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Introduction
For Canadian students studying optometry abroad, the decision about where and how to begin practicing is both exciting and complex. 
This guide is designed to provide clarity on returning to Canada, understanding the advantages of independent optometry, and exploring 
long-term opportunities, including partnership and ownership, supported by Eye Recommend—a network dedicated to helping 
independent practitioners thrive through guidance, resources, and peer collaboration.
Rather than focusing on short-term decisions, this guide encourages you to think about your career as a progression—one shaped by 
your clinical interests, lifestyle preferences, and long-term goals.
The steps you take before graduation can meaningfully shape your early opportunities and set the tone for your career. Eye Recommend 
is here to provide practical, experience-based insights to help you navigate that transition with confidence.

Learn More About  
Eye Recommend’s  
Student Focused  

Events

Preparing To Practice Before Graduation
As you approach graduation, there are several proactive steps you can take to 
better position yourself for a successful transition into practice in Canada. Being 
intentional during this stage can significantly influence both the quality of your 
first opportunity and your long-term career trajectory.
One of the most valuable investments you can make is in building your 
professional network. Attending conferences, industry events, and student-
focused meetings allows you to connect with practicing optometrists, practice 
owners, and peers. These interactions provide insight into different practice 
models and can often lead to future opportunities. Even informal conversations 
can offer valuable insight into various career paths truly look like in practice.
In addition to networking, continued learning outside of the classroom is 
essential. While your formal education provides a strong clinical foundation, 
seeking additional learning—whether through continuing education events, 
online resources, or specialty-focused discussions—can help you build 
confidence and begin to identify areas of interest. This extra effort often 
distinguishes students who transition more smoothly into practice. Eye 
Recommend provides students with access to a learning platform featuring a 
variety of online learning modules to support their continued development.
Establishing a mentor is another key step. Having an experienced optometrist 
you can turn to for guidance allows you to ask practical questions, gain 
perspective on career decisions, and learn from real-world experiences. A 
strong mentor relationship can provide clarity and reassurance as you navigate 
important choices before and after graduation.
Gaining exposure to different practice environments is equally important. 
Whenever possible, spend time observing or shadowing in a variety of 
settings—urban and rural, high-volume and specialty-focused, independent and 
corporate. Even informal or brief visits can give you a better sense of workflow, 
patient demographics, team dynamics, and overall practice culture. These 
experiences help you better understand what type of environment aligns with 
your preferences and goals.
Finally, take the time to research practices in the areas where you may want 
to live and work. Understanding the local landscape—including competition, 
patient demographics, and scope of services—will allow you to make more 
informed decisions when evaluating opportunities. 
Reaching out to practices in advance demonstrates initiative and helps you 
build early relationships. Eye Recommend can facilitate these connections and 
provide access to insights from experienced practitioners.
Eye Recommend supports students throughout this process by facilitating 
introductions to practices, hosting student-focused events, and providing access 
to mentorship and educational resources. These opportunities can help bridge 
the gap between academic training and real-world practice.
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Should You Stay in the U.S. To Complete a Residency?
As you begin to clarify your goals and explore different pathways, one of the first major decisions you may face is whether additional 
training through a residency aligns with your plans.
Deciding whether to pursue a residency in the United States is a highly personal decision that should be guided by your long-term career 
goals rather than a perceived expectation. A residency can offer significant benefits, including advanced clinical training, exposure to 
more complex cases, and structured mentorship. For those who have a clear interest in a specific area—such as ocular disease, vision 
therapy, or specialty contact lenses—a residency can help build confidence and accelerate skill development in that area.
However, it is important to note that residency is not required for most optometry opportunities in Canada. Many independent practices 
provide strong on-the-job mentorship, access to advanced technology, and the opportunity to gradually develop specialty interests in a 
real-world clinical setting. For individuals eager to begin practicing, build patient relationships, and generate income sooner, entering 
practice directly after graduation can be a highly effective path.
Ultimately, the decision comes down to how clearly a residency aligns with your vision of how you want to practice. If it provides a 
meaningful step toward your desired scope of care, it may be a worthwhile investment. If your goals are more aligned with community-
based practice, flexibility, and earlier career progression, transitioning directly into practice in Canada is often both practical and 
advantageous.
Many successful optometrists in Canada have built highly fulfilling careers without completing a residency. Ultimately, the decision 
should be based on whether a residency meaningfully advances your long-term goals—not on whether it feels like an expected 
or required step. Eye Recommend can also connect you with members who have pursued both pathways, giving you a firsthand 
perspective as you make this decision.

