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DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIOECONOMIC
CHARACTERISTICS OF CUBAN-AMERICANS:

A FIRST LOOK FROM THE U.S. 2000 POPULATION CENSUS

Daniel J. Perez-Lopez1

The 2000 U.S. Population Census, conducted be-
tween January and September 2000, was, according
to the U.S. Census Bureau of the Department of
Commerce, “the largest peacetime effort in the histo-
ry of the United States” (U.S. Census Bureau 2001).
The first bits of data – overall estimates of the resi-
dent population on April 1, 2000 – were released in
December 2000 (U.S. Department of Commerce
2000). Since then, the Census Bureau has released
several data sets that allow for analysis of the 2000
U.S. population by a variety of demographic and so-
cioeconomic criteria. In particular, the recent release
of some of the Public Use Microdata Sample
(PUMS) files permits analysis of the demographic
and socioeconomic characteristics of the Cuban-
American population in the United States in 2000.
This paper barely skims the surface and presents a
preliminary look at some of the tabulations from the
PUMS data. The author hopes that the paper will
generate interest by others in analyzing the wealth of
information on Cuban-Americans available from the
2000 Population Census.

THE U.S. 2000 POPULATION CENSUS: DATA 
AVAILABILITY
The Census Bureau used two different data collec-
tion instruments, a short form administered to all

households, and a long form, administered to one in
six households. The short form was focused on enu-
meration, although it did capture basic age, sex, race
and ethnicity data. The longer questionnaire includ-
ed all of the questions on the short form, plus de-
tailed questions that expanded on the topics covered
by the short form and covered other areas of inter-
est.2 The information collected in the long form is of
great interest to researchers interested in the Cuban-
American population of the United States, since it
includes questions about income, employment,
housing, year of arrival to the United States, country
of origin, and English-language ability, among other
areas. The Cuban-American population comprises
both persons born in Cuba who migrated to the
United States (immigrants) as well as those persons
who were born in the United States of Cuban de-
scent. Information is also available for each of these
two subgroups. 

Data released from the short and long forms was
made available throughout 2002 and 2003 in publi-
cations and releases of the Census Bureau, and some
of it still awaits release. All data released until recent-
ly, however, was based on geographic boundaries.
This type of data allows for analysis of the character-
istics of a given state, county, city, census tract, block

1. I would like to thank Jason Ost for assistance in preparing the statistical tabulations from the Census Bureau data and Lisandro
Pérez for very helpful comments.

2.  For detailed information on the questions in the short and long forms, see U.S. Census Bureau (1998).
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group, and block, but only on the basis of a geo-
graphic unit. This data may be useful to city planners
and community leaders. For example, it would en-
able a city or county to determine how many Cuban-
Americans live within its borders and also how many
immigrants have arrived since 1990. But it does not
allow a researcher to determine how many Cuban-
Americans have arrived since 1990, or since 1959, or
any other year. Nor does it permit comparisons, for
example, of auto ownership between Mexican-Amer-
icans and Cuban-Americans in a given city, even if
the overall number of car owners and of Mexican-
Americans and Cuban-Americans in that city are
available.

These limitations inherent in the geographic area
data are addressed by Census’s release of PUMS, also
known as the one- and five-percent samples. These
data releases provide researchers with actual respons-
es to census questionnaires that allow for customized
cross-tabulations. Due to the specificity of the data,
these releases widen the geographic areas to maintain
confidentiality and avoid identifying any respondent.
While the initial geography-based releases discussed
above divide the country into 8.5 million blocks,
with an average of 33 persons in each,3 the one-per-
cent sample provides information for population
concentrations of 400,000 or more only. That is,
over an area with population of 400,000 or more, the
one-percent sample allows a comparison of Mexican-
American and Cuban-American car-owners and
many other comparisons. The one-percent national
sample was released between April and June 2003,
and is now available to researchers.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS

The rest of this paper presents some tabulations and
some observations of the one-percent PUMS data as
it pertains to Cuban-Americans. The tables update
some of the tabulations regarding the demographic
and socioeconomic characteristics of the Cuban-
American population carried out by academic re-
searchers (e.g., Pérez 1985 and 1986a; Pedraza 1996)

based on the 1980 and 1990 U.S. Population Cen-
sus. 

