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Driving & Dementia—Why it Matters

Driving and Personal Independence
Driving represents freedom, autonomy, and identity.

Cognitive Decline and Driving Safety
Dementia affects memory, attention, judgment, and reaction time.

Challenges and Emotional Impact
Families face stress and guilt balancing respect for independence with safety concerns.

Proactive Planning and Compassionate Communication

Early, thoughtful planning promotes dignity and shared problem-solving, easing
transitions.
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What affects the ability to drive?

Reaction time
Vision, hearing

Memory: Sensory, attention, learning, visual

processing, executive functioning/problem solving, and
reading

Musculoskeletal
Medications

— 90% of older drivers take prescription medications
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Recognizing Safety Concerns m\
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Signs of Unsafe Driving

« Getting lost in familiar places
 Ignoring traffic signs

* Poor or slow decisions

« Anger or confusion while driving

« Poor lane control or pedal confusion

* Returning late from routine trips

* Forgetting the destination during the trip
« Lack of confidence

Look for patterns over time rather than isolated incidents.
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Starting the Conversation

- Lead with empathy

- Initiate dialogue and express concerns before it
becomes unsafe

. Stress positives and offer alternatives

. Reaffirm unconditional love and support

- Appeal to responsibility

. Be sympathetic and acknowledge feelings of loss
- EXxpect ongoing conversations
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Managing Difficult Reactions and
Resistance
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If the Conversation Does Not Go Well

.- Acknowledge that some transitions are very difficult
- Anger and resistance may be disease-related
Be patient, firm, and empathetic

- Seek help from respected family members or legal
advisors

Do not blame yourself
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Strategies

« Experiment with ways to distract the person from driving.
Try:

— “Maybe someone else should drive because the route has
changed”

— “Driving conditions are dangerous today”
— “Why don'’t you sit back, rest and enjoy the scenery?”

* Arrange for another person to sit in the back seat to
distract the person while someone else drives.
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Strategies, cont.

 If the person living with dementia wanders, they may
also do so by car. Consider enrolling in a wandering
response service.

« Substitute driver’'s license with a photo identification
card.

— Note: taking away a driver’s license does not prevent driving.
The person may not remember that they no longer have a
license or even that a license is legally required to drive.
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Last Resort Strategies

« Control access to the car keys
— Designate one person to do all driving and give them exclusive access to the car
keys.

» Disable the car
— Remove the distributor cap, battery or starter wire.
— Ask a mechanic to install a “kill wire” that will prevent the car from starting unless
the switch is thrown.
— Give the person a set of keys that looks like his or her old set but does not work
to start the car.

« Consider selling the car

— This may allow you to save enough in insurance premiums, gas and
maintenance costs to pay for alternative transportation.
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Plan Ahead

* Plan to discuss how retirement from driving will be handled
before it becomes an issue. Set an end date like the next

birthday.

« Be sympathetic as you address the topic. Retiring from driving
and the perceived loss of independence is difficult for many.

« Keep a written record of your observations to share with the
person living with dementia, family members and health care
professionals.
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When is the right time?

. Itis never too soon to plan

- Planning can be empowering

- Involve family and close friends

- Address resistance with empathy

- Consider a signed driving agreement

ALZHEIMER'S Q) ASSOCIATION'




Helpful tips

* Transition driving responsibilities to others.

— Tell the person you will drive, arrange for someone else to drive or
arrange a taxi service or special transportation services for older adults.

* Find ways to reduce the person’s need to drive.
— Have prescription medicines, groceries or meals delivered.

« Solicit the support of others.
— Ask your physician to advise the person not to drive.

— Ask a respected family authority figure or your attorney to reinforce the
message about not driving.
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Exploring
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Transportation Options

- Family or friends providing rides

- Taxi or rideshare services

- Transportation services for older adults

- Delivery of groceries, meals, and medications
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Subjective Assessment
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Self-Assessment
To help determine your own safe driving ability, you can take this short quiz developed by
AARP Driver Safety:

A=Always F=Frequently O=0ccasionally N=Never

Question

| notice that other drivers seem to be honking at me.
| find gaps in traffic hard to judge.

| find that cars suddenly appear from nowhere.

| find drivers are stopping suddenly in front of me.

| have trouble looking over my shoulder to back up or change lanes.
| have trouble remembering to look left and right to check traffic at
intersections.

| have trouble driving through intersections.

| get nervous making left turns.

| do not feel confident driving in heavy traffic and at high speeds.
| feel overwhelmed by too many road signs, signals, pavement
markings, pedestrians, other vehicles, etc.

| have trouble moving my foot from the gas pedal to the brake
pedal or turning the steering wheel.

| get lost on roads that are familiar to me.

| feel nervous, agitated, or irritated while driving.

| have had several “fender benders” in the last three years.

TOTAL

Always=3 Frequently=2 Occasionally=1 Never=0
A: F: O: N: =

(Multiply the total number of checkmarks in each column by the matching number
above, then total them for your grand score.)

Grand Score You Should

Oto5S Not be concerned at this time
6to15 Take additional self-assessments
16 or Above Consider a more formal assessment by a driver rehabilitation specialist

For more information on other available driver fitness screening tools, go to the Statewide
Resources in Chapter 5.




Objective Assessment and
Professional Support
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Driving Evaluation

- Occupational therapy driving evaluations provide
objectivity:
— Currently difficult to access in Hawaii
— Veteran’s Affairs may offer some evaluations

Evaluations assess safety and capacity
- Goal is highest level of safe independence
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' 24/7 Helpline
The Alzheimer’s Association 24/7 Helpline (800.272.3900) is a free

service offering confidential information and support for people living

with dementia, caregivers, families and the general public.

Free Education, Support, and Resources

The Association offers robust information, education and support both
in person and online, and helps to connect people with resources in
the local community.

ALZHEIMER’S Qb ASSOCIATION



ALZHEIMER'S ()Y) ASSOCIATION'

e Educational Classes O
e Webinars

e Caregiver Support Groups O
o Early-Stage Programs

e Supportive Counseling
e Information and referrals to community
resources

O

alz.org/hawaii | (808) 591-2771 | alohainfo@alz.org | 24/7 Helpline (800) 272-3900
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Driving Resources

* Alzheimer's Association Helpline: 800.272.3900
 Alzheimer’'s Association Driving Center
 American Occupational Therapy Association

 AOTA Partner Organizations & Stakeholders
* AAA

 AARP Senior Driver Safety & Mobility

* The Hartford Driving Safety
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http://alz.org/driving
http://aota.org
https://www.aota.org/practice/clinical-topics/driving-community-mobility/driving-partner-organizations-and-stakeholders
https://exchange.aaa.com/safety/senior-driver-safety-mobility/
https://exchange.aaa.com/safety/senior-driver-safety-mobility/
https://www.thehartford.com/resources/mature-market-excellence/driving-safety

Discussion
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