Practicing in Canada or the U.S.
There are meaningful differences between practicing in the United States and Canada that may influence your decision. In Canada, 
most optometrists operate as independent contractors and are compensated based on productivity, typically as a percentage of billings. 
In contrast, U.S. roles may more commonly be salaried and include benefits.
The scope of practice also varies by province in Canada, with differences in prescribing rights, treatment authority, and access to 
certain procedures. Additionally, the Canadian system often places greater emphasis on private-pay models and patient relationships, 
whereas some U.S. environments may be more influenced by insurance structures. Understanding these differences will help you 
evaluate opportunities more effectively and align your career path with your preferred practice style. Eye Recommend supports 
practitioners across Canada and provides insight into provincial differences, helping you understand how practice environments may 
vary by location. For students who value autonomy, patient relationships, and long-term ownership potential, Canada’s independent 
practice model is particularly well-suited.

See Available 
Job Opportunities

Your First Step Into Practice
Whether you choose to pursue a residency or enter practice directly, the next step is 
selecting your first professional opportunity.
Students often feel pressure to make the ‘right’ first choice after graduation—but finding the 
right fit early, rather than the ‘perfect’ one, will help you begin building your patient base, 
professional relationships, and clinical confidence.
Some graduates consider starting in a more structured environment before transitioning 
into independent practice. While this can provide initial stability and experience, it is worth 
considering how transferable the skills, patient relationships, and practice culture will be in the 
long term. This is not necessarily the wrong path—but keeping your end goal in mind will help 
ensure your early decisions support the type of practitioner you ultimately want to become.
Ultimately, choosing an environment that offers strong mentorship, a supportive team, and 
alignment with your clinical philosophy will have a greater impact on your early development 
than compensation alone.
It is also common for optometrists to transition between roles as they refine their interests and 
goals—and Eye Recommend has a strong network of opportunities to help you find the right 
fit at the right time. Keeping a long-term perspective will help you make decisions that support 
sustained career satisfaction rather than short-term gains. Eye Recommend has a strong 
network of opportunities and can help you find one that fits your needs at the right time.
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Questions to Ask During a Job Interview
Once you begin exploring opportunities, the interview process becomes one of the most important tools in helping you evaluate where 
you will thrive.
The interview process is not only for the employer to assess you—it is equally an opportunity for you to determine whether the practice 
aligns with your clinical goals, working style, and long-term career aspirations. Asking thoughtful, well-rounded questions will help you 
gain insight into both the day-to-day experience and the role’s future potential.
Beyond the formal interview, it is critical to spend time in the practice whenever possible to get a genuine feel for the environment. 
Pay attention to how the owner communicates—are their answers thoughtful, transparent, and consistent, or do they feel overly 
scripted or evasive? 
It is also important to be aware of the overall tone of the opportunity. If there is a sense of urgency or desperation to hire “someone,” 
rather than a focus on finding the right fit, it may be worth exploring other options. Trust your instincts. Your overall impression about 
the practice is often shaped by subtle cues that are difficult to quantify but highly important. While compensation and salary structures 
are important to understand, they should not be the primary drivers of your decision. The quality of the environment, mentorship, 
culture, and alignment with your long-term goals will have a far greater impact on your career satisfaction and success over time.
From a clinical perspective, understanding what your typical day will look like is essential. Asking about patient flow, appointment 
structure, and booking timelines will give you a clear sense of the practice’s pace and how much time you can expect to spend with 
each patient.

Equally important is understanding the level of support within the practice. 
Inquire about the team structure, including staff experience and workflow. 
A well-trained team that effectively supports pre-testing, imaging, and 
dispensing can significantly enhance both your clinical efficiency and 
patient outcomes. Pay attention to team dynamics—how staff interact 
with patients and with each other can reveal a great deal about the 
practice’s culture. A positive, engaged team is often a strong indicator of 
a healthy work environment, and how the team communicates, supports 
one another, and approaches patient care is frequently one of the most 
important predictors of long-term job satisfaction.
Compensation should be clearly understood early in the process. Ask how 
pay is structured and how your income can grow over time—including the 
compensation percentage, any initial income support, and how earnings 
evolve as patient volume increases. It is also important to understand 
your employment classification (independent contractor vs. employee), 
as this has meaningful implications for taxation, benefits, and financial 
planning. Keep in mind that a higher percentage of billings at a lower-
producing practice may result in less overall income than a slightly lower 
percentage at a high-performing clinic—evaluating the overall health and 
efficiency of the practice is just as important as the compensation rate 
itself. If you are uncertain about any of these details, seeking advice from 
an accountant or legal professional early in your career can help you avoid 
costly misunderstandings.
Mentorship and professional development are especially important for 
new graduates. Ask what onboarding, training, and ongoing support look 
like—and whether there are structured pathways for continued learning 
as you grow in your role.