Table 1 presents summary demographic and socio-
economic characteristics of the Cuban-American
population in the United States in 2000 compared to
1990. This tabulation includes both immigrants
born in Cuba as well as persons born in the United
States of Cuban descent. 

• The number of Cubans in the United States in
2000 (1,254,439) was 19.1 percent higher than
in 1990 (1,053,197). 

• The 2000 Cuban-American population was old-
er (median age 40.0 years v. 38.9 years in 1990),
had higher educational attainment (36.9 percent
of the population had less than a high school ed-
ucation in 2000, compared to 43.4 percent in
1990), had a lower labor force participation rate
(55.5 percent in 2000 compared to 65.0 percent

3. Author’s calculation based on Census documentation.

Table 1. Population Censuses

1990 Census 2000 Census

Population 1,053,197 1,254,439

Median Age 38.9 40.0

Education (25 years+)
Less than High School 43.4% 36.9%

Labor Force Status (16 
years+)
In Labor Force 65.0% 55.5%

Employment Status (16 
years+) (participating in 
labor force) 92.5% 93.9%

Number of Households 392,200 474,258

Household Income
Less than $14,999 28.7% 24.7%
$15,000 to $24,999 16.7% 12.1%
$25,000 to $34,999 14.7% 10.3%
$35,000 to $49,999 16.8% 15.1%
$50,000 to $74,999 13.9% 16.7%
$75,000 and above 9.2% 21.3%

Poverty Status
Below Poverty Level 11.4% 14.3%

Source:  For 1990: U.S. Census Bureau, 1993, Persons of Hispanic Ori-
gin in the United States, 1990; for 2000, author's calculations from Cen-
sus 2000, 1% Public Use Microdata Samples.
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in 1990) and had a higher employment rate
(93.9 percent compared to 92.5 percent). 

• The number of Cuban households in 2000 was
474,258, 20.9 percent higher than in 1990. 

• The income of Cuban households generally rose
during the 1990s, with the share of households
earning under $25,000 per annum declining
from 45.4 percent in 1990 to 36.7 percent in
2000, while at the other extreme, the share of
households earning more than $50,000 per an-
num rose from 23.1 percent in 1990 to 38.0 per-
cent in 2000.

• Nevertheless, the share of Cuban families living
below the poverty line rose in 2000 to 14.3 per-
cent compared to 11.4 percent in 1990.

Table 2 presents selected demographic and socioeco-
nomic characteristics of the Cuban-American popu-
lation in the United States in 2000 distinguishing be-
tween those persons born in the United States and
those who were born in Cuba and migrated to the
United States. 

• The U.S.-born Cuban population of the United
States totaled 390,705 persons in 2000 (31.1
percent) while the immigrant population totaled
863,734 (68.9 percent). 

• The U.S.-born Cuban population is much
younger than the immigrant cohort, has a higher
labor force participation rate, has a lower unem-
ployment rate and has attained higher educa-
tional achievement. 

• A lower share of the U.S.-born population lived
in families under the poverty line compared to
the immigrant cohort (12.6 percent v. 15.4 per-
cent) and also a much higher share of U.S.-born
group lived in families earning five times the
poverty line income or higher (28.3 percent v.
19.9 percent). 

• Finally, the U.S.-born population had signifi-
cantly higher representation than the immigrant
population in professional and office and admin-
istrative support occupations (white collar occu-
pations) compared to the immigrant cohort.

Table 3 presents information on selected demo-
graphic and socioeconomic characteristics of the Cu-
ban-American population in comparison with Mexi-
can-Americans, Puerto Ricans, All Other Hispanics,
and the U.S. population at large. Based on this table,
it can be concluded that in 2000:

• Cuban-Americans were substantially older than
the other Hispanic cohorts and the U.S. popula-
tion at large.

• Cuban-Americans had a lower labor force partic-
ipation rate than the other Hispanic groups and
the U.S. population at large.

• Cuban-Americans had lower unemployment
rates than other Hispanic groups, but higher
than the U.S. population at large.

• Cuban-Americans had higher levels of educa-
tional achievement that other Hispanic groups
other than Puerto Ricans; the level of education-
al achievement of Cuban-Americans was below
that of the U.S. population at large.

