
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rocc20

Journal of Occupational Science

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rocc20

A narrative analysis of the transition from driving
to driving cessation in later life: Implications from
an occupational lens

Romain Bertrand, Hans Jonsson, Isabel Margot-Cattin & Brenda Vrkljan

To cite this article: Romain Bertrand, Hans Jonsson, Isabel Margot-Cattin & Brenda
Vrkljan (2021): A narrative analysis of the transition from driving to driving cessation in
later life: Implications from an occupational lens, Journal of Occupational Science, DOI:
10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239

Published online: 08 Mar 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rocc20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rocc20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239
https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rocc20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rocc20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-08
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14427591.2021.1879239&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-08


A narrative analysis of the transition from driving to driving
cessation in later life: Implications from an occupational lens
Romain Bertrand a,b, Hans Jonsson c, Isabel Margot-Cattin a,c & Brenda Vrkljan d

aUniversity of Applied Sciences and Arts Western Switzerland, Network “Human occupation and health” (HETSL |
HES-SO), Lausanne, Switzerland; bUniversity Grenoble-Alpes, AGEIS, Grenoble, France; cDivision of Occupational
Therapy, Department of Neurobiology, Care Science and Society (NVS), Karolinska Institutet, Stockholm, Sweden;
dSchool of Rehabilitation Science, McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

ABSTRACT
The transition from driving to driving cessation in older adulthood is
considered a major life transition where resulting disruptions can
impact sense of self. Such transitions at this life stage offer both a
challenge and opportunity to consider the relationship between
disruption, adaptation (or not) of occupational patterns, and
perceptions of life roles. The current study examines this process of
adaptation where the focus is on exploring how disruption, loss, and
identity over time are negotiated at this life stage. Semi-structured
interviews with each participant explored this process. Based on these
interviews and corresponding narrative analysis, the trajectories of
each of the five older adults (4 male, 1 female; aged 73-90) were
categorized and mapped. The analysis indicated the narrative slopes
of three participants were ‘progressive’ (more ups than downs), one
participant was ‘stable’ (landing where one started), and the remaining
participant was ‘regressive’ (more downs than ups). Results from this
study suggest the process of negotiating the transition from driver to
non-driver was non-linear, meaning the ensuing adaptations to
everyday life involved a major reorganization of occupations and
routines. Social support and finding alternative ways of doing were
key to negotiating this transition. Challenges experienced during the
transition and/or, a failure to adapt, suggests an ongoing and growing
disconnect in life roles. Further study of the impact of such
disconnection and the ramifications on not only the person but also
their social network is warranted.
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As individuals move through their lifespan, they
can experience major events or life transitions
that significantly impact their everyday habits
and routines. Older adulthood, in particular, is
recognized as a life stage replete with events
that can result in major changes; some of
which add a layer of stress, particularly for
those who may already be struggling with chan-
ging life circumstances (Gironda & Lubben,
2003; Victor et al., 2000). The combination of
changes in both personal and contextual factors,

such as not having adequate social support, can
make coping with a major transition even more
challenging in later life (Oris et al., 2017). In
other words, transitional events may become
stressful if they destabilize daily life, which can
potentially trigger a process of major adjust-
ment (Prigerson et al., 1994; Rubio et al., 2016).

In older adulthood, individuals often con-
tend with multiple life transitions, such as
retirement from paid employment, loss of a
spouse, and/or moving their place of residence.
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These transitions, whether voluntary or other-
wise, impact individuals differently. While
Lane and Reed (2015) noted some of the adverse
consequences that might ensue following such
transitions, including mental health issues,
social isolation, depression, addiction, as well
as higher rates of morbidity and mortality,
even suicide, findings from other studies have
suggested otherwise. For example, in a study
of the transition from work to retirement,
many participants described how they were
able to spend more time on the leisure occu-
pations they valued (Jonsson et al., 2000). In
fact, such research suggests daily life may
undergo significant re-organization, which can
impact how such a transition is perceived by
the individual in question.

In a review of research focused on life tran-
sitions in occupational science and the broader
literature, Crider and colleagues (2015) high-
lighted how certain transitions at this life
stage, such as retirement (Jonsson et al.,
2001) and driving cessation (Liddle et al.,
2004; Marken & Howard, 2014; Vrkljan &
Miller-Polgar, 2001), can have major repercus-
sions on everyday habits, routines, and iden-
tity. Hence, to set the stage for the current
study, it is important to first reflect on the
transition from driving to driving cessation,
with a particular focus on the construct of
occupational disruption and the corresponding
complexities involved in the re-organization of
occupational patterns during this transition in
later life.