It is also worth exploring future opportunities within the practice, including potential pathways to partnership or ownership. 
Understanding the owner’s long-term vision for the practice can help you assess whether your goals are aligned.
Finally, understanding key practice metrics such as capture rate and revenue per patient can help you assess the overall health and 
efficiency of the business, as well as its impact on your earning potential.
Eye Recommend provides structured opportunities—such as student interview days—to help you practise these conversations and 
build confidence in evaluating your options.
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Lifestyle and Practice Location
Beyond the practice itself, it is equally important to consider where you will live and how your work environment fits into your broader lifestyle.
Deciding where to practise is both a professional and personal choice. Rural and urban settings each offer distinct advantages.
Rural practices often offer a broader scope of care, strong patient loyalty, a lower cost of living, and higher earning potential—a 
compelling combination that can create both financial and lifestyle advantages early in a career. Urban practices, on the other hand, 
may offer more opportunities for specialization and lifestyle variety.
Ultimately, the best choice depends on your priorities—including career goals, desired pace of practice, and lifestyle considerations 
outside of work. Eye Recommend can help connect you with practices across a range of communities, allowing you to explore options 
that align with both your professional and personal goals.

Independence and Clinical Autonomy
Optometrists in Canada can choose from a variety of practice models, each with its own structure and advantages. While some settings 
offer more standardized systems and centralized support, others provide greater flexibility and control over clinical and business 
decisions. Understanding how different environments align with your preferred practice style is key to long-term satisfaction.
Both independent and corporate optometry models offer valid career paths, and the right choice ultimately depends on your personal 
preferences, working style, and long-term goals. Corporate settings often provide structured systems, standardized processes, and 
centralized support, which can be appealing to those who prefer a more defined framework. Independent practices, on the other hand, 
offer greater flexibility, autonomy, and the opportunity to shape both the clinical and business aspects of care.
A defining advantage of independent optometry is the level of autonomy it provides. This extends well beyond clinical decision-making 
to include control over your schedule, the length and structure of patient appointments, and the types of services you offer. You are 
typically able to set your own fees in alignment with your level of care and local market, and you have the freedom to choose the 
products, suppliers, and technologies that best serve your patients—rather than being constrained by corporate agreements.
This independence allows you to build a practice style that reflects your professional values, supports a more personalized patient 
experience, and promotes a healthy work-life balance. For those who value creativity, flexibility, and the ability to shape their 
own environment, independent optometry is particularly appealing—especially for those with an interest in long-term growth and 
potential ownership.
A key advantage of being part of Eye Recommend is the ability to maintain this independence while benefiting from the strength of 
a collaborative network. Members retain full control over their business decisions—including product selection, pricing models, and 
patient care—while gaining access to shared resources, professional development opportunities, and a community of like-minded 
practitioners. This combination of autonomy and collective support allows optometrists to thrive individually while contributing to a 
broader network committed to advancing independent optometry and the profession as a whole.

Scope of Practice and Clinical Development
Once you understand the type of practice environment that suits you, the next 
consideration is how that setting will shape your day-to-day clinical experience.
One of the most common questions students have is whether they will be 
able to practise to their full scope and pursue areas of interest such as dry eye 
management, myopia control, binocular vision, glaucoma care, or specialty 
contact lenses.
Independent optometry offers significant flexibility to shape your clinical 
practice. Many clinics are equipped with advanced diagnostic and therapeutic 
technologies, and there is generally no restriction on adopting new tools or 
expanding services. As your interests evolve, you can integrate new specialties 
into your practice, supported by mentorship, continuing education, and 
collaboration with colleagues.
This environment allows you to grow organically as a clinician, rather than 
being confined to a predefined model of care. Eye Recommend encourages 
members to develop specialty areas within their clinics—helping practices 
stand out in their communities and deliver a higher level of patient care. Eye 
Recommend supports a wide range of practice styles and provides the tools, 
resources, and mentorship to help practitioners grow with confidence.

