
WHO SAYS WHEN IT’S TIME TO 
TURN IN THE KEYS?    

Driving is both a symbol of individuality and 
necessity for independence.  This is why the 
prospect of not being able to drive poses such a 
threat to so many people.  When Sharon, a 51-year-
old bank officer and mother of three teenagers, 
suggested to her mother, 83, that she should stop 
driving, she hit a wall.   
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MOTHER:  “My daughter needs to pay  
attention to her own problems instead 
of sticking her nose into my driving.” 
 
DAUGHTER:  “I know driving is a sign 
of independence, but I never thought 
Mom would lash out at me.” 
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JULIA’S STORY 
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When Dr. Hargrave saw Jul ia and 
her daughter Sharon, they were 
stuck on dif ferent s ides of the issue, 
and that caused a fracture in their 
relat ionship.  He wanted to help 
them solve the problem about 
driv ing so they could resume their 
emotional c loseness.   
 
 I  explained to Sharon that her 
mother ’s s l ight physical deteriorat ion 
did not necessar i ly mean that she 
was an unsafe driver.  Many older 
people start  compensating for 
slowing ref lexes or poorer vision by 
actually driv ing more careful ly.   “ I t  
may not be the speed or the way you 
l ike to dr ive, ” I  said, “but try to be 
more object ive about whether or not 
her driv ing is real ly a danger.” 
 
Jul ia wanted to maintain her 
independence and was unfamil iar  
with alternat ives for transportat ion 
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around town besides keeping her 
own car.  But she acknowledged that 
she had some physical problems and 
that she didn’t  see as well  as she 
once  did .  
 
“You know there is a possibi l i ty that 
your health and sight may worsen,” I  
said, and fol lowed up by asking,  
“When do you think it ’s a good t ime 
for people to stop driv ing?”  She 
thought about this for a moment, 
then said, “When they become 
unsafe behind the wheel. ”  I  asked 
how they would know when they 
were unsafe.  “When they have 
accidents and people or police say 

they shouldn’t  dr ive anymore,” she 
answered. 
 
Jul ia ’s tr ips to the market and to her 
church were short and required her 
to cross only one major intersect ion 
that had a traff ic l ight.   I  asked 
Sharon to jo in her mother on these 
r ides in order to more realist ical ly 
judge the safety factor.  A few days 
later,  Sharon reported back, “You 
were r ight.   My mother doesn’t  dr ive 
the way I do—she tends to be slow 
and del iberate—but I  didn’t  see her 
do anything that I  could say was 
unsafe. ”

 
 
I  discussed with Jul ia the idea  
that she might have to stop driv ing 
in the future, so it  was best that 
she get famil iar with alternate 
transportat ion to maintain her 
independence.  She agreed that 
once a month she would either 
have her daughter take her 
to church and the market or she 
would take a cab. 
 
After dr iv ing her mother, Sharon 
real ized that the r isk of danger was 
low.  On the other hand, Julia got 
accustomed to depending on her 
daughter for transportat ion on the 
once-a-month tr ip.  The emot ional  
turmoil subsided and mother and 
daughter resumed their fr iendship. 
 
Later in the year when Jul ia had 
another fal l and fractured her arm,  
she made the transit ion to not  
dr iv ing at al l.   “ I  have to give up 
driv ing somet ime,” she admitted,  
“and I can count on my daughter to 
get me where I  need to go.” 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
WHAT TO WATCH OUT FOR 
 
Incorrect signaling. 
Trouble navigating turns. 
Moving into a wrong lane. 
Confusion at  exits. 
Hitt ing curbs. 
Driving at inappropriate speeds. 
Delayed responses to unexpected 
     s ituations .  
Not ant icipat ing dangerous  
     s ituations. 
Scrapes or dents on car, garage, 
     or  mailbox. 
� Increased agitat ion or i rritat ion 
     when driving. 
Parking inappropriately. 
Gett ing lost in  familiar  places. 
Near misses. 
Ticketed moving violations or      
      warning. 
Car accident . 
Confusing brake and gas pedals. 
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