In many Western societies, driving is a
common occupation (Chihuri et al., 2016;
Dickerson et al., 2011). In older adulthood,
being able to drive, together with car owner-
ship, has been linked to higher levels of out-
of-home participation in occupation (Chihuri
et al., 2016; Gaugler, 2016; Liddle & McKenna,
2003). While having a license is often equated
with personal freedom, no longer being able to
drive can result in feelings of loss of control
and choice over one’s daily routine. In their
case study exploring the reflections of an
older driver experiencing this loss, Vrkljan
and Polgar (2007) conceptualized driving ces-
sation as an occupational disruption, a concept
earlier defined as a temporary or transient
state that can change the way in which an

occupation or occupations are performed
(Whiteford, 2000). In their recent scoping
review of evidence specific to disruption
using an occupational science lens, Nizzero
and colleagues (2017) proposed a more com-
prehensive definition where interconnected-
ness between changes in routine and identity
were emphasized:

A temporary state, characterized by a
significant disruption of identity associ-
ated with changes in the quantity or/
and quality of one’s occupations sub-
sequent to a significant life event, tran-
sition, or illness or injury. It has the
potential to affect multiple areas of func-
tioning, including social and emotional
functioning. (p. 125)

Findings from their review highlighted how dis-
ruption in one’s sense of self, alongside the
nuanced relationship between identity and
meaning of occupation as alluded to by Vrkljan
and Polgar (2007), are further amplified
(Nizzero et al., 2017). Vrkljan and Polgar also
used the term occupational identity to describe
how changes in the ability to drive can impact
sense of self: “the interdependence that exists
between what humans do in their environment
(occupation) and their perceived sense of self
over time (identity)” (p. 31). Given the interde-
pendence of occupational disruption and iden-
tity, loss of a driver’s license can be a complex
life transition (Holden & Pusey, 2020; Liddle
et al., 2017; Pachana et al., 2017), which not
only impacts the older adult in question but
also their family and friends (Holden & Pusey,
2020). Although older drivers recognize a time
will come when they may have to stop driving,
many do not plan ahead for this experience.
Lack of planning increases the risk of experien-
cing major changes in participation in daily
occupations (Pachana et al., 2017). Multiple
studies demonstrate the impact driving cessa-
tion can have on freedom in terms of mobility,
self-determination, and relationships with
others (Chihuri et al., 2016; Liddle et al., 2008;
Pachana et al., 2017).

With this disruption and loss comes the need
to re-organize or adapt occupational patterns.
Older individuals who may not be able to
engage in desired occupations can experience
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changes in their identity (Nizzero et al., 2017;
Vrkljan & Polgar, 2007). The definition of occu-
pational disruption, as outlined by Nizzero and
colleagues (2017), recognizes the potential
implications on both emotional and social
well-being, yet the “actual nature of the disrup-
tion” (p. 123) and corresponding adaptations
remain unclear. As such, exploring how individ-
uals re-organize and re-engage in occupational
patterns of living, or not, following a major dis-
ruption or loss of roles is important if the ensu-
ing impact on occupational identity is to be
understood.

Where the occupation that has been ‘lost’
(i.e., driving) played a prominent role in every-
day life, the ensuing loss of this and other occu-
pations can be devastating (Townsend &
Polatajko, 2007). However, there are also
examples of individuals navigating difficult life
circumstances to re-engage in meaningful occu-
pations. In her study of lived experiences fol-
lowing a major brain injury, Klinger (2005)
found participants principally aimed to re-
define and accept their self-identity (their
being), which was related to their level of
effort to adapt their occupations and routines
(the doing). Retirement from paid employment
is another example of individuals needing to
adapt their lifestyle due to occupational loss.
Jonsson et al. (2000, 2001) described how
some retirees readily adapted to a new rhythm
of life whereas others had more difficulty with
this transition. In fact, their findings highlighted
how the meaning ascribed to paid employment
could affect how retirees adapted to everyday
life post-retirement. Hence, major life tran-
sitions, such as driving cessation, offer both a
challenge and an opportunity to consider why
some older adults seemingly adjust to occu-
pational loss whereas others can experience
more difficulty.

Building on the work of Jonsson et al. (2000)
with respect to analyzing the transition of retire-
ment and ensuing lifestyle adaptations, the cur-
rent study used a similar approach to examine
the process of driving cessation in later life.
The focus was on understanding how individ-
uals adapt their occupational patterns following
a major disruption. The present study aimed to
draw connections between driving cessation,
disruption, loss, and identity over time.

Method

Design of the study

This study received ethics approval from the
Cantonal Commission of Ethics for Research
on Humans (CER-VD) (protocol number
2016-00911). Our research design was framed
using a narrative inquiry. In the current
study, loss of driving licensure was the key
point of occupational disruption. Thus, the
focus of the analysis was on the meaning
attributed to driving and other occupational
roles by the participants at the time of and
after the transition, particularly if and how
these roles were affected.

