Driving Issues
As driving and self-assessment skills decline, the risk of serious loss or injury increases.  Caregivers often must assume most of the responsibility for monitoring and regulating the driving of the person they are caring for.

Many caregivers report that they have allowed a family member to continue driving, sometimes for many months, even though they believed it was unsafe.  They did so to avoid upsetting their relative to prevent a family disagreement, or to delay taking on the responsibility of providing transportation. Others needed support from family, friends or professionals.

At the other extreme, some family members overreact to common driving errors such as failure to complete a stop at a stop sign.  They may blame such errors on disease, when in fact; the person may have exhibited this bad driving habit long before dementia.  A single occurrence of poor driving usually is not cause for a person to stop driving.  It does, however, signal the need for increased monitoring and assessment.  

The following activities can help caregivers assess the driving skills of the person they are concerned about:

· Create opportunities to observe the person with impairment when driving.

· Keep a written record of observed driving behaviors over time.

· Share observations of unsafe-driving with the person with dementia, other family members and healthcare providers.

Warning Signs
A diagnosis of impairment is not automatically a reason to take away driving privileges.  Unfortunately, no examination or single indicator exists to determine when a person poses a danger to himself or others.  Families must determine when a person’s attention span, distance perception or ability to process information makes it difficult for him or her to respond safely in driving situations.  There are “Restricted Licenses” that the DOT may issue in some cases.  Restrictions can vary – certain times of the day may be restricted, even certain roads or places.  This is done on an individual basis, and only the DOT can decide what the restrictions will or may be.
Early warning signs of driving problems:
· Incorrect signaling

· Trouble navigating turns

· Moving into a wrong lane

· Confusion at exits

· Parking inappropriately

· Hitting curbs

· Driving at inappropriate speeds

· Delayed responses to unexpected situations

· Not anticipating dangerous situations

· Increased agitation or irritation when driving

· Scrapes or dents on car, garage or mailbox

· Getting lost in familiar places

· Near misses

· Ticketed moving violations or warnings

· Care accident

· confusing brake and gas pedals

· Stopping in traffic for no apparent reason

Most families restrict driving after an accumulation of warning signs.  Therefore family members must frequently observe driving behaviors over time.  Note dates and incidences of good and bad driving practices.

Share observations with the person, other family members and health care providers.  Consider the circumstances and seriousness of unsafe driving practices to decide whether to continue monitoring, modify driving or stop driving immediately.

For Tips on “Balancing Independence and Safety, Warning Signs Worksheets or a printed Agreement with Family about driving, log on to the Hartford website:   www.thehartford.com
“At the Crossroads” is an excellent publication that addresses many of these issues.  You can request a copy at the Hartford website.

For information on how to file an anonymous complaint about a person’s driving please go the Department of Motor Vehicle website :

                          www.dot.wisconsin.gov/forms
 If you wish to report a driver yourself, you will need a copy of the Driver Condition and Behavior Report (MV 3141).  This can be found on the DOT website, at any DOT exam station or by calling:  608-266-2327.
This report will need to be signed and citizens will need to list a second person who is able to vouch for the reported information.  Description must be observed behavior in objective terms.  Age and diagnosis alone are not enough.   If confidentiality is an issue, a pledge is available which will allow the DOT to withhold disclosure of your name.  The pledge (MV 3454) is available at the website listed above.

Once the DOT receives the signed driver condition and behavior report, they consider the most appropriate action to assess the driver’s impairment.  Action may include a road test, written test, sign test, medical evaluation or vision screening.  The driver is given an opportunity to comply with DOT requests.  If the information is not provided in the time specified, the driver’s license may be cancelled.

It should be noted that individuals are permitted five (5) attempts in which to pass exams requested.    The DPT takes licensing action only.  Driving after cancellation of a license is a law enforcement issue.  Please contact the DOT for specific information.

The DOT has a Nurse Consultant that can be reached 

at the Department of Transportation at: 608-266-7361.
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