CARE CHAT

DRIVING AND
DEMENTIA

At the end of this Care Chat, you
will be able to:
• Identify if it might be time for your
loved one to stop driving.
• Plan for how to talk to your loved
one about not driving.
• Have strategies to respond if your
loved one disagrees.

DRIVING AND BRAIN CHANGES
A valid driver’s license is often a symbol of independence and
freedom. It is also a privilege. Some medical conditions or
medications can make a person unsafe to drive. Even great
drivers can be unsafe to drive if they experience changes in their
health. For example, people who experience seizures may be
asked to stop driving.
People with brain changes or dementia eventually lose the ability
to drive. In addition to memory problems, they may experience
changes in their attention, reaction time, and problem solving.
These changes make it unsafe for them to drive.
Doctors are required to alert the licensing authority when they
determine someone is not safe to drive. It is important to know
that once this happens, their license is no longer valid. Their car
insurance is no longer valid either. They are legally not allowed
to drive.
This can be a very difficult and emotional conversation. If your
loved one doesn’t understand that they can’t drive, or they
forget, they may try to drive anyway. They may not have the
insight or to understand the seriousness of the situation. You
may have to explain it numerous times. Family members are
often tasked with making sure their loved one doesn’t drive
anymore.
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WHEN DO YOU NEED TO HAVE THE
CONVERSATION?
Ask yourself... “Would I want my young child in the back seat when
my loved one is driving?”, if your answer is “No,” that’s a sure sign
they should no longer be driving.
Ask yourself:
• Are there any unexplained dents or scrapes on the car?
• Has your loved one become lost or taken a longer time than
usual going to or getting back from somewhere?
• Has your loved one received more traffic violations recently?
• Is your loved one putting herself or others at risk (think school
zones)?

If your answer is “Yes” to any of these,
it’s time to have a chat.
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WHAT YOU MAY BE FEELING
Most people avoid bringing up topics that can create conflict. It
will most likely cause some upset for your loved one. You may feel
awkward taking on an authoritative role. You may be worried that
the removal of your loved one’s driving privileges may create more
responsibilities for you.
The fear of damaging your relationship may be more troublesome
than the fear of your loved one driving. However, the responsibility
of ensuring the safety of your loved one and others comes first. If
you can’t take the lead in this conversation, ask for help!
If the talk doesn’t go well, you may blame yourself. This is
completely normal; however, consider that your loved one may
have lost the ability to reason. In this case, it’s best to end the
discussion and change the topic to one that is more pleasant.
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WHAT YOUR LOVED ONE MAY
BE FEELING
There are three ways that your loved one can respond to the
request to stop driving.

1. ACCEPTANCE
The person may recognize their driving abilities have changed
and they may even give up their license voluntarily. They may feel
relieved that this responsibility has been removed.

2. ACCEPT BUT FORGET
The person may agree with the need to stop driving, but may
forget about their acceptance to stop. This conversation may need
to be repeated. It’s recommended you remove the keys or car.

3. RESISTANCE
The person may refuse or dispute the message. They may be
uncooperative. It may be a humiliating experience. They may lack
the insight to understand how brain changes can impact their
ability to drive despite years of good driving. They may not want
to give you the car keys or her license to drive, causing strain
in the relationship. This situation will require support to ensure
everyone’s safety.
In each case, there may be feelings of loss and grief. Sometimes it
may require the assistance of a mental health professional to assist
with the feelings of loss and self-worth.

HOW TO START THE CONVERSATION
It is best to have another family member or healthcare professional
present when you have the conversation about driving. Pick a time
when your loved one is seated, relaxed and calm. A private and
quiet area is best. It could be over a cup of coffee in the kitchen or
living room.
You will want to frame the conversation with support, love, and
understanding. Some of the techniques include:
• Emphasize you love the person and want them to be safe.
• Tell them how upset you would be if they were hurt in a car
accident.
• Tell them you know they had many years of good driving.
• Tell them you know it is a difficult time and will be a difficult
change.
• Blame the illness, not the person, for the change in driving skills.
• Blame the lawmakers, not the doctor, for the need to give up
their license.

THINGS TO SAY AND DO
Here are some ideas to help you with this conversation:

Conversation starters:
•
•
•
•

“There is something I would like to talk to you about.”
“I’d like to talk with you about your driving.”
“How long have you been driving now?”
“I’ve noticed your car has some scratches. Did you hit
something?”
• “Are you still enjoying driving?”
• “How’s the car running?”
• “What did the doctor say about you driving?”