Narratives are recognized as being dynamic
in nature, meaning they are constantly changing
and, as such, how they are constructed can
depend on the point at which a person is
asked to share their perspective on a particular
event or set of circumstances. For each narra-
tive, Gergen and Gergen’s (1988) approach to
categorizing a narrative trajectory as progress-
ive, regressive, or stable was used. A progressive
narrative refers to when an individual’s respect-
ive life circumstances are described and/or
interpreted as globally positive, whereas a
regressive narrative refers to an apparent
deterioration due to the event in question, as
reflected in a perceived decline in their circum-
stances. Finally, a stable narrative suggests cir-
cumstances might at first ‘progress’ or
‘regress’, or both, but eventually resolve to be
not much different than prior to the event in
question.

While only having three options to describe
the slopes may seem a simplification, given the
potential complexities involved, the strength is
that it characterizes the narrative as a whole.
Hence, this approach entails examining each
narrative and plotting a ‘visual slope’ that
reflects the time period of the events in ques-
tion (Jonsson et al., 2000). The approach
used by Gergen and Gergen (1988) has proven
particularly helpful when exploring complex
phenomena like retirement, where participants
often simply describe their lived experiences as
‘positive’ or ‘negative’, when, in fact, there are
more subtle or nuanced elements that charac-
terize their occupational transition. Jonsson
and colleagues (2000, 2001) illustrated the
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usefulness of this approach to illustrate how
the narrative slopes of participants changed
over time. The current study used a similar
approach to Jonsson et al. but aimed to delve
deeper into the fluctuations that occurred in
the post-transition period from driver to
non-driver.

Context, sampling, and recruitment

The study was conducted in western Switzerland.
At the time of data collection (2016), there were
369,040 individuals aged 65 years and older in
this region representing 16.9% of the total popu-
lation (Swiss Federal Statistical Office, (OFS),
2020). Switzerland has one of the most highly
integrated networks of public transport in
Europe (Swiss Federal Office of Spatial Develop-
ment (ARE), 2017), hence it was expected that
older adults recruited to participate in the study
would be aware of the different modes of trans-
port in their region. Nonetheless, private vehicles
are the predominant mode of personal travel,
with more than 80% using this mode. Consider-
ing these points, purposive sampling was used to
recruit individuals who met the following
inclusion criteria: stopped driving for at least 1
year, aged 72 and older, not under guardianship,
and live in the community.

At the time of the study,1 Swiss drivers aged
70 years and older were required to undergo a
fitness-to-drive assessment every 2 years.
Hence, the cut-off age of 72 was used to ensure
each participant had completed at least one of
these evaluations. Potential participants were
contacted using snowball sampling, as the first
author asked health professional colleagues to
identify prospective participants. The study pro-
tocol was explained by phone to each partici-
pant. If they were agreeable to being in the
study, a one-to-one meeting was arranged at a
location of their choice (e.g., coffee shop, place
of residence). At the in-person meeting, their
written consent to participate in the study was
obtained.

Data collection

A single, semi-structured interview was con-
ducted with each participant by the first author.
The interviews aimed to co-create the meaning

participants attributed to the experiences sur-
rounding the event of losing their driving
license (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006; Polk-
inghorne, 2005). For example, open-ended
questions were asked to understand the circum-
stances that led the individual to stop driving.
The meaning of driving was also addressed
with questions, such as “How important was it
for you to be able to drive your own car?”,
and the impact of this transition on their daily
routines over time (e.g., “How do you feel this
transition affected your daily activities when
you first stopped driving? How has the fact
that you stopped driving affected your current
level of activity?). The circumstances leading
up to driving cessation, the meaning of driving
as an occupation preceding their loss of licen-
sure, and the impact of losing their license on
their daily occupational structure were dis-
cussed. As these experiences were shared, the
interviewer asked follow-up questions to further
explore the phenomenon, which is common
during this type of interview (DiCicco-Bloom
& Crabtree, 2006). Interviews lasted approxima-
tively 1 hour and took place at each participant’s
home. All interviews were audiotaped and tran-
scribed verbatim.

Data analysis

Data analysis was supported by MAXQDA 12
software. Within each narrative, the lived
experience at the time of loss of licensure was
examined with a particular focus on the disrup-
tions and corresponding changes in occu-
pational routines. From this examination, a
narrative summary was written and a slope
plotted for each participant (Jonsson et al.,
1997; Levin et al., 2007). The first step in deter-
mining the slope was to review the respective
experiences of the participants in chronological
order. For example, occupational routines prior
to and following loss of licensure were tracked.
For the next step, key elements that influenced
the experience were analyzed, such as presence
of family support and other adaptations made
by the participant to re-engage in certain occu-
pations. The first author then compared partici-
pant narratives, from which common and
unique elements were identified.
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Of particular interest were the adaptations by
which participants resumed various occu-
pations, which informed the overall direction
of the narrative slope. Using the framework of
Gergen and Gergen (1988), each participant’s
slope was then categorized by the first author
as progressive, regressive, or stable, alongside
supporting elements (e.g., adaptations of
resumed occupations). To ensure the slope
reflected the participants’ experience, the first
author then cross-referenced these elements in
relation to the respective timeline of shared
events during the interview. Finally, the first
author provided an overview of this process to
each of the authors, who provided comments.
Following these conversations, each partici-
pant’s transition was then translated into a
visual graphic, as per Levin et al. (2007). In
this graphic, the y-axis represents life circum-
stances and how they are experienced over
time, where critical elements emerging from
the narrative are categorized as either progress-
ive (i.e., upward slope) or regressive (i.e., down-
ward slope). When using this analytic
technique, it is important to emphasize that
any departure from participants’ respective
timeline was identified as a key or ‘critical’
event (Gergen & Gergen, 1988).

