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The evolution of Canadian tourism, 1946 to
2015

As Canada celebrates its 150th anniversary, the country is expecting an increase in international attention, including
international visitors. This month's issue of Canadian Megatrends takes a historical look at Canadian tourism, describing the
long-term changes in who has been visiting Canada—and where Canadians have been visiting.

Over the past several decades, increasing numbers of travellers from a growing variety of countries have been making
Canada their destination for business or pleasure.

In the 1950s, nearly every tourist entering Canada came from the United States. The shared border with the United States
remains important to the Canadian tourism industry; however, in 2015, 3 in 10 tourists came from elsewhere in the world.

International tourists visiting Canada

In 1946, about 4 million tourists visited Canada . Over the next two decades, that number nearly quadrupled, reaching more
than 15 million in 1967, the year Canada celebrated its centennial anniversary and Montréal hosted Expo 67. Much of the
increase over this period can be attributed to the rapid rise in commercial air travel, which took off in the late 1950s and
expanded further in the late 1960s.

Starting in 1968, the number of visitors continued to rise—albeit at a slower rate—until 2002, when more than 20 million
tourists visited Canada. This was followed by a period of decline, due almost entirely to a decrease in the number of tourists
from the United States. Several factors likely influenced the decline, including the SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome)
epidemic in 2003, the significant appreciation of the Canadian dollar between 2002 and 2008, changes in U.S. law in 2009
that led to stricter ID requirements for entry into the United States by both Canadian and U.S. citizens, and the global
recession in 2008/2009. The number of tourists visiting Canada rebounded somewhat after the recession, however, reaching
nearly 18 million in 2015.

The number of overseas tourists has grown

Historically, most tourists to Canada have come from the United States. In 1947, 98% of all tourists who visited Canada were
Americans. By 1990, that share had fallen to 80%, and by 2015, Americans made up 70% of international tourists.
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The decline in the share of U.S. tourists reflects significant growth in the number of overseas tourists. In each decade from
1946 to 2015, the number of overseas tourists grew at a faster rate than the number of U.S. tourists. The most notable
growth in the number of overseas tourists occurred during the 1960s and 1970s. In the 1960s, growth in the number of
overseas tourists averaged 23% per year, compared with almost 4% growth for American tourists.

In the 1970s, the number of overseas tourists increased by an average of nearly 14% per year, while the number of American
tourists decreased every year by an average of nearly 2%. In total, the number of overseas tourists to Canada increased
more than sixfold between 1960 and 1970 and by almost two-and-a-half times between 1970 and 1980. In contrast, the
number of American tourists increased by 55% during the 1960s and decreased by 16% during the 1970s.

Growth in the number of overseas tourists continued to increase in the mid-1980s and well into the 1990s, averaging nearly
10% per year. During this period, the total number of overseas tourists reached 4 million for the first time. After a brief
downturn in 2003, growth in the number of overseas visitors picked up again, averaging just over 4% per year after the
recession. In 2014, the total number of overseas tourists reached 5 million for the first time.

Canadian trips abroad

The number of trips abroad taken by Canadians (both to the United States and overseas) more than tripled between 1946
and the recession in 1960/1961, and nearly tripled again by the late 1970s. After remaining fairly constant until the mid-
1980s, the total number of Canadian trips abroad rapidly increased from 1986 until the recession in the early 1990s.

Trends in Canadian travel abroad have tended to coincide with changes in the value of the Canadian dollar.  When the dollar
depreciated in the 1990s, the total number of trips abroad taken by Canadians declined. However, this number began to
increase again after 2002, when the Canadian dollar began a period of significant appreciation. By 2014, total trips abroad
had reached a high of nearly 35 million. Since 2014, the Canadian dollar has depreciated again, coinciding with a drop in the
number of Canadian tourists travelling to the United States and an overall decrease in Canadian tourist travel.

In 1947, 98% of all trips that Canadians took abroad were to the United States. This share fell to 85% in 1990 and, by 2015,
64% of Canadian trips abroad were to the United States. Overseas tourism by Canadians grew at a faster rate than tourist
trips to the United States.  By 2003, the total number of Canadian trips overseas had reached 5 million, and by 2014, it had
doubled to 10 million.

Canadian trips abroad outnumber international trips to Canada

Prior to 1978, the number of trips to Canada exceeded the number of Canadian trips abroad. The two were fairly balanced
until the late 1980s when Canadian trips abroad began to outnumber international trips to Canada. The number of Canadian
trips abroad exceeded the number of trips to Canada from the late 1980s to the late 1990s and again from the mid-2000s to
the present. Since the end of the global recession in 2009, the number of Canadian trips abroad has been essentially double
that of the number of international trips to Canada.

Number of visitors from Asia growing

Historically, overseas travellers to Canada have come predominantly from Europe, particularly from the United Kingdom,
Germany and France. However, Europe's share of overseas travellers to Canada has declined as the number of travellers
from Asia and Oceania has grown rapidly.
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Since 1990, most of the increase in travellers from Asia has come from China. Between 1990 and 2015, growth in the
number of Chinese travellers averaged 12.3% per year. This compares with 2.6% for Asia in total and 2.1% for all overseas
travellers. In 2015, China became the second-largest source of overseas travellers to Canada after the United Kingdom,
edging out France. The other top five countries were France, Germany and Australia.

Definitions

International traveller: All persons arriving in Canada who are cleared through Canada Border Services Agency points of
entry, divided into three mutually exclusive groups: non-resident traveller (traveller residing in a country other than Canada
arriving in Canada), resident traveller (traveller residing in Canada returning from outside of Canada) and other traveller (e.g.,
crews and immigrants). Figures for other travellers are excluded for the purposes of this paper. The duration of the travel
must be for a period of less than one year.

International tourist: An international traveller taking at least an overnight trip.

Overseas traveller: A traveller to Canada from a country other than the United States.

Canadian trips abroad: Measured as the number of Canadian tourists returning from travel to other countries.
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Contact Information

To enquire about the concepts, methods or data quality of this release, contact Sean Clarke (sean.clarke@canada.ca; 613-
796-9238), Analytical Studies Branch.

A more sophisticated system for recording international travel statistics was introduced in January 1972, resulting in a
break in the time series. For the purposes of this paper, data for 1946 to 1971 were combined with data for 1972 to 2015.
Previously revised data for 1968 to 1971, combined with growth rates based on original data for 1946 to 1967, were used
to bridge the two datasets. Differences in the original dataset and the newly created dataset for the 1946-to-1967 period
are smaller than 5%.
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