characteristics and the socioeconomic impact they produce as well as 

a brief description of the historical and socioeconomic background of Cuba related to these 

concepts and phenomena. It is divided in three parts. The first one presents some basic concepts 

that I am using in my empirical analysis, focused especially on the description of the 

phenomenon of Airbnb and the prior research regarding its characteristics and its general 

socioeconomic impact around the world, as part of the broader short-term tourist rental sector, 

which constitutes one of the main pillars of the sharing economy. The second part includes 

some of the main thresholds of Cuba’s socio-politico-economic history and some of its major 

socioeconomic reforms from the revolution until today.  This part works as a necessary link or 

as the background on which Airbnb had to adapt in order finally to launch on the island. The 

third part of the theoretical background presents the system of Casas Particulares, the Cuban 

alternative of short-term tourist rentals, on which Airbnb in Havana has been based, while the 

chapter ends with a brief description of the launch of Airbnb in Cuba. 

2.1. The sharing economy and the case of Airbnb  

During the global financial and economic crisis that started in 2008, new alternative ideas and 

approaches were expressed regarding capitalism and its future form. One of them was about 

the so called “Sharing Economy”, an economy based on exchange and cooperation, having an 

initial goal to promote a more cooperative and sustainable society (Botsman & Rogers 2010). 

The term “sharing economy” is under serious contestation, since there are serious questions 

raised about whether there is any notion of sharing to this new economy. Alternative 

descriptions include “peer-to-peer economy,” “on-demand economy”, “gig economy”, 

“platform economy”, “collaborative consumption”, “access-based consumption”, “connected 

consumption” and other variations (Codagnone, & Martens 2016). Even if the concept already 

existed since 1978, when Marcus Felson and Joe L. Spaeth (1978) proposed it for the first time, 

there weren’t developed the right means or the society and the economy were not ready yet for 

this idea to grow until the beginning of 21st century and the huge crisis of 2008 that hit the 

global economy and capitalism, which triggered a desperate demand for a change. Of course, 
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the key enabler to this marketplace operating at scale was the rise of internet, which created 

the space and the capacity of the facilitation of a huge number of such kinds of transactions 

(Zervas et al. 2014, Zhao & Peng: 2019). 

Regarding its nature and the way that it works, sharing economy provides the ability to any 

holder of an asset (car, house, etc.), which due to any given reason is underperforming, to 

capitalize it and exploit it economically, simply by renting it through digital platforms 

(Matthew Beck et al. 2016). In other words, through sharing economy, broad segments of the 

population can collaboratively make use of under-utilized inventory via fee-based sharing. On 

the supply side, individuals can provide underperforming assets by renting them out, while on 

the demand side, consumers benefit by renting goods at lower cost or with lower transactional 

overhead (Zervas et al. 2014).  

While the scientific world is still trying to find a solid definition about this new economic 

model, there are already since 2015 seventeen companies with a value of over a billion U.S. 

dollars that operate in the field of sharing economy, while some of them are evaluated over 10 

billion U.S. Dollars, such as eBay, Uber, Lyft and of course Airbnb, with a value of over 30 

billion U.S. Dollars. Additionally, they enjoy a total funding of 15 billion dollars in a period 

of just a few years and they have a workforce of more than 60.000 employees (Forbes, 2018). 

Nevertheless, this huge expansion and growth of this new and perceived by many as a quite 

romantic alternative idea within late capitalism, has risen serious doubts regarding whether 

these platforms maintain the focus on sustainability and work as a barrier to hyper-

consumption or they tend to support a nightmarish form of neoliberalism, operating in an 

incoherent field of innovation and creating unregulated market places. (Geissinger et al. 2019, 

Martin, 2016).  

One of the main components of sharing economy are the Short-term rentals (STRs). This type 

of short-term leasing of residences, which started in 1996 by the birth of the company VRBO 

(Wyman, 2020), is based on the renting out of a furnished property through digital on-line 

platforms for a period shorter than the conventional residential rental, which is typically less 

than one month or in any case less than one year (Furukawa, Onuki:2019). Even if it is not a 

new phenomenon in the market, the short-term tourist rentals enjoy a huge success and growth 

during the last decade, especially after the launch of Airbnb in 2008. The reasons that led to 
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this growth of STRs are related to the development of the adequate technology combined with 

several other socioeconomic factors which make it very simple and fast for a large number of 

people around the world to benefit from the advantages that this type of leasing offers to them, 

either as hosts-owners of the dwellings or as renters-tourists. On the other hand, STRs have 

been also criticized for contribution to phenomena of gentrification or “touristic gentrification” 

and “touristification”1, displacement of local permanent residents by tourists, increase in prices 

of long-term rents, frustration of residents’ everyday life and creation of conflicts between the 

different social groups (Smorto 2015, Freytag & Bauder 2018).  

Airbnb is the most prominent company in this domain. As the rest of STRs, it provides to its 

users a digital platform for listing, discovering and renting unique private accommodations 

around the world. It works as the connection between people as well as between people and 

places, while through this process it enjoys two sources of income, one from the commission 

that it keeps from the guests and the other one from the commission that it keeps from the 

hosts, keeping it though in low numbers (Matthew Beck et al. 2016).  

The stats and figures of the company are more than impressive.  Airbnb’s value is estimated to 

have exceeded than 30 billion U.S. dollars (Forbes 2018). The number of listings on Airbnb 

skyrocketed from two million in 2016 to seven million in 2020, spreading in over than 100.000 

cities in 220 countries around the world. According to the company, more than 750 million 

people have used Airbnb till today, while the hosts of listings on Airbnb had earned more than 

US$80 billion until September 2019 (Airbnb official website2). 

Regarding its impact, Airbnb causes similar socioeconomic effects with the rest of STRs, but 

due to its extreme numbers and its rapid expansion and growth, it creates a more immense 

socioeconomic impact in the different places around the world where the company operates. 

Starting with the positive ones, according to Airbnb and its supporters, it benefits economically 

on one hand directly its users, both the hosts, providing to them an extra income by renting an 

                                                           
1 The terms “touristic gentrification” and “touristification” refer to the phenomenon of violent transformation of an 

area to a mono-functional touristic zone, which often lacks of publicly led planning initiatives. As a result, the area 

ends up becoming very attractive for the tourist, whereas not unaffordable and intolerable for permanent residents, 

affecting neighborhoods’ character, economic activity, social life and social cohesion (Oksam & Boswiik 2016, 

Balampanidis et al 2019). 
2 “Airbnb Newsroom Fast Facts”. Airbnb,, 2020, https://news.airbnb.com/fast-facts/. 

https://news.airbnb.com/fast-facts/
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under-utilized space3, and the guests offering to them lower prices for their accommodation 

compared to hotel rooms’ prizes. On the other hand, it benefits indirectly the local economy of 

urban areas, due to the mobilization of peripheral and complementary activities, such as 

renovation and constructions services, cleaning services, restaurants, bars etc. (Zervas, et al. 

2014, Sablik 2014, Davidson and Infranca 2016). 

Proceeding to the social and cultural dimension, Airbnb’s main positive effect concerns the 

social and cultural interaction and the interpersonal contact that it cultivates between hosts and 

users, local residents and local community. Through the above mechanism of social contact, 

Airbnb creates a cross-cultural contact between hosts and guests, offering in the exchange of 

cultural value and expanding cultural tourism. Studies have shown that social oriented contact 

reduces the perceived cultural distance, whereas service oriented contact enlarges the 

perceived cultural distance between tourists and hosts (Lin et al 2019). 

On the other hand, there are many who raise serious concerns and warn about Airbnb’s 

negative socioeconomic effects, which have already been noticed in many of the places that it 

operates. The most discussed one in international academic literature concerns the 

displacement of permanent residents from their neighborhoods, through the rise of the price of 

rents in the conventional long-term rental market and also through the conversion by the 

homeowners of long-term rentals to short-term rentals (Oksam, Boswiik 2016). This process 

of displacement is moreover increased by the operation of commercial hosts or real estate 

companies4 through Airbnb, which dominate the platform, offering multiple unique residencies 

and receiving at the same time a very large percentage of the total revenues of the industry 

(Oksam & Boswiik 2016). Moreover, it is argued that Airbnb’s offer concentrates in tourist 

city centers’ neighborhoods rather than “off-the-beaten-track areas”5 and even much more than 

the traditional hotel accommodation (73 vs 42 per cent6), which -combined with the effects of 

                                                           
3 According to Airbnb, 52% of the hosts are segments of the population who earn a low income, while 53% use the 

extra income they gain from Airbnb in order to continue staying at their residencies and 48% use it in order to pay 

basic fixed housing and living expenses, such as rent and food (Airbnb 2015a). 
4The commercial owners-hosts do not live in the residencies they rent through Airbnb and they compete with residents 

on the housing market, as opposed to those who share their primary residences. 
5 This argument is completely opposed to the one presented by the company 
6 According to a study by the Spanish hotel industry, Airbnb offer concentrates in tourist city centers more than 

traditional accommodation (73% vs 42%) (Oksam & Boswiik 2016). 
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displacement and commercial hosting- leads to processes of touristification (Oksam & Boswiik 

2016, Balampanidis et al 2019).  

As a further and consequent result of these processes and effects, residents experience Airbnb’s 

activity as a process of social injustice, since it eventually sharpens socio-economic differences 

in and between urban neighborhoods7 (Cocola, Gago 2019). It is also argued that the longer 

stay of Airbnb guests produces a higher probability of a production of a longer term negative 

impact on the neighborhood and its permanent residents, such as disruptive behavior, noise, 

touristification etc (Stergiou, Farmaki 2019). Moreover, there are studies which show that peer 

to peer visitors, exactly as the traditional hotel guests, are driven and motivated mainly by 

saving costs and only marginally by the experience, which leads to a significantly reduced 

amount of money which is spent by the Airbnb guests and distributed either directly or 

indirectly (e.g. taxes, employment) to the local communities, compared to the traditional guests 

of hotels (Oksam, Boswiik 2016). Other studies have examined the negative impact of Airbnb 

on the psychology of hosts and of other complementary professionals in the tourism sector, 

since due to the nature and the way that Airbnb operates, it requires from them to provide 

demanding emotional labor, in order to please their guests or clients in a desperate attempt to 

receive positive reviews by them and avoid negative ones (Nemer, Spangler & Dye 2018). 

Finally, multiple negative socioeconomic effects of Airbnb are also produced by the 

incapability of many states to control its activity through a legal frame that would set laws and 

regulations. Among others, there has been noticed a loss of huge amounts of taxes through 

Airbnb’s hosts’ illegal activity, security issues since there are no security standards set by the 

states, no available data needed for planning policies and of course unfair competition against 

hotels8. (Zervas et al. 2014, Oksam, Boswiik 2016). 

  

                                                           
7 Protest movement against massive tourist pressure that has been developed in some places, such as Barcelona, 

Amsterdam and Berlin, where Airbnb has an immense growth (Oksam, Boswiik 2016). 
8 Airbnb’s informal guests enjoy the advantage of offering lower prices and the hotel owners are obliged to follow 

these lower rates in terms of competition, but at the same time getting much lower margins of profit since they have 

to pay taxes and follow certain standards for their guests which increase their cost 
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2.2. Brief description of Cuban socio-politico-economic history and its major 

socioeconomic reforms from the revolution until today 

After the revolution of 1959, Fidel Castro and his revolutionary government established in 

Cuba an economic and social system, which they named as “The Model”. On 2 December 

1961 he declared himself as a Marxist-Leninist, addressing Communism as the dominant force 

in Cuba. “The Model” that the new Cuban government implemented was based on the basic 

principle that economic growth and social well-being policies are intimately intertwined and 

inseparable. According to it, Cuban society was structured, governed, and defended as a 

partnership between its population and the government, while the state was the only owner of 

land and means of production, as well as the unique distributor of the produced wealth (Balslev, 

Velazquez 2018). 

By 1970, Castro’s government had expropriated virtually all private sector enterprises. When 

the Soviet Union collapsed and Soviet subsidization towards Cuba was terminated, Cuba 

encountered a devastating economic crisis, which was named by Fidel Castro “Special Period” 

(sp. Período Especial). This immense crisis that turned into a humanitarian one, obliged the 

government of Cuba to proceed to reforming to its socialist model. One of the first strategies 

they implemented in order to find some extra income and funds was opening the tourist market 

and one of the first reforms they introduced was the creation of a dual economy, which was 

based on a dual currency system and is active till today; one currency for the Cubans (the 

Cuban Peso, CUP) and a hard currency bound to U.S. dollar rate used by the tourists (the Peso 

Convertible, CUC). These policies that built the dual economy in Cuba were designed to 

function as a barrier between socialism and capitalism, similar to a digital “firewall.” Fidel 

Castro let global capitalism enter inside the country’s borders, yet he intended to keep the 

capitalist elements outside of its domestic socio-political reality (Mazzei 2012, Ritter 2017). 