After all the interviews and corresponding
written narrative summaries were completed
by the first author, each participant reviewed
their respective summary and confirmed
face-to-face that their experience was accurately
captured in the summary. Interviews, transcrip-
tions, and summaries were in French. For pub-
lication purposes, participant quotes to illustrate
the findings were then selected and translated
from French to English. The translation process
was completed in collaboration with a native
English speaker, a member of the authorship
team. Each quote was first translated into Eng-
lish by the first author. A native English-

speaking author then checked the meaning
and made corrections as necessary to ensure
proper grammar. Quotes were then translated
back into French so that the first author
(French-speaking) could verify the meaning
remained evident from the initial translation.
Some terminology within each narrative had
to be reframed to ensure the meaning of the
phenomenon was retained during this trans-
lation. Pseudonyms have been used to protect
the confidentiality of the participants.

Findings

Five individuals aged 70 and older participated
in the study. Table 1 summarizes their respect-
ive demographics. All lived in geographic
areas where public transport was available.
Using the process suggested by Levin et al.
(2007), each participant’s narrative was trans-
lated to a slope that reflected their individual
trajectories (see Figure 1). This slope illustrates
the individualized impact this loss had on each
participant, where the fluctuations reflect key
elements as described in the respective narra-
tive, including corresponding adaptations to
their respective occupational patterns. As illus-
trated in Figure 1, the transition to driving ces-
sation is not a linear process, with a clear end
per se, rather the loss of licensure can have rip-
ple effect from which some participants’ are able
to adapt and recover certain occupational pur-
suits whereas others found their lives forever
changed.

Occupation disrupted: Reconciling the
impact of loss of driving licensure in
everyday life

Across all participants, driving cessation was
described as a highly emotional, troubling,
and unpleasant event. Loss of licensure was

Table 1. Participant Demographics

Name* Age Gender Marital status Residence Time without a valid license

Chancel 90 Male Married Suburban area 10 years
Henry 86 Male Widower Urban area 1 year
Jens 73 Male Single Suburban area 4 years
Marie 90 Female Widow Urban area 1.5 years
Oliver 75 Male Widower Urban area 5 years

*Names are pseudonyms.
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seen as one of the most challenging times of
their lives regardless of the circumstances by
which each experienced this loss. For all partici-
pants, driving had been embedded within their
daily life and routine. This occupation was
equated with freedom, generated pleasure,
and was identified as a transactional point of
mobility that enabled access to ‘real life’ and
corresponding occupational roles. For instance,
Jens stated: “Driving was important to me.
Because it gave me a freedom that I had never
had before.” Another participant, Henry shared:
“I was free to decide by myself what I wanted to
do. It’s what it means to me, freedom”; while
Oliver explained: “I loved the feeling of freedom
with my car, you know. It may be… strange, to
be attached to a car”.

For some participants, like Jens, driving was
associated with feelings of pleasure and enjoy-
ment: “Me, I loved driving. When I got my
license, I bought a car. It was a great discovery!
I liked it right away because it gave me freedom.”
Oliver’s emotions were similar to Jens, who
described how he felt when behind-the-wheel:
“Some people say it’s weird that you have to
drive a car to feel good”. Conversely, Marie
and Chancel, described having a license as
more of a convenience than pleasure: “Yes, I
liked driving, but I never made it a point to
drive” (Marie); “It was simpler by car. I liked
taking my car. It was more… simple, yeah. I
enjoyed it, on weekends, holidays” (Chancel).

While the participants described the importance
of driving in their everyday life, there were
subtle differences in their respective descrip-
tions of how they viewed this occupation and
the meaning ascribed to being behind-the-
wheel, which become more apparent upon
examining how they navigated their life roles
and everyday occupations following their loss
of licensure.

Narrative slopes during the time of
driving cessation: Occupational loss and
adaptation

Analysis of the narratives suggested different
slopes for each participant, which reflected
their lived experiences with navigating this tran-
sition, as graphically illustrated in Figure 1.

