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Higher incomes, newer equipment, more
opportunities — for Canadian physicians,
the United States seems to have it all. Some

critics allege that because of the “exploitative
nature of medicare” Canadian doctors cannot
resist going south, leaving us with a terrible
shortage.i Even some proponents of medicare
believe we are in a crisis situation, with a recent
parliamentary commission backing a “return to
Canada” campaign to lure Canadian doctors
back home.ii, iii

A popular perception, to be sure; fortunately,
it’s rather exaggerated. While a certain amount
of cross-border and overseas migration is
inevitable in today’s economy, when it comes 
to our physicians, the brain drain is more a
trickle than a flood. 

Entry and exit

Physicians enter and leave the country for a 
number of reasons. For instance, some Canadian
doctors go overseas for medical training then
return home to practise. Foreign medical school
graduates may arrive with temporary work visas
or as landed immigrants, practise in Canada for a
while, leave, and even decide to return eventually.iv

The Canadian Institute for Health Information
(CIHI) charts migration patterns for practising
physicians. The data exclude interns, residents,
and doctors who leave Canada right after gradua-
tion without ever working here, but they still
provide important information on trends. 

According to CIHI data, the number of doctors
leaving hit two peaks in the last 35 years: one in
the late 1970s, when we lost around 600 doctors
a year, and another in the mid-1990s, when we
lost around 700 a year. Further analysis of the
losses in the mid-1990s shows this represents a
loss of only one to one and a half percent of all
practising doctors in the country. As well, this
trend appears to have slowed in recent years — 
in 2003, only 320 physicians left Canada, and 
in 2004, there was actually a brain gain of 
55 doctors.iv, v

When considering the brain drain, it’s important
to consider not only the number of doctors who
are leaving, but also the number of doctors 
who are coming back to Canada. This number
has been holding fairly steady since 1980 —
around 200 to 300 a year. Thus, even before
considering new immigrants, our net loss of
physicians is fairly small, only an average of
215 doctors a year. And when considered as a
percentage of practising physicians in Canada,
the losses are miniscule; since 1980, our net 
loss has never been more than one percent of 
all practising physicians.iv-vi

Also important is where these doctors are 
coming from. While 200 to 300 Canadian 
doctors who spent a few years practising else-
where return every year, Canada also attracts
foreign medical graduates, often from developing
countries like South Africa. In 2003, Canada had
13,286 foreign medical school graduates working
in the country, representing 22 percent of our
total physician workforce.v, vii If this represents
“poaching” on Canada’s part from countries 
that have a much more limited ability to train
physicians, this could be a serious public 
policy problem.viii

Myth: Canadian doctors are leaving for the United States in droves
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