As Julie Mazzei explains (2012): “The gatekeeper state erected a firewall”.  

There was another big wave of reforms after Fidel Castro gave power to his brother Raul 

(2008), voting for and implementing the “Guidelines of the Economic and Social Policy of the 

Party and the Revolution” adopted in 2011, which included the expansion and easing of labor 

in the non-public sector. Other reforms during the same period included the allowance of 

transactions in real estate, authorization of casas particulares, a disciplined tax structure as 
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well as a gradual end to food rations, in order to improve the “efficiency of the basic means of 

production,”, according to Raul Castro. He has also argued that the subsequent reforms, which 

may seem to introduce elements of capitalism, have been made nonetheless in total dedication 

to the fact that Cuban economy would continue to be driven by “planning, and not free market” 

(Mazzei 2012). 

In 2016, the Seventh Congress of the Cuban Communist Party (Séptimo Congreso de PPC) 

reconfirmed and approved through 2030 the Economic and Social Model.  However, a major 

change in “the Model” was the recognition of other forms of ownership and management of 

resources, apart from those controlled by the state, upgrading the role of private property for 

the development of specific economic sectors. Among others, tourism was one of these sectors, 

providing a strong contribution to the strengthening of the internal integration of the Cuban 

economy (Balslev & Velazquez 2018). 

 

Finally, all of the above cautious pro-market reforms were backed up constitutionally by the 

new constitution of Cuba, which was declared in 2019. Besides reaffirming the loyalty to 

socialism and that it remains irrevocable on the island, it also introduced some new reforms, 

such as setting presidential term limits and enshrining the right to legal representation upon 

arrest (Augustin 2019). In general, all these changes constitute an endless struggle of a country 

committed to domestic socialism to survive or even thrive within a globalized international 

capitalist system, growing its economy by taking advantage of any positive elements from the 

international capitalist system, while at the same time maintaining state control.  
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2.3. Τhe Cuban Short-term rentals’ system of Casas Particulares and the launch of 

Airbnb in Cuba  

 
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, one of the first economic reforms the Cuban 

government undertook, together with the above described implementation of the dual 

economy-currency system, was the legalization of a number of previously unauthorized self-

employment occupations, known in Cuba as trabajo por cuenta propia. Under these terms, a 

governmental resolution in 1995 allowed Cubans to formally open small privately owned 

restaurants catering to international visitors, known as paladares, while in 1997, another 

important domain of tourism-related self-employment was officially authorized, providing 

licenses to Cubans in order to accommodate foreign tourists in their private houses, known as 

casas particulares. After a number of reforms and changes that were introduced during the 

following years, Resolution No. 283/2011 completed and updated the rules and regulations for 

homeowners to rent houses, rooms or other spaces that form part of the residence, while 

liberalizing some aspects of the market such as the price per night. (Balslev & Velazquez 2018, 

Simoni 2018).  

Casas particulares started immediately thriving and became a very successful model for 

Cuba’s economy. They were praised and preferred by the tourists since they provided a less 

commercialized mode of travelling and staying in Cuba and a way to experience the “real” 

Cuba and establish closer connections with Cubans. At the same time, they offered to the hosts 

access to the extremely valuable US dollars as well as an income multiple times higher than 

the one that they could earn working for the state. Hence, due to their success and increase in 

demand both from guests as well as from potential hosts, the number of casas kept increasing 

on the island with an immense pace. In 1995, before they were even legalized by the 

government, over 7% of the international tourism in Havana chose this type of accommodation, 

increasing to 23% in 2002 (Kozak 2015). During the recent years, the substantial decrease of 

the taxation of the income from the casas particulares9, has encouraged more and more Cubans 

to ask for a permit and become hosts of casas particulares (Kozak 2015). According to the 

                                                           
9From 250 CUC per month in the early 2000s for operating a casa particular as a fixed amount of taxation, today the 

taxation has decreased to 30 CUC a month per room for rent, plus a 10% tax imposed on the earnings at the end of the 

year (Kozak 2015). 



15 
 

Cuban Ministry of Tourism (MINTUR 2016), there were over 16,000 Casas Particulares in 

Cuba in 2015, receiving around 25% of the total number of tourists visiting the country.  

Based on these statistics, Valerio Simoni draws the conclusion that “the casas have become a 

key source of revenue for the Cubans that operate them and one of the cornerstones of the 

burgeoning private tourism sector in the island, while at the same time due to this new reality 

a number of interesting questions have been raised for social scientists working on tourism and 

beyond” (2018). These questions include also some of the negative socioeconomic effects of 

the casas particulares on Cuban society, such as the development of disparities, inequality, 

job segregation, brain drain from the public sector, increase on the cost of living and problems 

in provisioning as well as gender issues, emotional labor and an increased alienation of Cuban 

society with a widespread degradation and commercialization of social relations (Mesa-Lago 

2016, Balslev & Velazquez 2018, Nemer et al. 2018, Simoni 2018). Nevertheless, it is also 

argued that through strict regulations and monitoring as well as through imposing high 

taxation, Cuban governments have managed to limit most of these negative impacts and create 

a short of balance between Cuba’s socialist ideologies and economic realities (Mesa-Lago 

2016, Ritter 2017, Balslev & Velazquez 2018, Simoni 2018) 

The system of casas particulares in Cuba and its immense growth caught the attention of some 

famous international companies that operate within the short-term rental niche such as 

Homestay, HomeAway. booking.com and of course Airbnb, which was already operating in 

many countries around the world and was expanding and trying to penetrate in new markets. 

This already developed home/room rental network, which had already been operating for all 

these years under regulations, registries and experienced staff, who were offering high 

standards of services to their guests, was for many different reasons tailor-made for Airbnb. 

“All of these are Airbnbs”, were the words of Brian Chesky, the CEO of Airbnb, to the 

journalist of Fortune magazine in one of his early visits in Havana, showing the upside-down 

anchor signs that stand outside the entrance of each casa particular. On a different note, Nathan 

Blecharczyk, the co-founder and chief strategy officer of Airbnb, envisioned the launch of the 

company in Cuba as the perfect “case study” in order to promote the more social and ethical 

part of Airbnb, through the narrative of helping the economic growth of a country and at the 

same time bringing countries closer through connecting their citizens. This would counter the 
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negative comments and reactions that Airbnb was already receiving in many places around the 

world and it would improve Airbnb’s image (Helft 2015, Griffith 2016). 

As soon as the last barrier was lifted and the U.S. loosened its travel restrictions to Cuba under 

Obama’s administrations, Airbnb launched in Cuba in April 2015, following other U.S. 

companies, including Netflix and Google. Since then, based on the Cuban system of casas 

particulares and on its own efficient characteristics, Airbnb has been enjoying an immense 

growth, whereas the other short-term rentals companies mentioned above did not manage to 

compete Airbnb and either they underperform or they have even stopped their operation. More 

than 22,000 rooms were listed on Airbnb’s platform in Cuba in 2017, according to the report 

of Airbnb published the same year. As the report continues, Airbnb generated at least US$40 

million in terms of earnings for the Cuban hosts from 560,000 guest arrivals in Cuban rentals 

during 2015 to 2017, while more guests stayed in Cuba in 2017 than in the entire U.S. in the 

first year of Airbnb. The immense dynamic of growth of Airbnb in Cuba during the first years 

of its operation on the island, brought Cuba to the position of Airbnb’s fastest-growing 

countries in the world based on the growth of the number of listings, which are spread across 

70 different cities and towns. Havana is the leader city with the largest number of Airbnb 

listings, followed by the very touristic and picturesque cities of Trinidad and Viñales (Zanona 

2017, Airbnb 2017). 

In 2017, Cuba became one of the top ten popular destination countries on Airbnb for US 

travelers, with a number of more than 346,000 American citizens visiting the island during the 

first six months of 2017, showing an increase of 149 percent from the same period in the 

previous year (2016), while around 35 percent of Cuba’s Airbnb guests were from the U.S. 

After Donald Trump’s election in the U.S (2017-) and the restrictions he 

implemented tightening travel and commercial ties to Cuba, there was noticed a drop in the 

following years of the U.S. travelers to the island. Nevertheless, Airbnb continued its operation 

after its efforts in lobbying US government to reestablish Obama’s “people-to-people” visas, 

and finally it managed to persuade the Congress that staying in a casa particular-Airbnb for 

U.S. Citizens would be allowed under a “Support for Cuban People” strategy, since Airbnb 

rent goes to residents rather than the state (Zanona 2017, Airbnb 2017, Anderson & Serpa 

2018).  
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This immense growth of Airbnb in Cuba during the last five years has apparently produced 

significant socioeconomic results in a country that has followed a completely different 

trajectory around its political and socioeconomic reality from the revolution of 1959 until 

today, compared to the other countries around the world that the company operates. Cuba has 

been struggling to balance between international capitalism and the socialist system that was 

developed in the country during the last 60 years, while Airbnb is a phenomenon born and 

developed under the conditions of late capitalism that is connected and applied on very crucial 

and sensitive sectors of the society and economy. It belongs to the general phenomenon of the 

commodification of space and regarding its operation in Cuba, it is applied in a country that 

commodification under the terms of the market was till recently conceived as a “sin” and totally 

forbidden. All of these controversial and complicated issues create an explosive mixture and 

new balances in Cuban society as well on the development of the phenomenon of Airbnb on 

the island that need to be explored and this is what is attempted to be achieved through this 

thesis from a socioeconomic perspective. 
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3. Methodology  

The selected research design for my thesis is the case study design, while adopting some cross-

sectional elements. The reason for selecting this mixed research design is based on the unique 

characteristics and the peculiarities of the phenomenon of Airbnb as well as of its impact, due 

to the fact that it has been launched in Cuba, a socialist country with a completely different 

socioeconomic, political and legal system. Hence, regarding the type of case study, it could be 

included in the category of “exceptional case study”, since even if Airbnb operates in other 

socialist countries around the world, each one has developed a differentiated or a sui generis 

type of socialism and a different approach and strategy regarding the operation of Airbnb (Yin 

1994). Moreover, another reason for choosing the research design of the “case study” is 

because it is also compatible with the analysis of the impact that Airbnb has on different 

segments of Cuban population (touristic and less touristic neighborhoods, owners and non-

owners of Airbnb listings, class or race differentiated population, etc.) on a specific point in 

time (Bryman 2012). Case studies are designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of 

the participants by using multiple sources of data, while at the same time they are multi -

perspectival analyses, which focus also on the relevant groups of actors and the interaction 

between them, giving a voice to the powerless and voiceless. Moreover, case study is known 

as a triangulated research strategy, which can confirm the validity of the processes (Tellis 

1997). The validity, reliability and triangulation of my research is based on the use of multiple 

sources of data and different methods, both quantitative and qualitative ones, which are 

presented next in this chapter.  

The location that I chose for my research is the city of Havana, the capital city of Cuba (Map 

1). The first reason that I chose Havana as my study area is related to the fact that Havana has 

the largest number of listings on Airbnb in Cuba (17.000 out of a total number of around 25,000 

listings in February 2020, according to Airdna data), offering a large variety of valuable data 

regarding the characteristics of Airbnb and its development on the island. At the same time, 

Havana is the biggest and most populated city of the country hosting many other fields of 

economic activity apart from the industry of tourism and short term rentals. I should mention 

at this point that all the other cities of the country that host a big number of listings on Airbnb 

platform are touristic destinations, such as Viñales, Trinidad, Baracoa, etc., which have 
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connected their economic activity and their survival almost exclusively with the industry of 

tourism. This makes Havana the best possible location on the island for my research, in order 

to explore and analyze the interaction between the phenomenon of Airbnb and the other fields 

of economic activity as well as in order to examine and understand its impact on the different 

segments of the Cuban society.  