Progressive narratives
Three participants were categorized as having
progressive narratives. Based on the analysis of
their subjective reflections, their occupational
lives seemed to improve in the time following
initial adaptations to their loss of their driver’s
license. For these participants, the process of
giving up their license was described as their
“choice”, albeit for different reasons. For
example, Chancel reported he “chose” to stop
driving following a motor vehicle collision
(MVC). He recalled driving with his wife and
falling asleep behind the wheel. They were

Figure 1. Participants’ driving cessation narratives following the effective loss of licensure showing fluctuations of subjectively
experienced life circumstances over time. Each line reflects a person’s trajectory. The point of departure corresponds to the time
between driving cessation and the time of the interview. Its location on the vertical axis is an arbitrary choice with a view to
standardization.
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both shocked, and so, Chancel asked the mech-
anic to keep the damaged car. On the other
hand, Marie had suffered a fracture to her
right ankle in an MVC. While the crash had
not been her fault, she had trouble managing
her pain and also moving her foot to “brake
and accelerate”. On her physician’s advice, she
chose to stop driving temporarily but the pain
continued and so she discussed giving up her
license with her family: “I had a family reunion
with my son and my niece who’s around a lot and
they decided it was best if I just quit.” Another
participant, Oliver, also decided to stop driving
because of changes in his vision. Although his
ophthalmologic exam confirmed his visual
deficits, he still saw the decision to stop driving,
as his choice. “My vision was declining, it was
dangerous… And my safety was important to
me…Maybe… that’s why I thought it was wise
to stop.” While some of these participants indi-
cated their decision to stop driving as a choice,
they all described the time after they lost their
license as a period of high stress, where the mag-
nitude of this loss on their occupational patterns
emerged. Marie stated:

Later, I came down to earth. To stop driv-
ing meant that I had to move around
differently, and I had not planned any-
thing. So, I was quite distressed! I won-
dered how I could manage from now on,
without being a burden on my family.
That’s exactly these questions you ask
yourself…When you are used to doing
things in a certain way that you cannot
do anymore.

For Oliver, the ability to readily access the
places he wanted was lost: “it was so difficult
to imagine that I could not do as I wanted”
and was worried that his life was forever chan-
ged: “what I precisely liked to do, I thought
that I wouldn’t have the possibility of doing
again”. However, it is important to note the
negative emotions attributed to this loss by
these participants only lasted a few weeks.
When asked how they managed, they empha-
sized the critical role of their family. For
example, Chancel shared how his wife, in par-
ticular, helped process the emotional loss: “my
wife helped me a lot to decide. It was very helpful
for me.” Social support was critical when

considering mobility alternatives to get around
their community beyond the personal auto-
mobile, Oliver explained: “it’s true that they
helped me realize I could manage differently.”
He recalled his daughter asking: “but why
don’t you take the bus to come to visit me?” By
taking the bus and re-engaging with his daugh-
ter, he realized: “I was not really as stuck as I
thought.”

Both Marie and Chancel indicated they were
able to continue engaging in occupations
despite no longer being able to drive. Marie,
who enjoyed many outdoor pursuits for
which she thought driving was necessary, rea-
lized that taxis enabled her to get where she
need to go: “Now, taxis are good. Even if I
don’t move around as much as before, I do it
when I want to, and I can see my family as
before.” Marie then proceeded to list all the
occupations and roles she was presently
doing, such as going to the lake to join her
grandchildren, visiting her daughter, or go
shopping. However, similar to Marie, Oliver
and Chancel still found their out-of-home
activity levels were lower after losing their
license, but they adapted. For example, family
and friends came to their home, as Oliver sta-
ted: “We meet them less often than before, but
it’s not a problem. What is important is to see
them.” They noticed more at-home occu-
pations, such as watching TV and playing
cards with their spouse or family. When
reflecting on her life without a driver’s license,
Marie stated: “car or no car, the important thing
for me is to continue to do things I like to do.”
Chancel shared that he discovered occupations
he had never done before, such as writing
poetry, exclaiming “I have been published
once.” These participants saw themselves look-
ing forward to their life, not back to their past
pursuits. They seemed to accept driving cessa-
tion as a natural step in the aging process. They
adopted new daily patterns and, in some cases,
roles. Chancel summarized his life without his
automobile:

Now I am happy, even without my car. I
get a lot of pleasure from what I do. I see
my family as often as I want; my wife is
staying with me… I play on my computer,
I write poems…Well, it’s not the freedom I
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had before, but it’s just different. I preserve
my health. I don’t take any risks. Isn’t it
good? I’m at peace with myself.

