
By Bruce Wray, Communication Manager, ASLM

For Phyllis Fehr, the diagnosis of early onset 
dementia at the age of 53 changed everything.  
As a nurse working in the ICU at a Hamilton 

hospital, the diagnosis meant an unexpected retirement 
and a future of uncertainty and anticipated loss.  Like 
many people diagnosed with dementia, Phyllis feared 
her driver’s licence would be one of the first losses 
she would have to endure. She was grateful that her 
family doctor was well versed in dementia care and 
was able to assess her to determine that her continued 
high functioning would allow Phyllis to retain her 
licence.  Five years later, Phyllis still has her licence 
but she has restricted her driving to a bare minimum 
with a set of strict self-enforced guidelines (good 
weather days during daytime on lightly travelled 
roads along with family support and supervision). 
But the thought of having her licence inevitably taken 
away still weighs heavily on her.  As she describes it, 
“My driver’s licence represents the last straw of my 
independence and I want to keep it as long as I can.” 
Phyllis’ attitudes towards driving are similar ones 
we hear from our clients at the Alzheimer Society.  
However for many their experience is different as 
their driving privileges are ‘retired’ forever due to the 
progression of the disease. 

The driving and dementia 
conversation is a difficult one 
to have - for the person with 
dementia,  for their  family 
members and for the medical 
community. For those drivers 
who lose their licence, it comes 
after a devastating diagnosis 
which represents the beginning 
of a cascade of life changes 
- none of which are positive. 
According to Dr. Liliana Alvarez, 
a professor at Western who 
studies driving and medically 
at-risk older adults, the cessation 
of driving privileges can be 
linked to further depression and 
health decline of individuals. 
Alvarez says that research is 
showing that the problem is 
compounded by the lack of adequate supports and a 
formalized process that could make it easier and less 
socially and mentally impactful.

 Joan Mitchell, a Byron Family Medical Clinic 
nurse practitioner suggests that people should plan 
for and prepare a retirement from driving.  Supported 
by research statistics by Dr. Alvarez that state that we 
are outliving our driving safety by 7 to 8 years and 
in the absence of any driving retirement process, we 
should determine ourselves when we should hand in 
our keys. Mitchell also points out that a cost analysis 
of driving done in 2012 shows that to own and drive 
a car for one year (with an average distance driven 
of 32,000 km) means an investment of $13,500. 
With planning and preparation, a portion of that 
money could be used for many alternative means of 

transportation. The savings and the peace of mind 
gained could help mitigate feelings of independence 
loss.

Last month the Alzheimer Society and McCormick 
Dementia Services co-sponsored a speaker’s series 
highlighting the dementia and driving dilemma. 
Presentations and a panel discussion by Phyllis Fehr, 
Liliana Alvarez and Joan Mitchell brought their 
valuable perspectives to the driving cessation issue. 
To better understand the implications of dementia 
and driving and to learn of available resources, visit 
our website where you can view this archived special 
presentation.
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