Map 1. Havana’s 16 municipalities and their population densities 

 

Source: Urban Design and Planning. (2016) 

 

Focusing on a more micro-level, Havana’s most central, populated and touristic districts are 

Vedado (Municipality of Plaza de la Revolución), Centro Habana and Habana Vieja  (Map 1, 

2), which constitute the most central, commercial and touristic part of the city. Therefore, 

although I have included the listings of the whole city (Map 1) in my research for the part of 

my thesis regarding the characteristics and geographies of Airbnb in Havana (Chapter 5.), I 

have focused on these three districts for my field research and the collection and analysis of 

the data from the interviews I conducted, which constitute the second part of my research 

regarding the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in Havana (Chapter 6.).  
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Map 2. The three central neighborhoods of Havana 

 
Source: Maps Havana (2020). Retrieved from https://sv.maps-havana.com/vedado-i-havanna-kuba-karta 

The limited literature and prior research on the subject as well as the unique characteristics of 

the phenomenon of Airbnb in Cuba as described above, led me to the adoption of two main 

sources for the data collecting process, which are connected to my research questions 

respectively, while at the same time they are also mutually validating one another in many 

cases. The first source that I used in order to collect and analyze mainly quantitative data is the 

consulting and data company Airdna, which is used by investors in the industries of tourism, 

housing and real estate and of course of Airbnb. Airdna works as a secondary platform or as a 

platform on a platform, which collects data from the platform of Airbnb, while presenting it to 

its users in the form of maps, tables and diagrams for the easier understanding and comparison 

of the excessive volume of data. Airdna’s data and analytics include many different categories 

such as number of listings on Airbnb, information regarding the listings and their owners, 

occupancy rates, prices per night, income per listing, revenue of the industry per location, etc., 

which are updated every three days while claiming to be very accurate and valid. The provided 

data by Airdna has been used for the first part of my thesis, in an attempt to answer my first 

research question regarding the presentation and description of the characteristics of the 

phenomenon of Airbnb in the city of Havana. Unfortunately, there is a limitation regarding the 

data from Airdna that is related to the fact that the available data start in March 2017, leaving 

out the two first years of Airbnb’s activity in Cuba. 
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The second source of data collecting process is based on my field research, which took place 

in a period of almost twenty days during March 2020, in Havana. It mainly offers qualitative 

data, which I used for the second part of my thesis, helping me to answer the second research 

question regarding the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in the city of Havana and on its 

citizens. I conducted two sets of semi-structured interviews, since this research method can 

provide freedom to guide the research process as well as flexibility, while at the same time it 

makes easier the access to a targeted group of interest through an insightful and intimate 

manner (Bryman 2012). The first set includes ten interviews with hosts-owners of Casas 

Particulares-Airbnb listings and the second one includes five interviews with their neighbors 

-citizens or professionals in other activities/industries-, who do not operate as hosts in short-

term rentals of dwellings. This research tool was chosen for a more in depth investigation of 

the phenomenon, including closed and open questions, while it provides information and 

conclusions on how Cubans experience the phenomenon and its impact on their environment 

and their everyday life, rather than gaining information about the phenomenon itself (May 

2011).  

Regarding the choice of the two target groups, it is based on the fact and the initial thought that 

the impact of Airbnb and the way that the phenomenon is experienced would differ between 

the owners and their neighbors. Moreover, I chose different methods in selecting the 

interviewees of both groups, in order to gain a more pluralistic and objective perspective. As 

far as the group of hosts is concerned, I picked six of the interviewees from the website of 

Airbnb after checking their profiles, while the rest four of the interviewees I  used the snowball 

method, using the recommendations from the previous interviewees. I should mention that I 

also stayed at their rentals, in order to have more available time and to provide more 

comfortable and trustworthy conditions to the interviewees. Regarding the group of neighbors, 

I picked two professionals, working in the sector of food and beverages services, one as a 

manager in a bar and one as a waiter in a restaurant, which operate next to two of the residencies 

that I stayed at, as well as three inhabitants who live in the location of my research and I met 

them on the street. For the selection of the participants in both groups, I used different 

socioeconomic, demographic and geographic criteria, such as ethnic backgrounds, age, sex, 

educational level, marital status, location of living or working inside the area of research, etc.  
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The interviews were held in Spanish and they lasted between forty minutes and three hours. I 

used both my laptop and a notebook for taking notes, while I was also recording the interviews 

on my phone. As far as the ethical part is concerned, after ensuring that I took all the necessary 

measures for their protection and receiving the full consent of all the participants for taking 

these interviews and recording them, I assured them about their anonymity and that all the 

collected information would be only used for the purposes of my thesis. I also explained them 

that they could avoid answering any question that for their own reasons did not feel 

comfortable answering and that they were free to change their mind and stop the interview, 

whenever they felt so.  

The analysis and presentation of the quantitative data gathered from Airdna platform has been 

done through graphs, tables and diagrams. Additionally, I have focused especially on the layer 

of time, in order to juxtapose the data and their fluctuation with the socioeconomic and political 

incidents or factors that have taken place during the period that Airbnb has been active in Cuba, 

such as the changes in U.S. policy towards Cuba or the changes and reforms in Cuban’s 

government policies. The research method that I have used for analyzing the quantitative data 

is the bivariate analysis, which is concerned with the analysis of two variables at a time in 

order to uncover whether or not the two variables are related and if there is enough evidence 

that the variation in one variable coincides with variation in another variable (Bryman 2012).   

Through the combination and the use of the above selected research methods my aim was to 

offer to my thesis all the necessary internal and external validity, reliability, replication, 

triangulation and objectivity that is needed for an academic paper (Bryman 2012), while also 

eliminating or restricting the disadvantages that each of the above methods has in case they are 

used separately. Moreover, it contributed to minimize the gaps and the different negative issues 

created by the limitations in my research. Some of these research limitations include the very 

limited prior research on Airbnb in Cuba, since it is a very contemporary, evolving and narrow 

research problem; the smaller size of the sample of interviews that I took than the one that I 

had initially planned and the limited ways of the selection of the interviewees, since I had to 

shorten my stay in Cuba due to the expansion of the corona virus; the probability of getting 

some invalid answers from the interviewees especially regarding information about the Cuban 

state, due to the restrictions in the freedom of speech in Cuba (especially in the past); the lack 
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of some types of data and insights that were not provided through the tool I used from Airdna 

platform (e.g. number of hosts in Havana with several listings)  as well as all stats and data 

regarding the first two years of Airbnb’s operation in Cuba (2015-2016), which were also not 

available from Airdna. 

 

Outline of the main body of the thesis 

After having presented the theoretical background and the prior research regarding the basic 

concepts of this thesis and the frame in which they have been developed and after describing 

in this chapter the methodology that I used in order to collect and analyze my data, the next 

three chapters constitute the main body of this thesis, focused on the analysis of the empirical 

data. First, in chapter 4 I examine some of the most important socioeconomic conditions, 

parameters and reforms that have been developed in Cuba after the revolution in 1959 and may 

affect the phenomenon of Airbnb on the island and its impact on the Cuban society. Chapter 5 

includes a description and an analysis of mainly quantitative data regarding the characteristics 

and the geographies of the phenomenon of Airbnb in Havana, which are provided by Airdna 

platform. In chapter 6 I analyze the qualitative data that I received from the interviews with 

the hosts of Airbnb listings in Havana and with their non-hosts neighbors, focused especially 

on the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb. Finally, in Chapter 7 I develop my conclusions 

regarding the research questions, based on all of the above collected, processed and analyzed 

data. 
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4. Socioeconomic factors which affect the development and the 

impact of Airbnb in Cuba  

 

Before proceeding to the presentation of the phenomenon of Airbnb in Havana, it is considered 

of crucial importance to shed some light on Cuba’s peculiar socioeconomic factors which 

affect Airbnb’s development, geographies, characteristics and finally its socioeconomic impact 

on the island. Through a bibliographical research on Cuba’s socioeconomic history of the last 

sixty years, on the development of Cuba’s sui generis socialism and on the legislation and 

reforms regarding crucial segments of the country’s economy, this chapter intends to reveal 

the reasons that have led to the development of the specific and special characteristics of 

Airbnb in Cuba. 

 

The Development of the Tourism Industry in Cuba 

In his “Speech to the Cuban People” in 1982, Fidel Castro described tourism as “the evil we 

have to have” (Balslev & Velasquez 2018). During the same year Decree Act 50 was enacted 

which regulated economic relations between Cuba and foreign entities, legalizing the creation 

of mixed companies and joint-use of facilities and working as a tool for expanding Cuban 

exports and mainly for developing tourism on the island. As mentioned above, the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and the “Special Period” in the early 1990s that followed, forced Cuban 

government to develop tourism intensively in a desperate need of foreign currency and in 1994 

they created the Ministry of Tourism (MINTUR). A year later with Act 77 on Foreign 

Investment they supported and simplified the procedures for foreign investments in a number 

of branches of the economy, including tourism (Salinas et al. 2018). 

In the years that followed Fidel’s resignation from power, there were several reforms during 

Raul Castro’s government that changed the development of tourism in Cuba, which finally led 

to the launch of Airbnb in 2015 on the island, shaping though its different characteristics and 

impact that it has compared to its nature and impact on the rest of the world. In 2008 the 

government lifted the restriction of domestic travel that was prohibited for over a decade. One 

year later came the authorization of Casas Particulares, as mentioned above, as part of the 
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strategy to develop self-employment in an attempt to increase domestic and foreign tourism. 

In 2014 Raul Castro (2008-2018) and Barack Obama (2009-2017) agreed on the 

reestablishment of diplomatic relationships between the two countries after a period of more 

than 50 years that were interrupted, opening the way for the development of U.S. tourism in 

Cuba as well as for the entrance of U.S. companies in Cuban market. Moreover, during the 

same year the Cuban Parliament legislated the new Foreign Investment Act, which favored the 

introduction of foreign capital in Cuba for investments in economic development and 

especially in tourism (Salinas et al. 2018). 

All of the above reforms and commitment to tourism prompted in a huge expansion and 

development of tourism in Cuba in all sort of categories, such as the number of tourists, the 

number of overnight stays as well as the number of accommodation facilities. In terms of 

numbers, it is worth mentioning the number of foreign tourists increased from 1,634 visitors 

in 1970 to 129,591 in 1980 and 326,300 in 1989 (Salinas et al. 2018). This immense growth of 

the sector of tourism continued during the next decades in terms of infrastructure, arrivals and 

revenue, running with an annual average growth of 11% between 1990 and 2007, while 

between 2007 and 2015, the rate was closer to global standards at approximately 6% (Salinas 

et al. 2018). According to the Cuban newspaper Granma (2012), in 2011 the arrivals of tourists 

hit the number of 2.7 million, while in 2015 the number increased to 3 million. Moreover, other 

economic and financial figures for the year 2015 show that tourism as a source of foreign 

currency, which as I mentioned above was the aim of Cuban government, occupies now the 

second place in the Cuban economy contributing $2.8 billion (see Diagram 1), representing a 

5.8% of Cuba’s GDP, while 281,500 persons were employed within tourism industry, which 

is 10% of total employment in Cuba. The number of hotels in the same year reached 65,000 

(see Diagram 1), while in the private sector the number of Casas Particulares grew to 16,839 

and the number of in-home restaurants and Paladares rose to 1,700 (Ministry of Tourism 2015; 

Hingtgen et al. 2015; Balslev & Velazquez 2018). 
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Diagram 1 Evolution of tourism income and the number of hotel rooms in Cuba, 1949–2016 

 

Source: Salinas et al. 2018 

 

According to Simoni (2018): “The importance of the Cuban tourism case is that it represents a 

model of productive relationships which differ from neoliberal capitalism”. He argues that the 

Cuban model of tourism offers an alternative and a different mode of interaction between 

entrepreneurs, their businesses and the State, a perfect example of which is the system of Casas 

Particulares and their operation in a horizontal and widely collaborative concept”, as it was 

presented above. On the other hand, the Cuban model for tourism has also been criticized and 

there have been noticed many negative effects on Cuban society by the above analyzed strategy 

that the country has followed during all these years regarding the industry of tourism, 

especially around disparities and inequalities that it has developed. Despite the attempts of the 

government to minimize disparities, inequality, job segregation and brain drain from the public 

sector, by introducing several measures, such as paying bonuses in dollars to motivate the 

workers in the public sector or imposing high fees and taxes to the privileged ones, dollars 

became magnetic and tourism was the primary dollar sector. In 2000, according to a study 

conducted by Mesa-Lago, the average state income was $6.00/month, whereas a taxi driver 

working with tourists could earn as much as $467 per month (Mesa-lago 2000). Moreover, 

Simoni in 2018 reported that the owners of casas particulares earned on average 20 CUC per 

night, whereas a job as biologist at the UNESCO site in Viñales or a doctor’s or university 

professor’s wage is 20–30 CUC a month (Simoni 2018).  
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The Development of the Private Sector  

Fidel Castro’s government had expropriated by 1970 all private sector enterprises and legal 

employment in the sector fell to about 30,000. The scenery started changing slowly with the 

economic crisis in the beginning of 1990s, when a more liberalized policy environment toward 

microenterprise allowed private sector to start making its first steps. Nevertheless, it was not  

until Raul Castro became president of Cuba in 2008 that a series of reforms regarding private 

entrepreneurship were initiated. In his initial speech as Cuba’s president in 2007, he imposed 

a tremendous change in political ideology by declaring that the government cannot provide 

anymore a sufficient worker's salary, able to satisfy all necessities. Hence, he argued that the 

socialist principle of each working according to their capacity and receiving according to their 

work was not fulfilled anymore.  

After a major process of policy liberalization embarked by Raul’s government, there was an 

impressive expansion of the private sector by 2017, including transportation, food service, 

renting of private rooms and farm related entrepreneurship. Additionally, a battery of new laws 

and regulations on cooperatives were published in 2012. This new vehicle of private 

entrepreneurship provides the ability to its employees to own and manage their enterprise, by 

mainly independently setting and controlling the prices, the purchase of inputs, the type of 

production, labor relations, and the dividends of the members. Archibald Ritter describes this 

type of cooperative, which provides and guarantees workers’ ownership and management 

within a market environment, as a variant of “market socialism.” (Hingtgen, et al 2015, Ritter 

2017).  

