Safe Driving Tips for Older Drivers

Most older drivers have had many years of safe driving experience. Indeed, research shows that
they are among the most responsible on the road. Aging can, however, affect many of the abilities
important for safe driving. While people age in different ways and at different rates, as a group
older adults are more likely to experience:

e Changes in vision, including the ability to see well at nighttime and to see objects that do not
“stand out” from their background. Older drivers may also be more bothered by glare from the
headlights of oncoming cars. Their eyes also take longer to adjust to sudden changes in light,
as when coming out of underground parking into bright daylight.

e Hearing loss, making them less aware of surrounding traffic, including emergency vehicles and
sirens.

¢ Reduced flexibility and range of motion. Older drivers may find it harder to turn their heads to
check for traffic before changing lanes or merging.

o Slower reaction times, and taking longer to make decisions and act on them. Older drivers may
not be able to stop their cars as quickly in an emergency, or may be slower when pulling out
into traffic.

o Difficulty attending to more than one thing at a time such as driving while carrying on a
conversation or adjusting the radio controls.

¢ Difficulty switching attention quickly between tasks. For example, older adults may find
watching the traffic light, a pedestrian waiting to cross the street, and oncoming traffic all at
the same time difficult.

e Changes in memory, making it more difficult to recall street names and directions, or critical
road sign information.

Some of these changes can occur so gradually that people are not even aware of them. Older
adults are also more likely to suffer from chronic medical conditions and to take medications for
their treatment. Both the medical conditions and the medications can make driving more
dangerous (see section on “your health and driving™).

While we can’t stop ourselves from aging, or guarantee lifetime good health, we can all take steps
to recognize and deal with changes that affect our driving. Below are 10 tips to help older
motorists retain their good driving record, even in today’s demanding traffic environment.
1. Recognize your limitations. Avoid driving on busy roadways, at nighttime, and in bad
weather. Stay in your comfort zone.
Get regular health and vision checkups, and follow your doctor’s advice about driving.
Check warning labels on prescription as well as over-the-counter medications. Be
especially cautious when changing medications or dosages. Only drive when you are
feeling well and up to the task.



4. Take a driver safety course. Contact your local department of motor vehicles office, state
AARP office, AAA auto club, or senior center for information on courses offered in your
area.

5. Plan your route before starting a trip, especially if driving to a new destination. Avoid
heavily traveled or high speed roads.

Stay to the right on multilane roads except when passing another vehicle.

7. Maintain your car in safe condition. Keep windshield and headlights (and your
eyeglasses) clean.

8. Have your driving checked by a certified driver rehabilitation specialist or an experienced
driving instructor. Check the American Occupational Therapy Association web site
(http://www.aota.org/olderdriver/) for a qualified driver rehabilitation specialist, or
check to see if your local driving school offers evaluations and training for older
experienced drivers.

9. Always wear your seat belt. Seat belts protect everyone in crashes, but are especially
beneficial for older adults.

10. Check out some of the many good programs and resources designed to help older adults
maintain their driving fitness: programs such as CarFit, Roadwise Review, and
DriveWell. For information, contact your state AARP office or AAA auto club.

Finally, realize that there may come a time when continuing to drive is dangerous for yourself, for
any passengers in your vehicle, and for others sharing the roadway. Begin planning now for how

you will meet your transportation

needs if and when that time arrives. If concerned about the safety of an older driver,

The department of motor vehicles see page __ for information about how to report

offers free identification cards for an unsafe driver to the department of motor vehicles.

persons who have retired from

driving.
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Recommended Additional Text (adapted from Kansas and South Carolina
manuals):

Check Your Own Driving

Here’s a chance to check your own driving! Listed below are some common causes of trouble
among older drivers. If any apply to you, consider seeking a “driving checkup” from a qualified

professional.

Have you had difficulty in distinguishing between objects, such as a hydrant and a small
child, when driving at night?

Does the glare from headlights of approaching cars cause prolonged discomfort to your eyes
at night?

Do you have trouble keeping pace with other cars, or do they seem to be passing you all the
time?

Does it take you quite a long time to get going again after the light has turned green?

Are you getting an increasing number of minor scrapes (such as from your garage door) and
dents on your car?

Do other cars honk at you?

Are you missing STOP signs, highway signs, and other traffic indicators?

Do you find yourself becoming confused when unexpected or unfamiliar things happen while
you are driving?

Do you have trouble seeing objects that are a few feet away?

When a car is approaching you on the road, do you have trouble judging how far away it is at
a given moment?

When you are looking straight ahead in the driver’s seat, do you have difficulty seeing the

sides of the road?
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