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Optometry Workforce and Education in California 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Optometrists are health care professionals who 
have earned a Doctor of Optometry (OD) 
degree. Common tasks performed by 
optometrists include conducting eye 
examinations, diagnosing vision problems (such 
as nearsightedness or farsightedness), 
addressing binocular vision issues, diagnosing 
and treating eye diseases, prescribing 
eyeglasses or contact lenses and prescribing 
vision treatments such as vision therapy or low 
vision aids. Optometrists may also use 
therapeutic pharmaceutical agents to diagnose 
and treat certain eye conditions, such as ocular 
infections, inflammations and glaucoma.  
 
Optometrists are distinct from ophthalmologists. 
Ophthalmologists are graduates of medical 
school (MDs or DOs) who specialize in eye 
health and vision care. Unlike optometrists, 
ophthalmologists can perform surgeries, such as 
cataract surgery and strabismus surgery.  
 
SUMMARY 
 
● California optometrists make up the largest 

share of the nation’s optometrists. 
 
● California’s OD workforce has greater 

shares of female and minority ODs than 
national averages.  

 
● Most optometry school applicants and 

graduates are women. 
 
● Although completion of a residency program 

is not required to practice optometry, 
optometry residency programs and positions 
have expanded in recent years, reflecting 
the increasing demand for additional 
experience in specialty areas. 

 
● Demand for optometrists will likely increase 

due to California’s growing and aging 
population.  

 

CURRENT SUPPLY  
 
There were approximately 43,000 optometrists 
working in the United States in 2019.1 The ratio 
of optometrists per 100,000 population 
nationwide increased from 11.06 to 16.16 per 
100,000 population between 1990 and 2017.2 

 
California has the most optometrists employed 
in the profession of any state in the United 
States, accounting for over 10% of the nation’s 
working optometrists. There were 6,826 licensed 
optometrists in California in August 2018.3    
 
According to the California Department of 
Consumer Affairs’ most recent occupational 
analysis report, nearly half (46.8%) of California 
optometrists work at least 40 hours per week.4  
 
Practice Settings and Types 
 
Optometrists work in a variety of clinical settings. 
As shown in Table 1, over two-thirds (69.5%) of 
optometrists in California work in private 
practice, a group practice or partnership. Of 
these optometrists, 40.1% are sole owners of 
their practice. Other common clinical settings 
include corporate practices (12.1%), other 
healthcare facilities, including health 
maintenance organizations, community clinics, 
and Veterans Affairs facilities (11.3%) and 
educational facilities (3.6%).5 
 
Most California optometrists provide general 
practice optometry (73.7%). Other primary areas 
of practice include pathology assessment and 
patient management (6.4%), prescribing and 
dispensing contact lenses (4.4%) and co-
management with medical specialists (2.8%).6 
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Table 1. Primary Work Setting of California 
Optometrists  
 

Work Setting  Percent 
Private Practice  54.4% 
Corporation  12.1% 
Group Practice  11.5% 
HMO Facility 7.6% 
Educational Facility  3.6% 
Partnership  3.6% 
Federal Facility (nonmilitary) 1.1% 
County Facility 0.9% 
Military/veterans Hospital or Clinic 0.9% 
State Facility 0.4% 
Municipal Facility 0.2% 
Private Hospital  0.2% 
Other 3.7%  

Source: California Department of Consumer Affairs (2019) 
 
Certification to Provide Expanded Services 
 
Following graduation and licensure, optometrists 
who meet the necessary training requirements 
may apply for certifications that allow them to 
provide expanded optometric procedures and 
services. The highest level and most commonly 
held certification for optometrists in California is 
the TLG certification, which allows optometrists 
to use therapeutic pharmaceutical agents to 
diagnose and treat certain conditions of the 

human eye and its appendages (e.g., eyelids, 
eyebrows, lacrimal apparatus, conjunctiva); 
perform certain procedures (e.g., corneal 
scraping with cultures, debridement of corneal 
epithelia, and mechanical epilation); perform 
lacrimal irrigation and dilation procedures for 
patients over age 12; and diagnose and treat 
primary open angle glaucoma in adult patients. 
As Table 2 illustrates, nearly half (46.9%) of 
California optometrists hold the TLG 
certification.7,8  
 