These extensive reforms and the liberalization processes toward micro and small enterprise has 

led to around 500,000 employees in this sector in 2017. Nevertheless, the Cuban government 

has kept some crucial means of control in the private sector, in order to protect and promote 

socialism, through restrictions regarding the numbers of businesses operating in the private 

sector as well as regarding their margin of growth. Additionally, it has imposed heavy taxes 

on them, in an attempt to maximize the state’s revenue in order to redistribute it and minimize 

the disparities in the Cuban society. On the other hand, these strict regulations and the taxation 

continue to set obstacles to the Cuba’s entrepreneurship and creativity, despite the strong 
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motivation and desire they have shown so far for self-activated economic activity. (Hingtgen 

et al 2015, Ritter 2017).  

 

 

Diagram 2. Nonagricultural Self-Employment as a Percentage of Total Employment, 1970–2015 

 
Source: Ritter 2017 

 

Obstacles regarding the Infrastructure 

As many other countries in the global south, Cuba faces a lot of difficulties, restrictions and 

lack of necessary funds in the development of the telecommunications landscape and internet 

web access, despite the fact that is on the rise. In addition, Cuba’s access to internet has to face 

the restrictions of special political, economic, historical, and global factors. Such are the ones 

imposed both by the 60 years U.S. embargo against the country, which has restricted mobility 

and has been blocking any possible resources for infrastructural advances. Moreover, the 

Cuban government itself has imposed restrictions to the internet development in the country, 

by hesitating and raising concerns regarding the ideological subversion, the alienation of the 

citizens and the risks against Cuba’s socialist model through the internet. Nevertheless, 

according to the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (2010), even if Cuba was 

ranking among the least internet connected countries and it has improved a lot its position 

during the next 10 years, the internet users were at 15.12% of the country’s population. This 

ranking positioned Cuba ahead of countries like Haiti, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Honduras, 

Belize and El Salvador, a fact indicating that poverty and inequality are much more important 
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factors for internet access, since these countries have no legal or internationally imposed 

restrictions to access internet (Venegas 2010, Firchow 2013, Grandinetti & Eszenyi 2018). 

Following the paradigm of other countries from the global south, Cuba’s internet access has 

been primarily mobile, communal and location-based, especially through pay-by-hour wireless 

hotspots, which is a much cheaper solution than more fixed alternatives. The country officially 

joined the internet in 1996 via satellite and in 2011 Venezuela installed an undersea fiber-optic 

cable of 1000 miles funded by the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples, which has led to a great 

improvement in internet access and speeds. During the last five years, the government has set 

as a priority the increase of the internet access and connectivity with a goal to manage to 

connect half of homes and 60% of the mobile phones. This change in its strategy and mentality 

in facing the internet web without fear for the system and the revolution, was marked in 2015 

by President Díaz-Canel. As vice-president, long before taking office from Raul Castro in 

2018, he announced in the parliament that internet should be faced as a means “to put the 

content of the revolution online”. During these years, both Raul Castro and Díaz-Canel later 

have made substantial efforts to this direction through the Cuban government run 

telecommunications company, Empresa de Telecommunicaciones de Cuba S.A. (ETECSA).  

Cubans can find access to the internet in a large number of public access Wi-Fi hotspots around 

the country and slowly ETECSA has started connecting more homes and more affordably than 

some years ago. Despite the limited web access at homes and the fact that Cuba is only now 

installing 3G technology, 62% of Cubans have cell phones and 93% of these phones are 

smartphones and therefore ETECSA was planning to expand mobile internet to all its phone 

customers by the end of 2018. One of the biggest restrictions for many though is the price, 

since ETECSA charge 1 CUC per hour at the Wi-Fi Hotspots and for companies and embassies 

it charges 45 CUC a month for four gigabytes (Firchow 2013, Grandinetti & Eszenyi 2018, 

Marsh 2018). 

The lack of mass and affordable internet access still remains one of the key challenges for 

Cuban businesses and especially for the Cuban short-term rentals platforms, such as Airbnb, 

in order to make bookings from overseas. While there are many Cuban and foreign websites 

with listings for accommodation on the island, most of them provide only phone numbers or 

email addresses to contact the owners, instead of the online booking and guaranteed 
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reservations that Airbnb offers, making it more difficult to guests to book a Casa Particular. 

Many of Airbnb hosts still have to pay the high rates of state-run Internet centers or hotel 

lobbies in order to check their reservations or even outsourcing the management of their 

listings on Airbnb, losing valuable time and money. The situation becomes even worse due to 

the malfunctioning international banking system to Cubans, caused by the U.S. sanctions, 

forcing the owners to depend on friends or business associates to receive payments from 

Airbnb in non-U.S. bank accounts (Venegas 2010, Weissenstein 2015, Anderson & Serpa 

2018). 

 

Legislation regarding the private ownership, property, real estate  

Almost immediately after the Cuban revolution of 1959, Fidel Castro abolished private 

ownership property, he banned the property market and homes were nationalized. Cubans were 

only allowed to swap homes with each other and under certain circumstances and regulations. 

It was until 2011, under Raul Castro’s government, that the law regarding private ownership 

property was changed and Cubans were allowed to buy and sell homes, while it has also been 

included in Cuba’s news constitution in 2019 (Anderson & Serpa 2018, Gibbs 2018).  

There are of course restrictions and complicated regulations around this liberalizing reform, as 

in every other reform presented above, in order for the state to protect the citizens as well as 

some fundamental parts of the socialist ideology. One very important restriction is that private 

property sales still remains illegal to foreigners, which constitutes a major factor for preventing 

one of the most important negative socioeconomic effects of Airbnb, that one of gentrification 

and displacement of the local population. Additionally, it is very hard for the market to become 

hyper-active or speculative, since Cubans do not possess adequate funds for such transactions 

or also due to the fact that Cubans own their residencies and there is no renting market on the 

island, which protects the local population from real-estate speculators. Finally, another serious 

issue that prevents Cubans from proceeding to real-estate transactions is the high homes’ 

deficit and the very poor housing conditions that Cuba has been facing for many decades. 

Despite the serious attempts of the state to improve the housing conditions for the citizens by 

lowering minimum requirements for new regulated housing, establishing a home improvement 

subsidy for the poorest and introducing a program to improve some of the worst conditions in 
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older buildings, the limited resources especially due to the U.S. embargo and the lack of 

materials set limits and obstacles for major housing programs (Anderson & Serpa 2018).  

Nevertheless, there are fears raised regarding possible future speculation in the new real estate 

market, while there is already reported an increased activity in the housing market especially 

driven by Cuban Americans and by foreigners who create partnerships with locals. There is an 

estimation that the house market in Cuba is evaluated today over US $100 billion, while real-

estate agents report valuations are rising quickly in Havana, where a normal apartment can be 

sold for around US$15.000 (Anderson & Serpa 2018). 

In general terms, housing in Cuba has managed to stay out of neoliberal notions of property 

ownership and real-estate speculations, at least for now. “Social home ownership” provided 

security but not investment value neither price appreciation. Poor housing conditions are still 

one of the biggest challenges for the Cuban government and it will continue to be as long as 

the U.S. do not loosen the embargo against Cuba. There are many experts who believe that 

controlled marketization may have some beneficial results, but on the other hand the state 

intervention and control of housing has been proved a valuable tool in welfare policy. Cuba 

has managed through its policies on housing to keep inequalities out of this sector of extreme 

social importance, while capitalist economies around the world failed dramatically in this field. 

 

The legal restrictions set by the system of Casas Particulares, binding the 

operation of Airbnb in Cuba 

The prior development of the short-term rentals’ system of casas particulares already since 

1997, which has been designed to be compatible with and to operate according to the socialist 

socio-economic features, laws and regulations of the country, constitutes another crucial factor 

that influences the characteristics and the socioeconomic impact of Airbnb in Cuba. As 

mentioned above, in order for Airbnb to operate on the island and take advantage of the already 

developed network and structures of the system of casas particulares, it is also obliged to 

respect and follow the strict laws and regulations that govern the system of casas particulares. 

Yet in most of the other countries that Airbnb operates, there has been noticed a lack or a huge 
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difficulty in applying a legal framework to regulate Airbnb’s activity, creating some serious 

negative socioeconomic effects in these countries, as it was presented above (see chapter 2.1.).  

On the contrary, in order to become an Airbnb host in Cuba, it is obligatory first to receive 

authorization for owning a casa particular issued by the Municipal Director of Housing, 

following a very strict legal framework, which has been imposed by Resolution No. 283/2011. 

One basic restriction concerns the rejection of the authorization if the applicants are 

representatives from organizations, firms, entities or foreign countries. This clause is of a 

crucial importance since it limits the speculation in the real-estate market, which is responsible 

for the development of a plethora of negative phenomena connected to the operation of Airbnb 

in other countries, such as the displacement of the local residents, the skyrocketing of prices in 

housing, the touristification processes, etc., as it was analyzed above. In addition, there is a 

strict monitoring of the operation of the casas particulares by the government, checking 

thoroughly if the hosts declare precisely their bookings and earnings or if the number of rooms 

being rented is consistent with permissions granted. According to the legislation (Regulation 

on the leasing of houses, rooms and spaces, Article 22, section a, 2011), it is also the casas 

particulares owners’ responsibility to monitor that their guests do not perform or participate 

in any activities which can be considered illegal by the Cuban State, or else their casa 

particular permission will be immediately revoked. On the other hand, this strict regulatory 

approach is responsible for an intense bureaucratic complexity in applying for permission and 

running casas particulares and Airbnb rentals, setting a number of obstacles in the essential 

and strategic development of the private entrepreneurship on the island (Balslev, Velazquez 

2018, Simoni 2018).  

The U.S.- Cuba Relations  

Another important factor with a huge impact on the development of Cuba’s economy and on 

the country’s strategy around the tourism industry as well as on Airbnb’s characteristics and 

socioeconomic effects on the island, concerns the relations between the U.S. and Cuba over 

the last 60 years.  Its importance regarding the issues that this thesis examines is obvious and 

clear, since it has been mentioned and connected to almost all of the Cuban socioeconomic 

peculiarities and characteristics described so far and it will also play a crucial role in the next 

chapters of this thesis. 



33 
 

The commercial, economic and financial embargo imposed by the U.S. against Cuba has 

influenced not only Cuba’s economy and tourism industry, but Cuban life in general. It was 

firstly enacted as a trade embargo in 1962 and kept on tightening throughout the years that 

followed, while producing its most consequential and devastating effects after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and leading to a humanitarian crisis. Moreover, it was at that period, in 1992, 

that the U.S. President George Bush strengthened the embargo by restricting travel to the 

Cuban-Americans from the U.S. to Cuba and also by forbidding ships engaging in commercial 

operations with Cuba from entering US ports, producing devastating effects, such as reducing 

foreign investment, limiting the entry of Americans to the country, destroying completely the 

cruise ship sector and making even harder the support of supplies (Hingtgen et al 2015).  

This last policy introduced the second era of the U.S-Cuba relations that influences the Cuban 

economy and tourism industry. Especially during the last decade, there have been noticed 

major changes and a high volatility in U.S. approach regarding the flows of the people of the 

two countries as well as of the flows and the operation of U.S. companies in Cuba, depending 

on the interests of each different administration. In 2015, diplomatic relations between the two 

countries were re-established under the administrations of Cuban President Raul Castro (2008–

2018) and U.S. President Barack Obama (2009–17). The opening of both countries embassies 

was followed by the removal of Cuba from the list of countries that promote terrorism, by an 

extension of the licenses for U.S. citizens to travel to the island as well as by an opening of 

Cuba to U.S. companies to operate in the country. Commercial flights between the U.S. and 

Cuba resumed in 2016 and the island started climbing in the list with the most popular 

international destinations for the U.S. citizens. Moreover, this change had a push effect 

encouraging tourists from many other countries to visit the island, since it stopped being 

considered for many as a sin to come to Cuba. This tourist boom led a big number of Cuban 

and U.S. businesses to a race in order benefit from this massive flow of money, with Airbnb 

becoming one of the major beneficiaries.  (Hingtgen et al 2015, Zanona 2017, Salinas et al 

2018). 

This improvement of the relations between the two countries proved to be brief and as soon as 

Donald Trump took power in the U.S., he fulfilled his promises to tighten travel and 

commercial ties to “communist-run” Cuba, by restricting Americans’ ability to travel to Cuba 
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and preventing business deals with certain companies controlled by the Cuban government and 

military. This shift in U.S. policy led to a serious decrease of American tourists to Cuba, as it 

is presented in the next chapters, shown both from the data collected by the Airdna platform 

as well as by the interviews with the Airbnb hosts.  