Learn More About 
independent Optometry
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What Areas of Practice Offer Growth Opportunities?
Optometry continues to evolve, with several areas offering strong opportunities for clinical and professional growth. Specialties such 
as dry eye management, myopia control, vision therapy, specialty contact lenses, and ocular disease management are experiencing 
increased patient demand alongside advances in technology and treatment options. These areas not only enhance patient care but can 
also meaningfully expand the scope and diversity of your day-to-day practice.
In independent practice settings, there is meaningful flexibility to develop and integrate these specialties over time. With access to 
modern diagnostic and therapeutic technology, along with mentorship and continuing education, optometrists can gradually build 
expertise in areas that align with their interests. Eye Recommend supports a wide range of practice styles and provides the resources 
to help members pursue those choices with greater confidence and effectiveness.
That said, all areas of optometry offer meaningful and rewarding career paths. Long-term success is often less about choosing the 
“right” specialty and more about developing a genuine passion for what you do. When you are engaged and confident in your area of 
focus, it naturally leads to better patient outcomes, stronger relationships, and greater professional satisfaction.

The Impact of AI in Optometry
Alongside these evolving areas of practice, technology is also playing an increasingly important role in shaping the future of 
optometry.
Artificial intelligence (AI) is already changing how optometrists diagnose, plan, and deliver care; and the opportunity for independent 
practices is real. Tools powered by AI can assist with image analysis, disease detection, and identifying patterns that may not be 
immediately apparent, ultimately helping clinicians provide more timely and accurate care.
That said, AI is not a replacement for the optometrist. Clinical judgment, critical thinking, and the ability to build trust with patients 
remain central to effective care. The patient relationship—understanding concerns, educating about findings, and guiding decisions—
remains a uniquely human aspect of the profession.
As with any emerging technology, adoption will vary across practices. Those who are open to learning and thoughtfully integrating 
AI into their workflow will be well-positioned to enhance both patient outcomes and practice efficiency. Over time, leveraging these 
tools appropriately can also contribute to expanded services and improved productivity, supporting long-term professional and financial 
success. Eye Recommend actively evaluates emerging technologies so members can adopt tools that are clinically proven and practical 
for everyday practice, without the guesswork. 
For example, AI-assisted imaging tools can help identify early signs of retinal disease or glaucoma more efficiently, allowing 
optometrists to focus more time on patient education and treatment planning. Networks such as Eye Recommend are actively 
evaluating and supporting the integration of these technologies to ensure members adopt solutions that are both clinically effective and 
practical in everyday practice.

Keys to Success as a New Graduate
In this evolving clinical landscape, success as a new graduate depends not only on knowledge but on how you apply and continue to 
build upon it.
Success in optometry extends beyond clinical knowledge. Building strong patient relationships, communicating effectively, and 
developing trust are essential components of a thriving practice.
Continued learning is also critical. Seeking mentorship, participating in continuing education, and engaging with professional networks 
will help you refine your skills and adapt to new technologies and treatments.
Over time, developing areas of interest or specialization can further enhance both your professional satisfaction and your value within 
a practice. Through Eye Recommend’s mentorship programs and learning resources, you’ll have ongoing support to develop areas of 
interest and build a career that reflects who you are as a clinician.
A critical component of patient care is ensuring that patients are fully informed of all appropriate treatment options. It is important 
not to limit recommendations based on assumptions about cost or perceived barriers. Presenting comprehensive options—including 
premium solutions—and guiding patients through them collaboratively is considered best practice. Patients should be empowered to 
make informed decisions about their care, and transparency in recommendations helps build trust and long-term relationships.
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Compensation and Financial Opportunity
As you begin to establish yourself in practice, it is also important to understand how your efforts translate into financial outcomes.
Compensation in Canada often differs from what students may see in other countries. Most optometrists are paid a percentage of 
billings (18–24%), though this can vary by practice.
In some cases, new graduates may initially be offered an income guarantee, which provides financial stability as they build their 
patient base. Before accepting an income guarantee, consult a legal and tax professional. The structure of your arrangement can affect 
whether you’re classified as an employee or an independent contractor, a distinction with significant financial implications. Over time, 
income becomes more closely tied to productivity, efficiency, and the ability to communicate value to patients.
Earning potential varies widely depending on experience, location, and practice model. Early-career optometrists typically earn between 
$125,000 and $225,000. As practitioners become more established and increase efficiency, this may grow to $300,000 and beyond. 
Higher income levels are achievable, but are generally associated with practice ownership or highly optimized practice environments.
An attractive opportunity to influence your compensation is a well-curated frame 
selection aligned with local patient demographics, ideally blending branded and 
independent collections to differentiate the practice and broaden its appeal. 
In addition, access to up-to-date clinical and diagnostic technology—such as 
advanced imaging, dry eye treatment platforms, and specialty contact lens 
tools—enhances both patient care and revenue opportunities by expanding the 
scope of services you can provide. 
Experienced, well-trained staff with strong consultative sales skills further 
elevate patient engagement and drive higher capture rates. Teams that are 
proficient across the full patient journey—from reception and pre-testing to 
advanced imaging and dispensing—create a seamless experience that supports 
both clinical excellence and financial success.
Together, these elements drive higher revenue per patient, improving both 
the quality of care and the likelihood that patients will follow through on 
recommendations. As revenue per patient increases, this typically translates 
into higher overall productivity and, in most compensation models, directly 
contributes to increased earnings for the optometrist.
It is also important to consider student debt thoughtfully in this context. While 
it can be tempting to prioritize the highest-paying opportunity immediately after 
graduation to pay down debt as quickly as possible, this approach may overlook 
the bigger picture. 
Your career will span decades, and long-term satisfaction, both professionally 
and personal, should play a central role in your decision-making. A strong 
opportunity is one that not only provides financial growth but also supports 
mentorship, clinical development, and a positive work environment. These factors often lead to greater earning potential over time and 
contribute to a more fulfilling career. Rather than focusing solely on short-term debt reduction, consider how a position will set you up 
for success and enjoyment in the later stages of your career, when both financial stability and professional satisfaction become even 
more important.
Eye Recommend exists to support that journey; from your first clinic to the practice you build on your own terms. 