Stable narrative
The experience of one participant, Henry, was
characterized as having a stable narrative
slope. At the time of his interview, this partici-
pant considered his life circumstances as being
the same as before he ceased driving. For
Henry, the decision to stop driving was not his
choice. His license had already been restricted
for a few years due to a degenerative visual
impairment where he was not allowed to drive
“at night and on the highway.” Following one
of his visual examinations, his doctor informed
him that it was too dangerous for him to drive
and refused to extend his license. Although
Henry had restrictions in place and knew his
vision would deteriorate to the point he could
no longer drive, he never anticipated a complete
cessation of this occupation. He described the
devastation he felt at hearing the doctor’s
decision: “It’s like they’re telling you that you
have a cancer. They throw it in your face. It’s a
similar shock and we can only accept it.”

Henry described the months following the
loss of his license as an extremely difficult time,
especially “emotionally.” No longer being able
to drive was yet another loss in a series of losses
in life roles, as he had recently retired, then his
wife passed away. Driving, he said, had helped
him cope with the loss of his spouse. He would
meet his friend at the pub, go to his children’s
home, and out for the groceries. All these occu-
pations and roles (i.e., friend, grandfather) were
critical social connections for him. He described
how he used to drive for the pleasure of being
behind the wheel: “I’ve always loved it [driving].
I’ve owned about 10 cars in my life.” Dealing
with this loss manifested as heightened anxiety
about his health and his existence: “Of course, I
was wondering…How could I carry on as before?
I was shocked. I still had problems with my eyes,
with my legs, I couldn’t move around, I couldn’t
go to the shops, I couldn’t do anything”. He was
angry at the doctor: “They were giving me a
hard time… It was terrible for me.”

Henry identified that his family, especially
his son, was a great support, frequently visiting

to bring various items and groceries. He
described this time in his life as very dark,
given that he was staying at home, didn’t see
friends, or go the pub: “I was doing nearly noth-
ing. For me it was like the end because I thought
that it wasn’t worth living like that, being stuck
like that.” Henry said he refuses to use public
transport and that taxis are too expensive. He
didn’t want to rely on anyone, which he saw
as core to his being: “Me, I don’t like being at
the mercy of someone, you know? I don’t like ask-
ing people to drive me around. No, I don’t like it.”

A few months after Henry stopped driving,
his son asked if he would like to try an electric
scooter. Henry described the scooter as a
major turning point in his emotional well-
being: “It was after I bought the scooter,… it’s
completely changed my situation”. Although he
had to be extremely cautious operating the
scooter due to his visual impairment, he had
enough vision to navigate his nearby commu-
nity using it. He was able to go out again and
he described his world as much brighter:
“There are places where I don’t go anymore.
But it’s no more a problem, because… Truly,
the most important thing is that I can go places.”
While “driving my scooter will never be the same
as driving my car”, he was grateful for his cur-
rent level of mobility: “Never… But I am truly
happy to be free to move around as before.”

Regressive narrative
The narrative of one participant, Jens, was cate-
gorized as being ‘regressive.’ At the time of his
interview, he described how his personal cir-
cumstances had deteriorated since he stopped
driving. Jens indicated he was forced to stop
driving due to a neurogenerative disease,
which had progressed to the point that he
could no longer operate his vehicle: “I was shak-
ing and my movements…Well, I didn’t control
them. And it got worse and worse, and then I
was afraid that I couldn’t control my car.” At
the time of his medical exam, he was told not
to drive. Although Jens understood the serious-
ness of his health condition, he had hoped there
might be a treatment or cure for his disease. He
never anticipated this loss. Hence, he faced an
emotional paradox; wanting to drive but know-
ing it was dangerous. Jens shared his ongoing
anger about losing his license:
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You have to understand, I was so upset
because I couldn’t figure out how I was
going to manage now. Well, at least, it was
satisfying that I had done something that
was good for others. Because I probably
would have done something stupid sooner or
later. But for everything else, it was… hard.

Indeed, before losing his license, driving and the
corresponding routine and roles this occupation
enabled had been a major source of personal joy:
“I can tell you that I enjoyed driving my car.
Every weekend, every evening, whenever I had
an opportunity to get the hell out, I did.” Having
a license was his freedom: “To be able to decide
what to do by yourself. That’s what I’m talking
about. To decide by yourself. And it means
being free, to go where you want, when you
want, anywhere.” Jens did not see public trans-
portation as a viable alternative to his personal
automobile, which he attributed, in part, to not
only his medical condition, but also because it
did not correspond to his idea of freedom: “In
fact, taking the train or the bus, there are sche-
dules… If you miss the last train, you’re screwed
…And so you’re less free.” Without his car, Jens’
daily routine was negatively impacted. He
mainly sat on a bench near his home, spent
time watching TV, especially sport, which he
did not even like or want to watch.

Having once had a vibrant social network, Jens
reported that it was inconceivable for him to see
his friends after he lost his license. He saw driving
cessation as a majormarker of decline. Jens rarely
accepted invitations from others to drive him:
“Don’t want to feel that I’m a burden on them.”
Over time, Jens began to see his friends, but not
accept rides. Instead, his friends came to his
home. He described seeing his friends as rare
moments of pleasure. For Jens, driving cessation
was a marker of his ongoing physical decline: “I
don’t really feel like much anymore. I don’t really
have pleasures anymore…And with this damned
disease,… I almost feel like dying quickly, you see.”