Nevertheless, even if the bridging on the gap between the relationship between the countries 

did not last, it managed to shift the narrative of Cuba as a potentially viable destination for 

tourists from across the world. Moreover, many of the U.S. visitors visit Cuba with group tours 

which are still allowed under the new Trump’s regulations, whereas Obama’s permit to 

Americans to travel to Cuba for 12 different reasons set an exception to Trump’s prohibition 

of individual travelling, which stands till today, helping a number of companies like Airbnb. It 

was also of crucial importance the fact that Trump did not proceed to any measures limiting 

air connections to Cuba, which is one of the most important factors that determine visits to 

tourism destinations. However, in the beginning of 2020 he finally limited the connections 

allowing flights only to the airport of Havana. In general terms, the overall impact of Trump’s 

policies against Cuba has been strong, but still smaller than what he was claiming that it would 

be during his electoral campaign (Zanona 2017, Salinas et al 2018). 
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5. The characteristics and geographies of Airbnb in Havana  

In this chapter I present a number of different statistics, figures and insights regarding the 

phenomenon of Airbnb and its development in the city of Havana. It explores and analyzes a 

series of quantitative data collected by Airdna platform regarding the number of listings, the 

occupancy rate, the average daily rate, the average revenue per rental, the total market revenue 

as well as some more qualitative characteristics about the accommodations, the hosts and the 

guests of Airbnb in Havana, such as the type of accommodation, the percentage of hosts with 

more than one listings or the origin of the guests. All of these insights are presented and 

analyzed using both dimensions of space and time. Regarding the dimension of time, the period 

during which the presented data refer to is between March 2017 and February 2020, since this 

is the period that Airdna provides the available data. Regarding the dimension of space, the 

insights concern Airbnb listings and users in the whole city of Havana, including all of its 16 

districts, even if 80% to 90% of the listings are located in the three districts of Habana Vieja, 

Centro Habana and Plaza de la Revolución, on which I have focused in chapter 6.  
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Number of listings, rental growth and geographic distribution  

The first insight concerns the total number of listings on Airbnb and its change per month over 

a period of 3 years in the city of Havana, combined with their geographic distribution. 

According to Diagram 3, in February 2020 the total number of listings (entire homes, private 

rooms and shared rooms) on Airbnb in the city of Havana was 16,241. Compared to 16,833 

listings in February 2019 and 18,274 in February 2018, there is a drop in their number, which 

reaches 11% in this 2-year period. It should be mentioned though that as we can see in diagram 

3, there was an impressive increase since March 2017(first month of available data) when the 

total number of listings was around 11.000. This increase continued throughout the whole year 

of 2017 and in the beginning of 2018, while the peak of the number of listings in the city of 

Havana was during the second quarter of 2018 when it reached the number of 21,128 listings 

(Diagram 4). Then followed a small drop and for almost a year it remained steady, having a 

second drop in the end of 2019. 

Diagram 3. Numbers of types of listings on Airbnb in Havana per month (March 2017 – February 2020)  

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 

Diagram 4. Total number of listings on Airbnb in Havana per quarter (Q1 2017 – Q1 2020) 

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 
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This volatility in the number of listings during this period can be related with the immense 

initial expansion of the phenomenon of Airbnb in the first two-three years since its launch in 

2015 and a normal stabilization that followed the next two years. This pattern on the number 

of listings has been also noticed in other cities around the world where Airbnb operates, but 

the difference with Havana is that both the immense rise and the stabilization of the number of 

listings came much faster compared to other places. This could be explained either by the 

existence of the system of Casas Particulares, which already preexisted in Cuba and it made 

the development and expansion of Airbnb’s listings much easier and faster or/and by the shift 

in U.S. governments of Obama to Trump and the different approaches that they followed 

regarding Cuba, as it was analyzed above. This substantial increase of American -and not only- 

tourists, especially during 2016 and 2017, increased suddenly and immensely the demand for 

tourist accommodations. Nevertheless, the restrictions that followed Trump’s election (2017), 

prompted in the drop of the number of American tourists in 2018, making it harder for some 

Airbnb hosts to afford the decreased demand and occupancy rate and the high taxes. This is 

confirmed also by many Airbnb hosts in the interviews which are going to be presented in the 

next chapter.  

As far as the geographical distribution of the listings is concerned, they are all marked in maps 

3a and 3b. The purple signs are the listings which are entire apartments and the blue ones are 

private rooms. Map 3a shows the listings in the whole city of Havana, whereas map 3b has 

zoomed in the three central and touristic districts of Havana, La Habana Vieja, Centro Habana 

and Plaza de la Revolución. It is evident that the vast majority of the listings in Havana are 

concentrated in the these three districts in a percentage that reaches 80% to 90%. It is also 

obvious that there is a a higher concentration in the northern part of the districts close to the 

sea and the famous malecón, the street and seawall on the waterfront. In addition, there are two 

much smaller concentrations of listings; the first is at the western part of the city and especially 

around Miramar neighborhood and the other one is at the eastern part of the city in Playa del 

este, both of which are touristic neighborhoods and the places with the most famous beaches 

in the city of Havana. The rest surface of the city is almost empty of listings and therefore the 

area which offers Airbnb accomodations to tourists is a very small part of the city, the most 

touristic and central areas, where all the traditional touristic accomodations operate for years.  
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This geographical distribution of Airbnb in the city of Havana can support the argument 

presented in chapter 2.1, regarding which Airbnb does not spread in many different “off-the-

beaten-track” neighborhoods of cities, rather that it develops in tourist city centers, leading to 

processes of touristification (Oksam & Boswiik 2016). Nevertheless, as it was mentioned 

above, Airbnb in Cuba was built and based on the already existing system of casas particulares 

and the vast majority of Airbnb’s listings had already been offered as accommodations for 

tourists as casas particulares many years before Airbnb was launched in Cuba. Therefore, even 

if Airbnb cannot be blamed for the already existing over-concentration of tourists’ 

accommodations in very specific touristic areas of Havana or for the already developed 

touristification processes in these areas, on the other hand it is clear that it did not contribute 

in a decentralizing process by creating new listings in different parts and neighborhoods of the 

city.  

Map 3a. Entire homes and private rooms listings in the city of Havana  

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 

 

  

Map 3b. Entire homes and private 

rooms listings in La Habana Vieja, 

Centro Habana and Vedado 
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Types of listings and number of listings per host  

Two very important insights concern the different types of listings on Airbnb and the number 

of listings per host. Regarding the first one, the main options that the company offers as rental 

types include entire homes (separate, independent rentals, where guests stay without sharing 

them with the hosts or other guests), private rooms in a sharing dwelling (shared mainly with 

the hosts or in some cases with other guests) and shared rooms (with the hosts or with other 

guests). The importance of this insight lies on the fact that only the options of private and 

shared rooms can provide some of the beneficial attributes of the so called sharing economy, 

described in chapter 2.1., whereas the rental type of entire home is more connected to the 

negative socioeconomic impact of Airbnb. 

According to diagram 5 in the top 25 cities with the most Airbnb listings around the world the 

type of entire homes dominates with a percentage of 68% on average and only 30% are private 

rooms listings and 2% shared rooms listings. Whereas in Havana, the rental type of private 

rooms constitutes the majority with a percentage of 52%, while the type of entire home follows 

with 47% and shared rooms with only 1% of the listings (diagram 6). Especially, as it is clear 

in map 3b, the rental type of private rooms (blue signs) dominates in the more central and 

touristic municipalities of La Habana Vieja and Habana Centro. 

Diagram 5. Numbers of different rental types in the top 25 cities with more Airbnb listings around the world (2018) 

 
Source: Airdna 2018. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 
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Diagram 6. Numbers of different rental types in Havana (February 2020) 

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 

 

This constitutes a major difference and peculiarity of the Airbnb in Havana compared to the 

other cities around the world and it influences the socioeconomic impact that the phenomenon 

of Airbnb has on the city and its citizens. Regarding the reasons behind this peculiarity, they 

could be found in the Cuban socioeconomic system that offered strictly one home to every 

family and they did not permit real-estate transactions until recently, while now it allows them 

under restrictions; other reasons that have prompted this characteristic of Airbnb in Havana 

could be the difficulty of Cubans in affording to buy another residence or the house deficit in 

Havana or the fact that Airbnb is based on the previous older system of Casas Particulares, 

which was based on sharing a room in an apartment. 

Related to the insight of the different types of rentals is the one regarding the number of listings 

per host, since both are connected with the same socioeconomic effects. Hosts who offer more 

than one listing on Airbnb are the ones who rent out apartments through Airbnb professionally. 

Renting out more than one dwelling seems more like an investment in tourism industry or like 

a full time job, similar to running a small hotel business, whereas there is no connection to the 

sharing economy and the possible socioeconomic benefits that it can produce. On the contrary, 

the investments in real estate in order to rent residencies through Airbnb or the renting of many 
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dwellings in order to sub rent them10 through Airbnb, is responsible for the displacement of 

local residents as well as for gentrification and touristification processes (Temperton 2020). 

In many cities, almost 50% of Airbnb hosts have at least one other listing. For example, in the 

U.S., according to data from Airdna, 600,000 listings out of a total of 1.1 million are from hosts 

that have at least two other listings, while also being available for more than six months of the 

year. Properties under these characteristics are more akin to hotel rooms rather than sharing 

economy holiday rentals. Another similar example is London, where 43,112 out of 87,000 

Airbnb listings (March 2020) were listed by hosts with at least one other listing, while at the 

higher end of the scale, there are 645 hosts with ten or more listings, responsible for 7,000 

Airbnb rentals in London. Additionally, it has been noticed that as the Airbnb market in a city 

matures, there is a tendency for concentration of listings in smaller number of hosts to increase, 

as diagram 7 shows for Airbnb market in the U.S (Temperton 2020). 

Diagram 7. Growth of Multi-listing Airbnb Hosts in the U.S. 

 
Source: Temperton 2020 

Unfortunately, I was not able to collect from Airdna this kind of data about Airbnb in Havana, 

since it has stopped providing it through the tool that I used for the data collecting process. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that the phenomenon of multiple listings per host has not been 

developed in Havana, due to the same reasons that were mentioned above regarding the smaller 

                                                           
10 This practice is known as rent-to-rent properties, run by companies or individuals who receive loans in order 

rent residencies on a long term basis and getting substantially higher rates by subletting them through Airbnb, 

Booking.com and other online platforms (Temperton 2020). 
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number of entire homes than private rooms for the listings on Airbnb in Havana. The socialist 

system of ownership and property, the restrictions in transactions in real estate, lack of 

sufficient funds, insecurity in investing or/and the house deficit are some of the factors that 

have not allowed the concentration of many listings in a small number of people and the vast 

majority of Airbnb hosts in Havana are managing only one listing (or more rooms but in the 

same apartment). Moreover, this was also confirmed by the interviewees, as I analyze in the 

next chapter of this thesis, according to whom there is no such issue of multi-listing Airbnb 

hosts in whole Cuba and nobody knew anyone who was a multi-listing host. This characteristic 

is another one that differentiates Airbnb in Havana compared to many other cities around the 

world, improving its impact on Havana’s local community. It allows the development of the 

more positive socioeconomic effects of Airbnb, such as the additional income to a larger 

number of less privileged citizens or the sociocultural positive effects that are created due to 

the relationship between the host and the guest and on the same time it diminishes the negative 

effects of Airbnb mentioned above, such as displacement of the local population and 

touristification processes. 
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Origin of Airbnb’s guests in Havana  

The insight regarding the origin of the guests using the Airbnb platform for booking listings in 

Havana sheds light on two very interesting characteristics of the geography of the phenomenon 

of Airbnb and its development in Havana. The first one is that the platform is used only from 

international guests. Diagram 8 shows that during the whole 2019 the total number of Cubans 

who used Airbnb as guests was limited to around 75, compared to the many dozens of 

thousands of international tourists that visited the island during the same period. Even if 

domestic tourism is not so developed in Cuba, there has been a change during the last years 

and Cubans go on tourist vacations more than they did before, mainly due to the socioeconomic 

reforms mentioned above that have given access to Cubans in the tourist product. Nevertheless, 

it is obvious through this stat provided by Airdna that they do not use the Airbnb platform and 

they prefer the traditional hotels for their vacation.   

The second characteristic of Airbnb in Cuba that becomes clear through this insight concerns 

the connection of Airbnb with the guests from the U.S. According to diagram 8, 7 out of the 

top 10 international cities of guests in 2019 were cities from the U.S., showing that the vast 

majority of Airbnb guests in Cuba are from the U.S. This insight, apart from proving the strong 

dependence and connection of Airbnb in Cuba with the tourists coming from the U.S., it also 

validates the estimation mentioned in chapter 2.3, regarding the smaller negative effect that 

Trump’s administration and policies have caused on Cuba’s tourism. Despite the drop in tourist 

flows from the U.S. after 2018, they still visit the island even through individual trips that were 

supposed to be banned. 