• A far lower percentage of Cuban-Americans
lived in families earning below the poverty line
than other Hispanic groups, but this represented
a higher share than for the population at large.

• The same seems to be the case for income. In-
come of Cuban-Americans in 1999 was higher
than for other Hispanic groups, but lower than
for the U.S. population at large.

FUTURE RESEARCH
This paper is a first effort to produce some tabula-
tions from the U.S. 2000 Population Census for the
Cuban-American population. We have made some
observations regarding the characteristics of the Cu-
ban-American population from comparisons with
the 1990 Census and with other ethnic cohorts. Sub-
sequent investigations should include, inter alia, iso-
lating the different waves of Cuban migrants. In par-
ticular, developing additional tabulations for a range
of indicators broken down by period of entry of Cu-
ban immigrants would be extremely useful. The re-
lease of the PUMS five-percent sample, which is
scheduled for the fall of 2003, will provide another
rich source of data on the Cuban-American popula-
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tion, and will allow for even more precise national

level analysis. Another area of potential research is

comparisons of the characteristics of the Cuban-

American population in Florida and South Florida

Table 2. Selected Demographic Characteristics of the Cuban-American Population in the 
U.S., by Place of Birth, 2000

U.S.-born Immigrants

Number 390,705 863,734
Sex

Share Female 48.7% 50.1%

Age
25th %ile 8 37
50th %ile 18 50
75th %ile 31 65

Share Married with Spouse Presenta 34.9% 55.4%

Labor Force Participationb

Share in labor force 67.2% 52.4%

Employment statusc

Share unemployed, given participation in labor force 5.9% 6.2%
Educationd

less than ninth grade 7222 5.0% 173424 21.8%
9th to 12th, no diploma 14367 9.9% 151985 19.1%
HS grad or some college 71828 49.3% 322921 40.6%
4-year college degree or more 52278 35.9% 146361 18.4%

Share that speaks only English at homee 34.9% 5.6%

Poverty (omits college, military and institutionalized persons)
Below Poverty Level 47603 12.6% 131156 15.4%
Above Poverty Level, Below 200% of poverty 61130 16.2% 188860 22.2%
200 up to 500 percent of poverty 161305 42.8% 361024 42.5%
500 percent of poverty or more 106715 28.3% 168973 19.9%

Citizenship status
Born US citizen 100.0% 0 0.0%
Naturalized citizen 0.0% 523662 60.6%
Non-citizen 0.0% 340072 39.4%

Share living in linguistically isolated households 3.5% 7.6%

Occupation
Management occupations: 16734 9.0% 46928 8.0%
Business and financial operations occupations 7340 4.0% 21640 3.7%
Professional and related occupations: 39370 21.2% 83103 14.2%
Service occupations: 30644 16.5% 92489 15.8%
Sales and related occupations: 26041 14.0% 70341 12.0%
Office and administrative support occupations 39597 21.4% 86979 14.9%
Farming, fishing, and forestry occupations 507 0.3% 4457 0.8%
Construction and extraction occupations 7087 3.8% 38986 6.7%
Installation, maintenance, and repair occupations 6157 3.3% 25692 4.4%
Production occupations 4380 2.4% 65804 11.3%
Transportation and material moving occupations 7541 4.1% 47709 8.2%

Source: U.S. Census, 1% Public Use Microdata Samples.

a. ages 15 and older
b. ages 16 and older
c. ages 25 and older
d. ages 5 and older
e. Restricted to workers (17 years and older) with positive 1999 total incomes.
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with Cuban-Americans elsewhere in the nation.
There is much work to be done in preparing tabula-
tions regarding income variables and conducting
analyses on this important variable. 

Further, while the focus of this paper has been on
Cuban-Americans, the same techniques could be
used to analyze Census Bureau data regarding other
ethnic groups as well. Finally, I have left modeling of

individuals’ outcomes based on demographic charac-
teristics for future exploration, but it is clear that this
data set is well suited to modeling income based on
race, education and other characteristics. Clearly, the
U.S. 2000 Population Census data provides the basis
for the analysis of many potentially interesting rela-
tionships.
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