Financial Awareness and Professional Advisors
Starting your career comes with a lot of decisions — and some of the most important ones happen off the exam lane. Building a team 
of trusted professional advisors early can protect your financial future and help you avoid costly mistakes down the road. Early planning 
around topics such as disability insurance, incorporation, tax strategy, and long-term financial planning can have a significant impact on 
your financial well-being.
Starting early also means you have time to make intentional decisions rather than reactive ones. Whether it’s understanding the 
tax implications of being incorporated, choosing the right disability coverage before you need it, or building an RRSP contribution 
strategy while your income is still growing; these aren’t things to figure out later. Eye Recommend can connect you with advisors who 
understand the optometry profession and can help you build a financial foundation that supports the career, and life, you’re working 
toward.



9

Building Toward Ownership and Long-Term Success
Over time, as your clinical confidence and financial understanding grow, many optometrists begin to consider how they can take greater 
control of their careers.
Ownership remains a meaningful and achievable goal for many optometrists in Canada. While it requires commitment and an interest 
in the business side of practice, it offers significant rewards in terms of autonomy, financial growth, and professional fulfillment.
There are multiple pathways to ownership, including buying into an existing practice, starting a new clinic, or entering into a 
partnership. As part of the Eye Recommend community, you’ll have access to operational guidance, marketing support, and peers 
who’ve been through the same process, so you don’t have to figure it out alone. 
Importantly, ownership does not need to happen immediately. Many optometrists choose to build experience and confidence as 
associates before pursuing this step. Whether you’re considering associateship, partnership, or ownership, Eye Recommend can 
connect you with the right people, program, and resource to move forward with confidence. 
Many students express a desire for long-term financial stability, including home ownership, yet far fewer initially consider practice 
ownership as part of that path. This is often due to a perception that ownership is overly complex or unattainable. In reality, running a 
practice is a structured and manageable business model—often no more complex than many other small businesses.
With the right support, ownership is less of a leap of faith and more a natural next step. 

Understanding the Industry Landscape
As you enter the profession, it is helpful to understand the different types of organizations within optometry. These include professional 
associations, buying groups, and suppliers—each playing a different role.
Eye Recommend supports independent practices through shared resources, education, and peer community—giving members the 
collective strength of a network while preserving the autonomy that makes independent optometry worth choosing. 
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Conclusion: A Career Pathway
When viewed together, these stages form a natural progression 
that many optometrists follow throughout their careers.
For many Canadian students, a successful pathway looks like this:
1.	 Return to Canada and begin practicing in a supportive 

environment.
2.	 Gain experience and confidence within an independent 

practice setting.
3.	 If it suits your ambitions, explore opportunities for partnership 

or ownership, allowing you to shape your career and build 
long-term value.

This progression is not rigid, but it provides a helpful framework 
for thinking about your future. With the right support and mindset, 
optometry in Canada offers a rewarding, flexible career with 
significant growth opportunities. Eye Recommend is here to walk 
alongside you — from your first inquiry before graduation to 
your first day in practice and beyond. Reach out to connect with 
our network, explore opportunities, and take the next step with 
confidence.