Diagram 8. Top national and international cities of Airbnb guests in Havana in 2019  

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 

 

 



44 
 

Monthly Revenue per Listing and Historical Market Revenue 

Another important insight concerns the average monthly revenue produced by average listing 

on Airbnb. As it is presented in diagram 9, which shows the average revenue of an average 

Airbnb private room in Havana, during the first months of 2017 the average revenue was 

around US$500 per month, probably due to the higher daily rates that the owners were enjoying 

during that period and the significantly smaller number of listings in Havana. During the next 

two years though, it dropped more than 50%, being around US$200 per month on average, 

following the drop in the daily rates and in the occupancy rates, probably due to the rise of the 

available number of listings on Airbnb and the decline in the number of U.S. tourists after 

Trump’s tightening of the travel regulations to Cuba. Nevertheless, it is interesting the fact that 

there was noticed an increase in the average monthly revenue per listing during the last months 

of 2019 and the first of 2020, which could be explained by the drop of the number of available 

listings during that period, as it was mentioned above. 

This insight presents and describes clearly the privilege -analyzed above- of the Cubans who 

have access in the market of short-term tourist rentals, as well as the obvious inequalities that 

Airbnb produces between the owners and the non-owners of Airbnb rentals, that the Cuban 

state struggles to balance. We just need to compare these numbers of US$200-US$300 revenue 

per month per private room with the monthly salary of US$30 for almost every Cuban who 

works for the public sector in Cuba, while it should also be considered the fact that there are 

many hosts who rent more than one room or that the average monthly revenue for those who 

rent an entire apartment (47% of listings in Havana) is almost double than the one of renting a 

private room, according to the stats from Airdna. 

Diagram 9. Monthly Revenue per Average Listing (private room) in Havana (March 2017 – February 2020) 

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 
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Relevant to the above is the insight of historical market revenue of Airbnb in a city, which is 

considered of crucial importance, since it shows the total income produced by all Airbnb’s 

bookings of listings during a certain period of time. It includes only the revenues from the rents 

of the listings and not the indirect-complementary income produced in different sectors 

through the operation of Airbnb in the city, such as in food and beverages sector, tourist 

services and products, etc.  

In Havana, as it is shown in diagram 10, the average monthly historical market revenue from 

Airbnb listings during the last three years is around $8 million (both entire homes and private 

rooms), which stands for around $100 million added annually in the Cuban economy. It is 

noticed that the market revenue had a small drop in 2018 compared to 2017, while it gained all 

its loses in 2019. In January of 2020 it hit the monthly record high of $9 million, showing an 

increasing tendency. This is an interesting statistic, since it proves that Airbnb has become a 

strong player in Havana’s economy and moreover it shows that it managed to overcome the 

difficulties and obstacles against U.S. tourism to Cuba set by Trump’s administration.  

Diagram 10 Airbnb’s historical market revenue in Havana per month (March 2017 – February 2020)  

 

Source: Airdna 2020. Retrieved from https://www.airdna.co/ 
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6. Airbnb in Havana and its socioeconomic impact from the 

perspective of Airbnb hosts and their neighbors  

In this chapter are presented the collected data from the interviews that I conducted with 10 

Airbnb hosts and 5 of their neighbors -inhabitants or professionals-, who live and work in the 

three most central and touristic municipalities of the city of Havana, La Habana Vieja, Centro 

Havana and Plaza de la Revolución. The questions of the interviews aimed mainly for 

qualitative data, which would provide information both regarding the characteristics of the 

phenomenon of Airbnb in Havana and regarding its socioeconomic impact, using both the 

perspectives of these two different groups of the local community of Havana. Moreover, I tried 

to link the questions with the issues that I had already explored during the reading of the 

existing prior research and theoretical frame as well as with the special politico-socio-

economic factors, which affect the development and the impact of the phenomenon of Airbnb 

in Cuba, as presented above, in order to extract data that would allow me to draw more solid 

and valid conclusions. 

Before presenting and analyzing the qualitative data I collected from the interviewees 

regarding the characteristics of Airbnb and its impact on the three specific municipalities of 

Havana and on their residents, it is useful to present briefly some stats and information about 

their socioeconomic and demographic characteristics as well as some general information 

regarding the hosts’ listings. This kind of data is considered essential for the better 

understanding of the interviewees’ answers, on which my analysis is based, as well as they 

provide information regarding the different categories of the population in Havana who are 

related directly or indirectly to Airbnb in the city. 

Starting with the group of the hosts, five of the interviewees had their listings in the 

municipality of Centro Habana, three in La Habana Vieja and two in Vedado, in an attempt to 

collect data from all of the three neighborhoods of the location of my research and also in the 

most representative analogy, regarding the number of listings and the population of each 

neighborhood. As it will be analyzed below, there have been noticed some differences between 

the answers of the hosts who operate in the different neighborhoods, both in respect of the 

characteristics of Airbnb as well as of the impact that the phenomenon has on the city and the 

society. Regarding the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the hosts-
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participants, all of them were Cuban citizens and nine of them were owners of the rentals11. 

Four of them were females, three males, two of them were couples (male and female) and 

finally there was also a mother working together with her son as co-hosts. Eight of them were 

over 50 years old, four were between 31-50 and 1 was under 3012, while nine of them were 

white (Criollos), two of them were Afro-Cubans and two mixed (mestizos). Finally, regarding 

the characteristics of their listings on Airbnb, eight of them were private rooms and two of 

them entire homes, while also eight of them were under the hosts’ ownership for many decades 

(before or immediately after the revolution) and only two were bought during the last decade. 

It should be also noticed that six hosts had multi-listings on Airbnb (2-3 rooms), but all of them 

were rooms in the same apartment and no one of them owned or rented a second residence. 

As far as the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the group of non-hosts 

(neighbors-professionals) interviewees are concerned, two of them lived or worked in La 

Habana Vieja, two in Centro Habana and one in Vedado. In addition, two of them were over 

60 years old, one between 30-40 and two under 30, while all of them were Cuban citizens, out 

of whom two were Afro-Cubans, one mixed and two white. Finally, regarding their working 

status, apart from the two who were interviewed as professionals in the food and beverages 

services sector, one interviewee was working for the public sector in the constructions’ 

industry, one was a student and one was a pensioner (the last two were adding to their income 

by helping occasionally relatives who owned casas particulares). 

 

Hosts’ cooperation with STRs platforms and especially with Airbnb  

Most of the hosts that I interviewed have listed their rentals on at least one other short -term 

rental platform (booking.com and homestay), apart from Airbnb, as well as on Cuban short-

term rentals websites. Nevertheless, due to different reasons such as high commissions, 

malfunctioning of the platforms, no means for clients of paying in advance etc., the vast 

majority of their guests come almost exclusively from Airbnb (80%-95%), which enjoys an 

extremely high satisfaction, loyalty and respect from the hosts, while the rest (5%-20) come 

                                                           
11 Only Jorge B. (Malecón-Centro Habana) did not own the apartment 
12 I have included all the hosts, counting also the co-hosts as separate cases. 
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either from recommendations from other hosts of casas particulares or recommendations from 

other tourists-friends or from tourists who had stayed in the same rentals before or just tourists 

with no reservations who were looking for a place to stay. Only one of the hosts, Jorge in 

Centro Habana, works 50% with Airbnb and 50% with Homestay, being satisfied with both 

companies, while only one of them (the couple Barbaro and Tomasa in Vedado) receive almost 

all of their guests from recommendations from other hosts or other tourists, since they refuse 

to lower the price of their listing according to Airbnb’s recommendation of price and therefore 

their listing comes last on the platform13. Apparently, the above numbers reveal the domination 

of Airbnb in the market of short-term tourist rentals in Havana, where it shows signs and 

characteristics of a monopoly, raising fears for its future nature and impact on the society.  

Moreover, eight out of ten listings were already working as casas particulares before Airbnb 

was launched in Cuba in 2015 and they started being listed on Airbnb platform from 2016 until 

2018. Even the two rentals which began operating after 2015, they started as simple casas 

particulares without being listed on Airbnb for the first one to two years. This statistic supports 

the narrative that Airbnb in Havana hasn’t increased in a large extent the number of short-term 

rentals, compared to other cities, but it has been based on the already existing system of short-

term rentals of casas particulares. 

The main reason behind the hosts’ decision to initially enter in the market of STRs and rent 

their homes as casas particulares was, according to all, the need for a larger income and 

especially the access to the U.S. dollars, that this sector offers, as it was analyzed above (see 

chapter 2.3). While some of them worked before for the state in the public sector (Marylin was 

a physiotherapist, Jorge B. was in the navy, Barbaro and Tomasa were working in a hotel) and 

some others were unemployed, the income from renting out rooms in their apartments to 

tourists was a huge relief, since all of them were struggling before, as they said, to fulfil their 

basic needs. Regarding their decision later to work with Airbnb, most of them in the beginning 

were quite hesitant, especially due to the problems regarding online payments and lack of or 

limited internet access, or even due to the fact that it was an American company. As these 

problems started improving and as Airbnb promoted its product, some of the hosts started 

familiarizing with it and from 2016 and especially 2017 most of them had already entered the 

                                                           
13 Explain how Airbnb’s price recommendation works 
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platform. According to Damian, a host that I interviewed in La Habana Vieja, the most crucial 

factor that changed his approach on Airbnb and decided to work with it was the visit of Obama 

in Cuba and his support to Airbnb in his speech (2016). Many of them were also convinced to 

join Airbnb by the fact that other hosts that they knew, had already listed their rentals on Airbnb 

platform and they had immediately increased significantly their bookings.   

Finally, nine out of ten of the hosts that I interviewed expressed a high level of satisfaction, 

since Airbnb has fulfilled all of their expectations, especially by increasing their bookings 

substantially and also by “making their life much easier”, as many of them argued, regarding 

the tools that the platform offers. It is very interesting the fact that apart from high satisfaction, 

they show a deep loyalty and respect to Airbnb, leaving no negative comment, while they 

appreciate the high professionalism and the support that they enjoy from the company, which 

compensated them even for their canceled bookings due to Covid19 virus. Only one of them 

(the couple Barbaro and Tomasa, Vedado) expressed their complaint about the low price that 

Airbnb recommended for their listing and they argued that the expansion of Airbnb and the 

high competition that it has caused has lowered the average price per night of the listings in 

Havana significantly. 

 

The nature of the profession of Airbnb host in Havana 

Another interesting fact that differentiates Airbnb hosts in Havana from those in other cities in 

the world, is that nine out of ten hosts-interviewees (or twelve out of thirteen if we count 

separately the co-hosts) work as Airbnb hosts exclusively, as their only profession. In general, 

as it was mentioned above (see chapter 2.1.), Airbnb hosts around the world use Airbnb as a 

way to increase their main income, which is generated from their main profession, which is 

other than that of the Airbnb host. Only those who belong in the category of multi-listings hosts 

or those who have companies managing many Airbnb listings have Airbnb hosting as their 

main profession (Airbnb 2012). On the contrary, in Havana Airbnb hosting constitutes the 

exclusive profession even for the hosts who rent out on Airbnb only one room, according to 

the interviewees. As they explained, some of the main reasons for this differentiated 

characteristic include the high income that they enjoy from Airbnb hosting compared to the 
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low cost of living in Cuba, the low salary they can receive by having another job or the large 

number of different amenities and services they offer to their guests (e.g. preparing meals and 

drinks, helping them to organize their trips, spending time with them, etc.) . Some of the 

interviewees argued that the profession of Airbnb host in Havana consumes a lot of their time 

and energy, due to the problems that they face every day, which do not exist in the vast majority 

of the countries that Airbnb operates, such as the access to internet or the scarcity of necessary 

goods (soap, paper, food), which force them to spend more time for generally simple tasks. 

The only exception was Damian (La Habana Vieja), whose main profession is as a consultant 

in an Italian company operating in the tourism industry, while he rents out a room in his 

apartment through Airbnb for a complementary income.   

Related to the above characteristic of the profession of Airbnb host in Havana, as a demanding 

and time consuming profession as well as a very profitable one, especially compared to the 

low cost of living and to the much lower income gained from other professions in Cuba, is that 

it operates more as a family business, engaging more people as informal employees, especially 

relatives, neighbors or friends of the hosts. According to the interviewees, apart from those 

who work as co-hosts (two married couples and one mother and son), the vast majority of them 

have some help and support from their partners, by sharing the activities needed for the 

management of the rental. Moreover, almost half of the interviewees have informally hired one 

person (most of the times a young female, relative or neighbor) for helping them with cleaning 

or cooking, while one of them (Jorge B., Malecón-Centro Habana) has also hired informally 

a friend of his, as a driver for the guests. This characteristic of Airbnb in Cuba was also 

confirmed by the interviews with the neighbors-inhabitants (non-hosts or professionals in the 

tourism sector), since two out of three work occasionally for relatives who are Airbnb hosts.  