All optometrists who have graduated from an 
accredited California optometry school on or 
after May 2008 are eligible to apply for the TLG 
certification without completing additional 
training.9 Licensed optometrists who graduated 
prior to this date may obtain the TLG (or other 
certifications) through a combination of 
additional didactic courses, self-directed study, 
exams and preceptorships. For instance, 
optometrists who graduated between 1996 and 
2008 can become certified to use therapeutic 
pharmaceutical agents (TPA) if they obtain a 
California OD license and if an accredited school 
of optometry has certified that they are 
competent in the diagnosis, treatment and 
management of ocular, systemic disease and 
have completed 10 hours of experience with an 
ophthalmologist.10  

 
 
Table 2. Share of California ODs Certified to Provide Additional Procedures or Services, 2018   

 
Source: California Department of Consumer Affairs (2019) 
 
 

  
Use therapeutic 
pharmaceutical 
agents to treat 

certain eye 
conditions 

 
Perform certain 
procedures on 

eye 

 
Diagnose and 

treat open angle 
glaucoma in 

patients over age 
18 

 
Perform lacrimal 

irrigation and 
dilation 

procedures for 
patients over age 

12 
 

 
Share of CA ODs 

TLG X X X X 46.9% 
TPA X X   29.1% 
TPG X X X  14.9% 
TPL X X  X 7.1% 
DPA X    0.9% 
Unknown * * * * 1.1% 

Share of CA ODs 
who can perform 
this service 

98.90% 98.0% 61.8% 54.0%  
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Geographic Distribution 
 
The majority (90.4%) of California optometrists 
work in urban locations (defined as having 
populations greater than 50,000 people).11 
 
Demographic Characteristics 
 
The majority (57.5%) of optometrists in the 
United States are male. U.S. optometrists are 
80.3% white, 15.8% Asian, 1.4% Black, 0.3% 
American Indian, 1.7% multiracial and 0.5% of 
other racial or ethnic backgrounds. The majority 
(55.4%) are over age 45.12 
 
California’s optometry workforce, in contrast, is 
majority female (57.7%), more ethnically 
diverse, and younger. California optometrists are 
46.3% Asian, 42.8% white, 3.7% Hispanic/ 
Latino, 3.1% Filipino, 0.4% Black, 2.3% 
multiracial and 1.5% of other racial or ethnic 
backgrounds. The average age of California 
optometrists is 46.7 years. As shown in Figure 
1, in California similar percentages of 
optometrists are below age 45 and 45 years or 
older.13 The percentage of optometrists in 
California who are age 45 or older is lower than 
the percentage in the United States overall 
(50.3% vs. 55.4%). 
 
Figure 1. Age Distribution of California 
Optometrists 
 

  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2018). Public Use Microdata 
Sample, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-year 
estimates. 
 
 
 

EDUCATION  
 
Optometry Schools 
 
Optometrists must complete a Doctor of 
Optometry (OD) degree program (typically four 
years in length) and obtain a license to practice 
in a specific state. There are 23 optometry 
schools in the United States, five of which have 
opened since 2009.14  
The number of applicants to U.S. OD programs 
rose from 2,503 to 2,812 applicants between 
2010 and 2016, and subsequently decreased to 
2,472 applicants for Fall 2019 entrance.15 During 
this time, the number of students enrolled in OD 
programs grew 19.5%, from 6,060 students in 
Fall 2010 to 7,244 in Fall 2019.16,17 From Spring 
2010 to Spring 2019, the number of OD 
graduates increased by 27%, from 1,356 to 
1,722 graduates.18,19   
 
Since 2010, approximately two-thirds of U.S. 
optometry students and graduates have been 
women. The majority (53.5%) of graduates in 
Spring 2019 were white; the remaining new 
graduates were 29.0% Asian, 6.2% 
Hispanic/Latino, 2.0% Black or African 
American, 0.6% American Indian/Alaska Native, 
0.2% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 1.7% 
multiracial and 6.9% of unknown race.20 
 
California has three optometry schools 
accredited by the Accreditation Council on 
Optometric Education. The University of 
California, Berkeley School of Optometry is the 
state’s only public optometry program. The 
Southern California College of Optometry at 
Marshall B. Ketchum University and Western 
University of Health Sciences, College of 
Optometry are private, not-for-profit programs. 
Western University of Health Sciences enrolled 
its first class in Fall 2009 and graduated its first 
class in Spring 2013. 
 
