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How to Take Away the Car Keys: 
Step-by-Step Strategies for Families 

Taking away a loved one’s ability to drive is one of the most difficult decisions families face. Driving represents 
independence, identity, and control. When dementia or cognitive decline makes driving unsafe, families must 
balance safety with compassion. This guide provides practical, step-by-step strategies to help navigate this 
challenging transition. 

Step 1: Recognize the Warning Signs 
• Getting lost in familiar areas 
• Near-misses or accidents 
• Confusing pedals or traffic signals 
• Increased anxiety while driving 
• Concerns raised by others 

Step 2: Start the Conversation Early 
• Begin discussions before a crisis occurs 
• Normalize that driving changes happen with 
aging 
• Keep the tone calm and supportive 

Step 3: Use the Right Approach 
Be Empathetic 
• Acknowledge how difficult this loss is 
• Validate their feelings 
• Avoid minimizing their concerns 

Focus on Safety 
• Emphasize protecting them and others 
• Frame the issue as a medical/safety concern 

Use Specific Examples 
• Refer to actual incidents 
• Avoid vague or generalized statements 

Step 4: Involve Professionals 
• Ask the healthcare provider to discuss driving 
safety 
• Consider formal driving evaluations 
• Use medical recommendations to support the 
decision 

Step 5: Provide Alternatives 
• Arrange rides with family or friends 
• Explore community transportation services 
• Use ride-sharing when appropriate 
• Schedule regular outings to maintain 
independence 

Step 6: If Resistance Occurs 
• Avoid arguing or escalating conflict 
• Revisit the conversation later 
• Stay consistent across family members 
• Use calm repetition of the same message 

Step 7: When Direct Action Is Needed 
• Limit or remove access to car keys 
• Disable the vehicle if necessary 
• Move or sell the car 
• Involve licensing authorities if safety risks persist 

Helpful Communication Examples 
• “I’m worried about your safety when driving.” 
• “We want to make sure you’re protected.” 
• “Your doctor recommended that driving is no 
longer safe.” 
• “We’ll make sure you can still get where you need 
to go.” 

Common Challenges Families Face 
• Anger or denial from the loved one 
• Feelings of guilt from caregivers 
• Family disagreements 
• Fear of loss of independence 
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Tips for Caregivers 
• Plan ahead whenever possible 
• Be consistent and united as a family 
• Focus on safety over independence when necessary 
• Offer emotional support and reassurance 
• Recognize this is a major life transition 

National Organizations & Resources 
✔ Alzheimer's Association 

긒긓 800-272-3900 | 艒 alz.org 
 

✔ National Institute on Aging 

艒 nia.nih.gov 
 

✔ AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety 

艒 aaafoundation.org 
 

✔ Eldercare Locator 

긒긓 1-800-677-1116 | 艒 eldercare.acl.gov 

Final Notes 
• Removing driving privileges is about safety, not punishment. 
• Compassionate, consistent communication helps ease the transition. 
• Families play a critical role in protecting their loved one and others. 

 