How to break the bad news:
• “The doctor (or other person) says it is no longer safe for you to
drive.”
• “We are concerned about your safety behind the wheel, and we
would like you to stop driving.”
• “We love and care for you, and we need to tell you the time has
come for you to give up your driver’s license.”
• “Driving a car takes great skill including reaction times and
problem-solving skills. We’ve noticed you are having more
difficulties in these areas. We are concerned about your driving.
• “We’d like to support you concerning the news you received that
you are to stop driving.”
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How to be empathetic:
• “I realize this is very upsetting for you.”
• “I can only imagine how this must feel, to lose something you
have had for most of your life.”
• “I get it. I’d be angry too if someone told me I couldn’t drive
anymore.”

If the person resists:
• “I am sorry, and I understand how hard this must be for you.”
• “Retiring from driving is usually not something that we think
about and prepare for.”
• “Lots of people have had to give up driving, and they are doing
great.”
• “We will make sure you get to where you need to go.”
• “I can see you are upset about this, how about we talk about this
at another time.”
• “We can arrange for you to have a road test to assess your
driving skills.”
• “I love you and want you to be safe. I wouldn’t want to see you
getting into an accident and hurting someone.”
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Once the initial shock is over:
• Go over how much it costs to drive and how this money can
go into other forms of transportation and getting things done.
Calculate cost savings on insurance, car repair, and gas.
• Devise a Transportation Plan. What activities require driving?
Think of activities like getting groceries, haircuts, religious
services, doctor’s appointments, and social outings. Think of
options for transportation. For example, arrange for a friend or
family member to drive, take a cab or ride-share. Private driving
services or volunteer driver programs may also be available.
• Compassionately ask them to hand over their license.
• Get the car key from them and help them make a decision about
what to do with the car. Will he keep the car and let others drive
it? Will it be sold? Will it be gifted to a family member? This
decision does not have to be made right away.
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CREATIVE APPROACHES
When brain changes affect the ability to reason, extreme measures
may be required when a person refuses to retire from driving. It
will take a creative approach to prevent the person from driving.
You may have to enlist the help from someone else to do it for you.
• Here are some creative ways to deal with an unordinary and
serious circumstance:
• Have a traffic police officer come out to educate the person
on the dangers and consequences of unfit, uninsured and
unlicensed driving
• Get a written statement from the doctor.
• Disable the car. You may want to consult with a mechanic.
Perhaps the battery or spark plugs could be removed. Consider
installing a steering wheel clamp or empty the gas tank.
• Hide or pretend to lose the car keys. You could also replace the
key with one that doesn’t work.
• Bring the car to the shop for seasonal maintenance, a factory
recall, repairs or storage. It may not be available for a while.
• Tell your loved one that you happen to be going that way,
anyway, and offer a ride.
• Refer to the Transportation Plan for ideas to ensure the person
gets to where they need to go.
• Get a tracking device for the vehicle.
Helping a loved one stop driving can be difficult. Don’t hesitate
and reach out for help having this conversation!
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QUIZ
1.

Lucy and her brother get together every Sunday for tea.
Lucy’s brother was late last week. As he was leaving, Lucy
noticed a new dent in her brother’s car. Lucy wonders
whether her brother is safe to drive. What are other
questions Lucy can ask herself to determine whether to
speak to her brother about this?
A. Has he gotten any traffic violations or tickets recently?
B. Would I want my child in the car with him?
C. Is he careful when driving around cyclists or people on
the sidewalk?
D. All of the above

2.

Lucy decided to speak with her brother and request that
he stop driving. At first, her brother agreed and promised
to stop driving. However, the next day Lucy saw her
brother’s car parked outside the grocery store. Lucy
suspects that her brother forgot about their conversation.
What can Lucy do?
A. Have the conversation with her brother again.
B. Ask her brother to give her the keys to the car.
C. Ask her brother to leave the car parked at her house.
D. All of the above.

Answer Key: 1. D, 2. D, 3. D.
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QUIZ
3.

When Lucy has the conversation with her brother again, he
starts to cry. Lucy’s children in the other room notice their
uncle crying. Later that night, they ask Lucy why their uncle
was upset. How can Lucy explain the situation?
A. “It is difficult to lose something you have had for most of
your life.”
B. “Driving often symbolizes independence and freedom.
Not being allowed to drive can make someone feel like
their independence is being taken away, and this can
be very upsetting.”
C. “He is experiencing brain changes that are out of his
control, which can be hard to come to terms with.”
D. All of the above

Answer Key: 1. D, 2. D, 3. D.
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