Finally, according to the interviews both with the hosts as well as with their neighbors, the 

profession of the Airbnb host in Havana is based on networks. Most of the interviewed hosts, 

even if they receive in the last years the majority of their guests through Airbnb, continue to 

have relations with other hosts, sending guests to each other, when their rentals are already 

booked or when their guests want to visit another neighborhood in the city. This tactic was 

mainly used by the Casas Particulares’ owners in the past, when there was no platform, such 

as Airbnb, to provide them with clients. In addition, some of them have also developed 
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networks with professionals in other sectors in the tourism industry, such as taxi drivers, city 

guides, restaurants and bars, city tours, renting bicycles etc. Jorge B. (Malecón, Centro 

Habana) has developed a more complicated way of networking, offering services similar to a 

tourist agency and organizing your whole trip with transportation and accommodation in casas 

particulares all over Cuba, offering great prizes and great quality. He has organized this kind 

of network together with other Airbnb hosts and most of the times they don’t give money or 

commission one to the other, but this process guarantees them that they will be the first who 

will be informed of and offered a client who needs a casa particular in a different part of the 

city or of the country. They have even put a five CUC penalty for the clients who will cancel 

their stay or their transportation, which is what also the public tourist agency in Cuba does. 

This practice of networking was also confirmed by the two interviewees, who were interviewed 

as professionals in the services and broader tourism sector (food and beverage services) and 

who argued that a large percentage of their clients comes from recommendations from Airbnb 

hosts that they cooperate with.  This finding confirms Simoni’s data from his research in the 

city of Viñales (2018), as it was analyzed above (see chapter 2.3), showing a wider application 

of this phenomenon around the island and adding to the conclusion that Cubans keep investing 

in their personal relationships and creating “circles of trust”, in their attempt to develop 

financially.  

 

The U.S.- Cuba relations as a key factor determining Airbnb market in Cuba 

As it was analyzed above (4.), the relations between Cuba and the U.S. play a very crucial role 

in many different aspects of the Cuban economy, including the tourism industry and the Airbnb 

market on the island. This fact, which was also evident and was analyzed in the previous 

chapter regarding the data from Airdna (5.), was also confirmed by the interviewees, according 

to the majority of whom, the different policies that have been followed by the U.S. 

governments during the last decade are considered as the key factor that regulates the whole 

market of Airbnb in the city, while for some of them regulates the whole industry of tourism. 

All of the hosts-interviewees, when asked about the role of Airbnb in the expansion and growth 

of tourism, in the increase of the number of casas particulares and of complementary tourist 
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services and in general in the development of touristification processes in the city during the 

last years, they answered that Airbnb has played a small or no role in this. On the contrary, 

they argued that the key factor for all these changes in the city was Obama’s administration 

through the loosening of the embargo against Cuba and the limitation of the restrictions for 

U.S citizens to travel to the island. According to Jorge B. (Malecón-Centro Habana), the 

increase in the tourist flows from the U.S. was so immense at the end of 2016 and during 2017 

that there were many tourists who couldn’t find a place to stay and therefore the Cuban 

government provided many new licenses of casas particulares to Cubans through a “fast-

track” procedure14. During that period, according to all of the interviewees, the growth in 

tourism was so high that even if the offer of Airbnb rentals in Havana was increased, the price 

per night of their rentals as well as the occupancy rates were also skyrocketing. Additionally, 

many bars and restaurants started operating during that period and in general there was noticed 

an increase in the commercial activity and in many sectors of the local and economy, according 

both to the hosts as well as to their neighbors that I interviewed.  

On the other hand, most of the Airbnb hosts noticed the same high impact but from the opposite 

side, when Trump was elected president of the U.S. and tightened travel and commercial ties 

to Cuba. According to more than half of the hosts that I interviewed, there was a decrease in 

the average occupancy rate from around 60%-90% to 30%-60% in 2018, the average price per 

night fell from $35-$40 to $15-$20, while the state stopped issuing new licenses for Casas 

Particulares and some of the tourist shops or bars and restaurants stopped operating. 

Nevertheless, some hosts that were interviewed were less hit by Trump’s administration, 

especially those who had their listings in La Habana Vieja, which is the heart of tourism in 

Havana and for this reason was less affected by the reduced number of U.S. tourists. Also, 

some of the hosts argued that they had a reduction in the number of Airbnb guests from the 

U.S., but this reduction was covered by an increase in the Airbnb guests from Europe. This 

range of answers from the hosts confirm both the prior research (Zanona 2017, Salinas et al 

2018) as well as the stats from Airdna platform, that Trump’s policies had an overall strong 

negative impact, but still smaller than the one expected after Trump’s announcements in 2018. 

                                                           
14 The government, in order to solve the problem of the lack of residencies for tourists who were already on the island, 

was issuing short-term permits to Cubans for becoming hosts of casas particulares and then they were changed into 

permanent permits. 
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In addition, three of the hosts (Marylin, Yoandri and Barbara) also referred to and accused the 

U.S. embargo imposed against Cuba, when asked about the amenities they offer or about the 

nature of their job if it is stressful or not. They argued that after Trump tightened the U.S. 

embargo against Cuba, there is a lack of essential goods and products in the market or their  

price has skyrocketed, which results either in reducing the amenities they offer (such as 

breakfast or dinner, due to the high cost of basic categories of food such as eggs) and finally 

losing some extra income or in making their profession more stressful, since they have to 

struggle in order to fulfil their guests’ basic needs and demands, such as soap or clean sheets 

and towels. 

 

High taxation and limited access to internet: the biggest problems that the Airbnb 

hosts have to face 

One of the most common answers by the Airbnb hosts about the biggest problem that they 

face, was the high taxation that is imposed against them by the Cuban government. Despite the 

decrease during the recent years, which was presented above (see chapter 2.3, Simoni 2008), 

almost all of the interviewees complained about the fixed amount that they have to pay every 

month (35-50 CUC per listing). According to them, this charge is unfair since it is not 

connected to the sales they have (as the 10% tax for every booking they have, which most of 

the hosts approve as normal), so for some hosts with low occupancy rates this fixed amount as 

taxation is extremely high and unsustainable. In addition, according to Marylin (Centro 

Habana), the government increased this fixed amount of taxation in 2019 by 20%. 

Nevertheless, the fact that almost all of the hosts I interviewed were complaining about the 

high taxation, proves also two other facts that were analyzed above. The first is that all of them 

rent their listings legally, paying the high taxes that the Cuban government imposes to them, 

since as they explained to me there is no way that they would take such a huge risk to hide 

their sales and avoid paying their taxes. Therefore, it could be argued that the strict Cuban 

regulations and tax collecting strategy regarding the Casas Particulares has been efficient and 

successful. The second fact is that the high taxation, about which the Airbnb hosts complain, 

proves a strong willing from the Cuban government to redistribute the wealth equally and 

minimize the disparities in the Cuban society, as it was analyzed above (see chapters 2.2., 4.). 
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In other words, Cuba has invested in the theory that the expressed problem for the few 

privileged, is translated to a benefit for the majority of the Cuban society. 

The second most common problem that was mentioned in the answers of the Airbnb hosts was 

the internet access and connectivity. Even if they all notice an improvement year after year in 

the internet connection, there are still many problems which limit their access and make their 

profession, which is based on the internet, much harder. Only four out of ten rentals were 

offering internet access to their guests and only through the use of the ETECSA card. Only 

Jorge B. (Malecón, Centro Habana) was offering the option to use the internet without using 

the ETECSA card and instead the guests had to pay the same amount of money to him, 

depending on the time they used the internet. The rest did not have any connection to the 

internet in their residencies and they had to go to a public Wi-Fi spot or to a hotel or to a 

neighbor, in order to manage their bookings. Moreover, due to their lack of access to the 

internet, three of the hosts had to pay a commission of 20%-30% to a third person, friend or 

relative in Cuba or abroad, who was responsible to manage their bookings. According to them, 

this is a very common practice in Cuba and many Airbnb hosts have to pay this huge amounts 

of money, in order to be able to receive guests through Airbnb platform. 

 

The opinion of the interviewees -hosts and non-hosts- about the socioeconomic 

impact of Airbnb in Havana  

One of the most interesting findings of the interviews, both with the Airbnb hosts and the non-

hosts (inhabitants or professionals), was the fact that both of them shared a very positive 

opinion about Airbnb and its socioeconomic effects on the Cuban society. Almost all of them 

argued that both casas particulares and Airbnb have helped the whole community of Havana 

in many different ways, both on an economic and a social level and only two of them had a 

neutral opinion. They all confirmed most of the positive effects of Airbnb, which were 

presented above, such as that it benefits economically the whole community, hosts and non-

hosts, directly and indirectly, or the development of sociocultural connections and relationships 

between the hosts, professionals and inhabitants with the guests. At the same time, they all 

rejected the existence of many of Airbnb’s negative effects, which are developed in other cities 

around the world and were mentioned above, such as the displacement of the local population, 
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the development of disparities and social injustice and the touristification processes, due to the 

special socioeconomic characteristics of Cuba, which according to the interviewees provide 

them a safety net and a high protection from such negative issues. On the contrary, they showed 

a kind of surprise when I was asking them if they had noticed any negative effects caused by 

Airbnb and the increase in tourism in Havana. 

In addition, none of the hosts mentioned any reactions from the neighbors or the local 

community against them or Airbnb, while most of the non-hosts argued that whenever they 

have the chance to have a discussion with tourists, they recommend them to leave from the 

hotels they stay and move to casas particulares-Airbnb rentals. According to Francisco (61, 

Vedado), a non-host constructions-worker: “We try to explain them how cheaper it is to stay 

in casas particulares-Airbnb and how better it is for them in order to see “real Cuba” and have 

a unique experience”, while at the same time they also explain to them sincerely that their stay 

in casas particulares-Airbnb is extremely beneficial for the Cubans who can earn more money, 

a big part of which goes to the community and to a bigger segment of the society. Nevertheless, 

it should be mentioned that almost all of the non-host interviewees, apart from Francisco, had 

either a direct connection with the Airbnb market, working occasionally for Airbnb rentals 

owned by their relatives or they were working in the broader tourism and private sector, which 

has been benefited by Airbnb and casas particulares. 

 

The fluctuation of the prices in real estate and of the daily rates of Airbnb in 

Havana 

According to many of the interviewees, the selling prices of residencies in Havana have risen 

steadily and substantially since 2011, the year that Raul Castro liberated the real-estate market 

and transactions became legal. There was noticed by them a higher increase during the period 

of 2014 to 2018, due to the higher demand that was triggered by the Cuban strategy of liberal 

reforms and the improvement of the relations between Cuba and the U.S., both of which 

provided a feeling of trustworthiness in investing in Cuba and also due to the rise of tourism, 

which created more opportunities for investments in the real estate market. Jorge B., one of the 
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two hosts that had bought their residencies listed on Airbnb15, explained to me that his German 

son in law financed the buying of the house in 2014 and Jorge’s wife is the legal owner of the 

house, since the owner must be a Cuban citizen. They bought it for 96.000$, but they also spent 

a large amount of money for its renovation. Now, according to real-estate agents, the price of 

the house has risen to more than 200.000$. Jorge claimed that according to other owners of 

residencies in Havana that he knows there is an average increase in the prices which is around 

100% since 2014-2015.  

Despite the fact that the skyrocketing of the prices of residencies in Havana was also confirmed 

by more than half of the interviewees, yet only Marylin was interested in selling her apartment, 

while all the rest did not have any such plans, since they were very satisfied living there and 

also being Airbnb hosts. The rest of the interviewees that did not confirm the rise of prices, 

admitted that they were not aware of the price of their residencies, since they did not have any 

intension in selling their homes no matter the price offered to them. 

Regarding the daily rates of their rentals on Airbnb, the majority of the hosts claimed that the 

rates were high and steady from the beginning of the launch of Airbnb in Cuba in 2015 until 

2017, with an average price of 40 CUC per night. Nevertheless, according to the interviewees, 

since 2018 the rates have dropped dramatically. The Airbnb hosts in Vedado neighborhood 

reported an average drop of around 50%, in Centro Habana 20%-40%, while even those in the 

touristic and picturesque Havana Vieja saw a decrease of daily rates between 10% to 20%. 

They believed that the reason that caused this huge decline in the daily rates of the rentals was 

Trump’s policies and the decline of the U.S. tourists, who constitute the majority of the Airbnb 

guests, as it was mentioned above. As far as the changes in the prices of regular long-term rents 

in Havana are concerned, there is no data, since there is no such market developed in Cuba. 

Cubans do not rent, but they own their residencies.  