The number of students enrolled in California 
OD programs increased by over 22.2% between 
Fall 2010 and Fall 2018, from 819 to 1,001 
students. The number of graduates of California 
OD programs increased by 45.5% between 
Spring 2010 and Spring 2018, from 154 to 224 
graduates, and peaked in Spring 2013 with 237 
graduates.21  Students and graduates from 

22.9%

26.9%

38.4%

11.9%

Under 35 35-44 45-64 65 and older
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Western University of Health Sciences likely 
accounted for much of these increases.  
 
Women made up 73.4% of California OD 
program enrollees and 78.6% of OD graduates 
in 2019. New California ODs graduating in 
Spring 2019 were 50.6% Asian, 28.4% White, 
8.2% Hispanic/Latino, 0.8% Black, 4.1% 
multiracial, and 7.8% of unknown race.22 
 
Residency  
 
In May 2012, the Association of Schools and 
Colleges of Optometry (ASCO) established the 
Optometry Residency Match (ORMatch) to help 
graduates of schools or colleges of optometry 
that are accredited by the Accreditation Council 
on Optometric Education (ACOE) obtain 
residency positions (this includes two Canadian 
schools of optometry).23 Graduates are also able 
to match with unfilled residency positions 
outside the ORMatch if they do not match with a 
residency program initially. ASCO officially 
recognizes 11 clinical subject areas of 
residency: family practice optometry, primary 
eye care, cornea and contact lenses, geriatric 
optometry, pediatric optometry, low vision 
rehabilitation, vision therapy and rehabilitation, 
ocular disease, refractive and ocular surgery, 
community health optometry and brain injury 
vision rehabilitation.24 Most residencies are 12 
months long.  
 

Since the first ORMatch in 2013, between 480 
and 567 OD graduates annually have 
participated in ORMatch. As seen in Table 3, 
the number of residency programs participating 
in ORMatch grew 30.2% between 2013 and 
2019, from 199 programs in 2013 to 259 
programs in 2019. During this time, the number 
of positions offered grew 22.2%, from 383 to 468 
positions. Most optometry residency applicants 
were women, making up between 70 to 80% of 
applicants each year.  
 
The number of applicants matched to 
residencies through ORMatch has remained 
relatively stable since the first ORMatch in 2013, 
ranging from 331 to 364 applicants (Table 3).25  
A significant number of applicants fill unmatched 
positions outside of the ORMatch. In 2019, 450 
of 468 residency positions were ultimately filled, 
87 of which were filled outside the ORMatch.26  
 
There are several possible explanations for why 
only a minority of new OD graduates choose to 
apply to a residency. First, differences in 
practice interests may drive graduates’ decisions 
to pursue residencies. Completing a residency is 
only a requirement for new ODs interested in 
pursuing careers in academia or research.27 
Following graduation and licensure, new ODs 
who are interested in non-academic, office-
based practice can begin practicing optometry 
without completing a residency program.  
 

 
Table 3. Optometry Residency Match Statistics, United States and Canada, 2013-2019  
 

 
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

# of residency 
programs 199 210 217 231 236 248 259 

# of residency 
positions 383 400 411 429 443 456 468 

# of applicants 
participating in 
ORMatch 

567 489 483 479 480 517 487 

# of applicants 
matched to 
residencies 

331 348 352 347 355 364 363 

% of applicants 
matched to 
residencies 

62.9% 71.2% 72.9% 72.4% 74% 70.4% 74.5% 

% of residency 
positions filled 
through ORMatch 

86.4% 87% 85.6% 80.9% 80.1% 79.8% 77.6% 
 
Sources: National Matching Services Inc. (2019). ORMatch Statistics, Association of Schools and Colleges of Optometry. (2019). 
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A 2012 survey of fourth-year students, residents 
and alumni from the New England College of 
Optometry supports the inference that career 
plans influence the decision to pursue residency. 
The survey found that 50% of student 
respondents did not perceive residency training 
to be advantageous for the geographic location 
where they planned to practice. 28  
 