Discussion

As highlighted through the analysis, driving ces-
sation exemplifies how the transitional periods
in older adulthood can involve major losses not
only in terms of the occupation itself, but also

the reverberating disruption such a loss can
have on an individual’s occupational patterns
and corresponding roles at this life stage. Based
on our analysis, some were able to adapt and
cope with changes in their occupational routines,
or even create new roles. Conversely, for others in
the study themagnitude of the loss of driving and
corresponding ramifications onoccupational pat-
terns and life roles seemed to trigger whatVrkljan
and Polgar (2007) coined an “occupational iden-
tity crisis” (p. 35). While they did not elaborate
on the elements that may trigger such a crisis,
their focuswas onunderstanding the linkbetween
occupational identity and participation during
the transition from driving to driving cessation,
as experienced by an older married couple, one
of whom had stopped driving. Findings from
the current analysis also focus on this transition
but suggest that the process of adaptation to occu-
pational patterns and routines is critical following
loss of driving licensure. Without sufficient adap-
tation, there can be an ongoing and growing dis-
connect in life roles and, in turn, identity.

Both Henry and Jens described the enormity
of the loss of driving on daily life, which was in
addition to other losses recently experienced,
such as loss of work, loss of their spouse, as
well as health issues. While Henry had been
able to find alternative ways of getting around
his community and resumed certain roles, Jens
continued to struggle with navigating the
changes that ensued following his loss of licen-
sure. Hence, some of the participants in the cur-
rent study were able to reorganize their
occupational patterns thereby preventing such
a crisis, but others found themselves question-
ing their occupational futures. Using narrative
inquiry, this study identified the link between
occupational disruption, loss, and adaptation,
as reflected in the individuality of their respect-
ive slopes. Each slope illustrates the complexity
involved with navigating this transition where
adaptations to pre-existing routines and habits
aim to minimize further occupational loss.

Navigating driving cessation in older
adulthood: Preventing further
occupational loss

For all participants, loss of licensure resulted in
a dual ‘loss’, meaning participants had to cope
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with their lost capacity to drive as well as the
resulting impact on other occupational pursuits.
Our analysis corroborates that of Liddle and
colleagues (2008), who described driving cessa-
tion as a three-phase process where the resulting
impact of loss of licensure was outlined as the
final stage. They similarly noted the importance
of adaptation and adjustment in finding ways to
participate as well as reorganizing patterns and
occupations. Through the use of narrative
slopes in the current paper, we outline an
alternative way to reflect the process of adap-
tation, as experienced by the participants in
our study.

Liddle et al. (2008) also suggested older
adults may adapt their narrative to feel more
in control of their decision to stop driving.
Our study found that some participants had
accepted the loss of licensure whereas others
continued to struggle. However, it is important
to consider that some of our participants were
interviewed quite a long time after having
stopped driving. For example, Chancel, who
was interviewed 10 years after losing his license,
may have had more time to come to terms with
this loss. However, Henry or Jens may not have
yet reconciled their experiences. Interestingly,
Marie had lost her license around the same
time as Henry and Jens, yet her slope reflected
her progressive outlook. Due to study design,
it is difficult to discern if differences between
participants were related to the length of time
from the event in question. Nonetheless, the
analysis suggested that adaptation of occu-
pational routines during this time of transition
was critical to participants navigating the ensu-
ing changes in occupations and roles.

Occupational adaptation in times of
transition: Driver to non-driver

Participants in the current study adapted their
occupational routines post-cessation, some
more successfully than others. Factors identified
as helping and/or hindering their transition
from driver to non-driver were congruent with
those found in previous studies, namely having
social support (e.g., Choi et al., 2012; Mezuk &
Rebok, 2008), re-organizing their occupational
patterns (e.g., Jonsson et al., 2000; Vrkljan &
Polgar, 2007), as well as finding alternative

ways of doing (e.g., Dickerson et al., 2019;
Liddle et al., 2008).

Role of social support

Results confirmed the critical role of family and
friends on helping individuals come to terms
with no longer having a license (Choi et al.,
2012). Within each narrative, participants
shared how such supports helped them navigate
this loss, including the decision to give up their
license, which are congruent with the phases of
driving cessation described by Liddle et al.
(2008). Each narrative demonstrated differing
roles of social support, where those with an
upward trajectory identified family and friends
being more involved in their decision to stop
driving. Having such support after cessation
was particularly valued. Given the struggle
with this transition for some, a participant
emphasized the emotions associated with re-
connecting with his social network, which he
surmised as one of his “rare moments of
pleasure.”