Emotional labor 

Another effect of Airbnb in Havana that I tried to identify through the interviews with the 

hosts, was the existence and the extent of the phenomenon of emotional labor. It is defined as 

the management of personal feeling by workers in their attempt to pursuit profit, inducing or 

                                                           
15 All of the rest hosts were owners of their residencies, but they  
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suppressing their feelings, in order to please and satisfy their clients or customers (Hochschield 

A.R. 1984, Nemer et al 2018). Digital technologies can extend the working day and intensify 

working practices as well as they can impose certain behaviors to the employees in the services 

sector through the mechanism of ratings and reviews that these technologies provide on their 

platforms, leading to serious physical and emotional consequences, such as burnout, stress, 

physical collapse etc. (Nemer et al 2018).  

David Nemer et al. conducted a research in 2018, investigating the existence of emotional labor 

in Havana caused by Airbnb. It appeared that the immense growth of Airbnb listings has lead 

the locals in the city, both hosts and non-hosts, to perform emotional labor in their attempt to 

offer their services by accommodating and welcoming tourists and guests, putting on a 

permanent smile and performing the identity of welcoming, friendly and extrovert Cuban 

native, in order to please guests and tourists. This research showed that the costs of emotional 

labor for residents of Havana included desalination of the self, of the notion of home or even 

feeling their neighborhood as unrecognizable and unfamiliar to them. 

According to the answers that I received from the hosts, the vast majority of them were 

enjoying their job and they described it as quite easy, creative and extremely pleasant, 

expressing their great satisfaction, relief and a feeling of being blessed that they managed to 

do this job. The two aspects that they most enjoyed was the communication with the tourists-

guests and the direct connection of the amount of their workhours with their income. Some of 

them (Elizabeth, Jorge B.) eager to offer even more to their guests and find more ways to 

satisfy their needs, while on the contrary some others (Jorge, Damian) told me that they do not 

bother providing more services to their guests, refusing even to offer them breakfast, because 

they are “bored to cook”, as Jorge argued, and that they did not want to do it just in order to 

earn more money, because they would stop loving their job.  

Nevertheless, two of the hosts (Marylin, Yoandri) argued that even if they enjoy their work as 

Airbnb hosts, it can sometimes become very stressful and hard to satisfy the needs and demands 

of their guests, because of the scarcity that they have to face in basic essential products, such 

as soap, accusing the U.S. embargo against Cuba. In addition, eight out of 10 of the hosts-

interviewees asked me to write a good review, since I also stayed at their rentals, which shows 

their high dependence on the review-rating mechanism of Airbnb platform. Finally, two of the 
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hosts preferred to lower their living conditions and their quality of life, in order to earn more 

money by renting an extra room, which I would consider relevant to the effect of emotional 

labor and its extremely negative psychological effect that it produces. Jorge B. decided to stay 

with his wife in a smaller room in their apartment, which used to be a small storage room, 

while Yoandri moved to his mother’s apartment. 

 

Brain drain 

According to prior studies (Balslev & Velazquez 2018, Simoni 2018), the immense growth of 

tourism during the last two decades in Cuba, especially of the sector of casas particulares and 

Airbnb during the last years, has led to the development of the phenomenon of “brain drain”, 

due to the large margins of profit and the access to the U.S. dollars that these sectors provide. 

It has been noticed that many Cubans, who have been educated and trained by the Cuban state, 

decide to quit their underpaid jobs from many important industries in the public sector and start 

a new career as casas particulares and Airbnb hosts, a job which can provide them in just one 

day the salary that they were earning in the public sector16. According to these studies, the 

socioeconomic impact of the phenomenon of “brain drain” is very strong in Cuban society, 

while it does not just affect non-skilled and semi-skilled but also professional employment. 

Apart from the fact that the state loses many skilled human resources from neuralgic sectors 

for the Cuban society, such as doctors, teachers, scientists and academics17, for the education 

and training of which it has invested a lot of money, this situation produces also a de facto 

labor market segmentation resulting in disparities and inequalities, challenging the 

government’s attempts for an egalitarian distribution of income, while creating tensions 

between Cuba’s socialist ideals and economic realities (Balslev & Velazquez 2018). 

According to the answers from the Airbnb hosts in Havana that I interviewed, more than half 

of them used to work for the public sector before quitting and becoming hosts, while the rest 

                                                           
16 According to Simoni, in 2018 owners of casas particulares earned on average 20 CUC per night for renting a room, 

whereas a job as biologist at the UNESCO site in Viñales or a doctor’s or university professor’s wage was 20–30 CUC 

a month (2018). 
17 According to Havana University academic staff, there is a lack of interest in PhD positions because students seek 

out alternative income streams, and often turn to tourism for better income-earning opportunities (Balslev & 

Velazquez 2018). 
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of the interviewees were either not active professionally before or they were retired (apart from 

Damian who was working at the same time for another company of the private sector). Jorge 

B. was working for the Cuban navy, Barbaro and Tomasa were employees in a hotel ran by 

the state, Elizabeth was a school teacher and Marylin was a physiotherapist. Most of them 

argued that they liked or even loved their previous job, but they did not earn enough money to 

cover their needs and since they had the opportunity and the capability to rent out a room of 

their homes as a casa particular-Airbnb, they could not let this chance go away. Hence, the 

phenomenon of “brain drain” in Cuban society was also confirmed through the interviews with 

the Airbnb hosts in Havana. 

 

Crime 

Finally, another interesting finding from the interviews both with the hosts and the non-hosts 

(neighbors or professionals) was that none of them had noticed any rise of criminality or anti-

social behaviors in Havana caused by the growth of tourism, Airbnb and inequalities during 

the last years. On the contrary, almost all of them18 argued that there is a drop in sex working 

and drug trafficking during the last years, adding that these types of crime had grown during 

the economic crisis (período especial) in the 1990s, but their numbers keep dropping for the 

last 15 years, since there are more opportunities and tourism and Airbnb have helped to this 

direction. Even if all of the interviewees admitted that there are still small numbers of such 

types of crime as the above, they all consider it an issue of minor importance, while also all of 

them denied any existence of more serious crimes, such as homicides, robberies, thefts etc., 

expressing their pride and satisfaction for the safety of their country. 

  

                                                           
18 Apart from two of the three hosts from La Habana Vieja, who complained about the quite high numbers of 

prostitution in their neighborhood since the 1990s. 
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7. Conclusions 

All of the above findings of this thesis have led to four main conclusions. The first two of them 

are drawn directly by the analysis of the collected data through my attempt to answer to the 

initial research questions regarding the characteristics of Airbnb in the city of Havana and its 

socioeconomic impact on Havana’s population. Hence, parts of them are found throughout the 

main body of this thesis and in this chapter they are collected, summed up and presented in the 

form of two main conclusions. The two last conclusions are based on the first two and could 

be also considered as assumptive or inferential conclusions, opening up a further discussion 

about the phenomenon of Airbnb in Cuba as well as in the rest of the world. 

The first conclusion is related to the fact that Cuba’s unique political, social, economic and 

geopolitical characteristics, developed from the Cuban revolution of 1959 until today, have 

managed to influence substantially the development of Airbnb in the country, transforming 

some of its basic elements and attributes that are common in many other places around the 

world that the company operates. The country’s main characteristics that according to the 

analysis are linked to the differentiated development of Airbnb in the country, include among 

others: Cuba’s legislative system, which is built on strict regulations and strong restrictions, 

binding several different sectors of the economy, such as tourism, property and ownership 

rights, currency policies, private sector etc.; the very careful introduction of reforms that Cuba 

has implemented during the last two decades, focused on the socialist principles; the 

continuous underperformance of the Cuban economy, scarcity of resources and lack of 

infrastructure caused by domestic and international factors; the extremely complicated 

geopolitical conditions and especially Cuba’s relation with the U.S.; and finally the unique 

culture and the way of life that Cubans have developed through their historical process and 

evolution, providing Cubans with high levels of social cohesion, networking and solidarity, as 

their weapons in their endless struggle to overcome all the difficulties and obstacles that they 

face in their lonely and isolated trajectory. 

According to my research and analysis, the differentiated characteristics of Airbnb in Havana, 

caused by the above mentioned factors, have been found in the whole spectrum of the nature 

of the phenomenon of Airbnb. The first two crucial differences are related to the type of 

listings. The majority of them are private rooms (52%), whereas in general in other cities 
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around the world the platform is dominated by entire home listings (around 70%), while 

additionally the phenomenon of hosts with multi-listings on Airbnb is very low compared to 

the average number in the rest of the world. Another interesting and differentiated 

characteristic of Airbnb in Havana that was revealed through the analysis of the collected data, 

concerns the nature of the profession of Airbnb hosts, since for the vast majority of them it 

constitutes their main or exclusive profession. Additionally, in many cases it operates in the 

framework of a family business, engaging more people as informal employees, especially 

relatives, neighbors or friends of the hosts, while a large number of Airbnb hosts in Havana 

operate their businesses in the base of networks, developed between the hosts as well as 

between the hosts and other professionals in the tourism sector. At the same time, Airbnb in 

Havana differentiates in the type of guests, since they are almost exclusively international visitors, 

while the majority of them are U.S. tourists. Finally, one of the most important differences concerns 

the strict laws and restrictions that regulate the market of Airbnb in Cuba combined with the heavy 

taxation that is imposed on the Airbnb hosts, an issue which still until today constitutes a major problem 

for most of the countries where the company operates and are incapable of dealing successfully with it. 

The above peculiar features that Airbnb has developed in the city of Havana lead to the second 

conclusion, which concerns the influence that they have on the impact that the phenomenon 

produces in the city. According to the findings of this thesis, there have been noticed some 

different socioeconomic effects or a different mixture between the positive and negative 

socioeconomic effects of Airbnb in Havana, compared to the ones that are generally developed 

in other places around the world that the company operates and are presented in chapter 2.1. 

Some of the most important positive differences that were revealed, especially through the 

interviews I conducted, include the absence of the phenomenon of displacement of permanent 

residents from their neighborhoods and the very limited touristification processes, the large 

percentage of the population that is benefited economically by Airbnb directly and indirectly, 

the lack of social disturbance and the very low numbers of expressed dissatisfaction or 

complaints against Airbnb from the non-owners, the low levels of emotional labor experienced 

by the Airbnb hosts, the strong social and cultural interaction and the interpersonal contact 

between hosts and guests, local residents and local community. On the other hand, some of the 

negative socioeconomic effects of Airbnb in Havana that were brought out through the 

analysis, include the rise of disparities and inequalities among the population of Havana 
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through the sharpening of economic differences between those with access to the market of 

Airbnb and those without, the even stronger dependence of the economy of the city on 

international tourism, increasing its already high levels of vulnerability, the alienation of the 

population and the development of the phenomenon of brain drain in crucial segments of the 

public sector. 

In an overall evaluation of the differentiated socioeconomic effects of Airbnb in Havana, it 

could be argued that, according to the findings of this thesis, the positive ones exceed the 

negative ones or at least that there are found more positive effects and less negative ones from 

the list of the socioeconomic effects that have been developed in the other places around the 

world. What I can declare with certainty though, is that the general socioeconomic impact of 

Airbnb in Havana can be described as more positive or less negative than I was expecting it to 

be when I decided to research about this topic. Therefore, the third conclusion that can be 

drawn is related to the fact that Cuba’s political, social and economic background and reality 

combined with the implemented strategy of the Cuban government towards the phenomenon 

of Airbnb, has led to an economically and socially sustainable result, at least for now, since 

there are still plenty of threats, dangers and new challenges that could turn Airbnb into a 

catastrophic phenomenon for the Cuban society. This achievement becomes even greater 

considered the huge difficulties of such an attempt in a country with a completely different 

political system, with a very vulnerable economy and with a very special and isolated culture 

and society. Nevertheless, the Cuban government has proved so far that is aware of the cultural 

and socioeconomic problems associated with Airbnb and tourism in general, implementing a 

hybrid strategy, which on one hand supports Cuban socialism, but on the other hand it is open 

and implements very careful reforms that allow the country to coexist with capitalism.  

Finally, the above three conclusions lead to the final fourth conclusion of this thesis, which is 

related to the fact the case of Airbnb in Havana shows that the phenomenon of Airbnb and 

apparently the phenomenon of sharing economy in general, is not just a fruit of late capitalism 

that can grow and thrive in extreme capitalist and neoliberal conditions, where the market and 

the internet are the only necessary components. On the contrary, Havana’s successful example 

has shown that for a more positive application of Airbnb and similar phenomena in our 

societies, it is essential to have a social safety-net guaranteed by the state, which shall regulate, 
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control, monitor and intervene when necessary, especially in such crucial economic sectors 

and social processes. The Cuban approach on Airbnb and on tourism in general, shows or 

reminds us that there are different ways to participate in markets and that economic 

development and entrepreneurship are not monolithic, but they depend on the institutional, 

political, economic, social and cultural environment in which they develop. My goal for this 

thesis is to contribute to further research on exploring the possibility and the way through 

which non-socialist countries can adopt some of Cuba’s regulations regarding Airbnb and 

adapt them to their political system, creating a healthy and socially sustainable short-term 

rental system and a real sharing economy. 
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