The survey’s results also suggest that financial 
considerations affect the decision to pursue 
residency. Nearly three-fourths (71%) of 
students felt that the financial burden of 
residency training exceeded the increase in 
compensation associated with completing a 
residency program. A similar share (70%) of 
students indicated that they would be more likely 
to complete a residency if residents received 
higher compensation.29 Pay for OD residents is 
significantly lower than the starting salary for 
ODs who go directly into practice. The average 
annual stipend for an OD residency in the 2018-
2019 school year was $37,751.30 The 
interquartile range (middle 50%) of annual 
salaries for California ODs in 2018 was $94,731 
to $130,361.31   
 
FUTURE SUPPLY AND DEMAND 
 
According to the California Employment 
Development Department (EDD), the number of 
jobs for ODs is expected to increase by 19% 
(approximately 800 jobs) between 2016 and 
2026, which is faster than the average growth 
rate for all occupations in the state. Most job 
openings will result from the need to replace 
ODs who retire or leave the field for other 
reasons.32 At the time of this writing, there are 
no publicly available analyses about whether 
California’s optometrist supply will be sufficient 
to meet future demand. Consequently, the 
authors are unable to provide predictions about 
the likelihood of future shortages. Additionally, 
although the number of graduates of OD 
programs has increased during the last decade, 
the lack of available data on the interstate 
mobility of California’s optometrists makes it 
difficult to conclude whether there will be enough 
new optometrists to replace retiring optometrists 
or those leaving the state. 
 

The EDD predicts that demand for optometrists 
in California will increase due to the vision care 
needs of the state’s growing and aging 
population. An aging population will likely result 
in a greater prevalence of age-related eye 
diseases, such as glaucoma, cataracts, macular 
degeneration and diabetic and hypertensive 
retinopathy. This is especially significant as over 
half of California adults are estimated to have 
prediabetes or diabetes.33,34 Optometrists stand 
at the front line in diagnosis and management 
responsibilities for patients with age-related eye 
diseases. 
  
Insurance coverage expansion may also result 
in greater demand for optometrists, especially 
among adult Medi-Cal beneficiaries. According 
to the California Optometric Association, 
approximately 2 million Medi-Cal enrollees 
between the ages of 21 and 64 (nearly 15% of 
the program’s enrollees) need glasses or other 
forms of vision aid.35 Vision benefits were 
eliminated for all Medi-Cal enrollees in 2009 
(during the Great Recession) except for those 
under age 21, seniors in nursing homes and 
pregnant women. The state budget passed for 
the 2019-2020 fiscal year restored benefits for 
optical services for all adult Medi-Cal 
beneficiaries, which is likely to increase their 
demand for these services. The state budget for 
2020-2021 contains funds to continue optical 
benefits, but the future of these benefits is 
uncertain due to the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on state tax revenue.36 Data about the 
share of California ODs who treat Medi-Cal 
patients is not available.  
 
At the same time, new eye care workforce 
models could mitigate or reduce demand for 
optometrists, as well as increase access to eye 
care. For example, the EDD predicts that 
California optician jobs will grow by 17.6% 
(approximately 1,500 jobs) between 2016 and 
2026. Opticians may take on lower-skill tasks in 
optometry/ophthalmology practices, such as 
evaluating and filling prescriptions, assisting 
customers in selecting and fitting eyewear and 
instructing clients on how to wear and care for 
eyewear.37,38 Likewise, optometric 
technicians/assistants or medical assistants 
working in optometry practices could 
increasingly play complementary roles to 
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optometrists. One study conducted in the 
Veterans Affairs Health Care System found that 
an increase in the ratio of optometric technicians 
to optometrists was associated with increased 
visits to optometric clinics.39 Additionally, 
integrating vision care into primary care at 
community health centers has been proposed as 
a solution to increasing access to vision care 
services for underserved populations.40 
 
Ultimately, meeting the future demand for vision 
care in California will depend on having an 
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adequately skilled workforce that can address 
the vision care needs of a growing and aging 
population. If demand for specialized care or 
treatment of more complex vision conditions 
grows, more OD graduates may choose to enter 
residencies or pursue additional certification. 
Vision care delivery models that utilize other 
professions such as opticians, optometric 
technicians/assistants, or medical assistants for 
lower-skill vision care tasks may also help 
increase access to vision care for all.  
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