Reorganization of occupational patterns
and “ways of doing”

All the participants had to adapt their routines
following their loss of licensure. The back and
forth that can occur during times of transition,
where individuals reshape their everyday lives
between old and new occupations, was also
raised by Jonsson et al. (2000) in their study of
the transition of retirement. They found that if
engagement in an occupation is maintained
during a transition such as retirement, themean-
ing of the occupationmay evolve. In this way, the
newly adopted occupational pattern can give a
whole new meaning to life (Jonsson et al.,
2000). As demonstrated in the current study,
Chancel, Marie, and Oliver, whose narratives
reflected efforts to adapt routines in order to pre-
serve engagement in key occupations, were able
to find a new ‘rhythm’ in their daily lives. In
fact, Chancel discovered a passion for poetry;
one he might not have found if not for changing
his ways of doing. Such findings corroborate the
work of Vrkljan and Polgar (2007), who
described the relationship between maintaining
patterns of occupational participation and
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identity, but challenge Klinger’s (2005) assertion
where participants in her study who had experi-
enced a brain injury “had to learn a new way of
‘being’ in order to move onto a new way of
‘doing’” (p. 14). In other words, they had to
‘accept’who theywere ‘now’ before occupational
adaptations could ensure. Results from the cur-
rent study highlight that adapting routines,
roles, and patterns of living following a major
occupational loss is an ongoing and dynamic
process that begins, even if one continues to
struggle emotionally with the loss in question.
Hence, adapting the doing, where possible, in
the face of disruption anddue to the complexities
involved, is not easy but critical.

Finding alternative ways of doing

Following their loss of licensure, participants in
the current study described the challenge of
finding transportation alternatives to their per-
sonal automobile. This finding is an example
of what Liddle et al. (2008) described as re-orga-
nizing patterns and occupations in the post-ces-
sation phase of their model. However, some
participants in the current study struggled to
find and use alternatives to their car, with one
participant spending most of his time at home
after losing his license. Results suggest that
finding alternate ways of doing goes beyond
locating viable transport beyond driving, but
also changing and adapting many other routines
and roles to maintain engagement in later life
(Dickerson et al., 2019; Liddle et al., 2008).
Hence, it is important to consider the potential
repercussions of failing to find alternative ways
on not only the individual in question but also
their social network. Interestingly, those who
saw driving as a means, rather than an end, in
terms of accessing other occupations, seemed
to more readily adapt to their changing circum-
stances following cessation of driving.

Limitations

The results of this study are limited by the con-
venience sample recruited for this study. While
the experiences of these participants are not
representative of all individuals at this life
stage, the opportunity to delve deeper into
such experiences and closely examine each

narrative was possible. For instance, the partici-
pants seemed to have the financial resources to
navigate the transition. Without such resources
there is potential for the experience of navigat-
ing this transition to be quite different.
Additionally, the participants came from the
same geographic region inWestern Switzerland,
which should be carefully considered given the
differential impact and meaning of driving ces-
sation in this cultural context. Switzerland is a
small country, with a dense network of public
transport, thus applying the findings to contexts
without such a network must be done with cau-
tion. Further study using a gender lens on such
transitions should also be considered. While the
influence of gender was beyond the scope of the
current study, there is recent evidence to suggest
differential roles with respect to driving by gen-
der, which, in turn, might affect self-regulation
of driving as well as driving cessation in later
life (Ang et al., 2020; Barrett et al., 2018).

Another limitation relates to the chosen
methodology of using narratives slopes. Given
the way these slopes are illustrated, the trajec-
tories may appear static rather than dynamic.
Hence, it is important to note that the point at
which the interview was undertaken was not
when the event occurred per se. As depicted in
Figure 1, the time from the respective loss of
license (i.e., event) varied between participants,
which may influence how they perceived this
experience. Nonetheless, participants were
asked the same set of questions upon which to
reflect. Having participants with a similar time-
frame from the event in question may reduce
the potential for recall bias, with further
exploration required.

Conclusion

Driving cessation is an example of a major tran-
sitional event in older adulthood where individ-
uals can experience disruptions in their
everyday routines. While capturing the meaning
of occupation during times of disruption is criti-
cal, as evidenced in previous research (Nizzero
et al., 2017), the current study provided both
an opportunity and a challenge to examine
how individuals navigated their loss of driving
licensure and the resulting impact on their
occupational patterns and roles. The
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individualized trajectories that emerged from
each narrative reflect how individuals’ corre-
sponding patterns of engagement can evolve
over time. This study sets the stage for future
research that considers tracking and comparing
trajectories for other major life events, not only
in older adulthood but along the life course. For
this purpose, it may be important to interview
people in a similar timeframe following such
an event to more closely examine elements,
including their social network, and how that
might influence their transition with respect to
adaption, adoption, and/or loss occupational
patterns and roles.

Endnote

1. The law changed in 2019. Fitness-to-drive assess-
ments now begin at age 75 and are repeated every
2 years thereafter.
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