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Preface

The National Older Driver Safety Advisory Council reflects a  collaboration 
between the Massachusetts Institute of Technology AgeLab, the USDOT-
sponsored New England University Transportation Center, and the AARP’s 
Driver Safety Program to bring together some of the leading thinkers and 
practitioners around issues of mobility for older adults. Although much 
attention has been given to noting the aging of the world’s population, less 
has been devoted to addressing some of the challenges that this aging popu-
lation presents. Older adult mobility, in particular, is one area where more 
research has been done regarding the challenges for older adults to keep-
ing mobile as they age, whether they be older drivers, older transit users, 
or older pedestrians. Relatively less ink has been devoted to thinking about 
the opportunities and solutions that older transportation system users might 
present and need, respectively.

One of the specific objectives of the Advisory Council is to serve as an 
independent voice on current developments and research in mobility, safety, 
and aging. As part of this mission, the Council felt that there was a gap in 
existing research that identified some of the issues, problems, and solutions 
that the coming generation of older adults will face as they age. In less than 
decade years, the baby boomers, one of the largest and most influential gen-
erations, begin to turn 75 in 2021. This Council recognized that aging for 
this generation—how they live and how they get around—will be different 
than for previous generations of older adults. The book the Council outlined 
is designed to capture and convey some of these key differences around liv-
ing, social and commercial activities, and transportation patterns.

Yet, simply noting problems or challenges is not enough; with the 
first baby boomers turning 65 in 2011, and with a new administration and 
Congress coming into power, it is a time too for thinking about opportuni-
ties and solutions. It is hoped that this volume will serve as a venue to place 
some of the issues and problems in maintaining older adults’ mobility as 
they age on the public agenda, as well as to put forward solutions and rec-
ommendations to stakeholders—transportation providers, policy makers, 
and researchers alike.

The book is organized in four parts. The first part, Setting the Context, 
explores the demands for transportation among the current and future gen-
erations of older adults, including the importance of mobility, the impact 
of changing demographics on the transportation system, and how indi-
viduals’ lifestyles and activities contribute to the demands this and future 
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 generations of older adults will have for transportation. The second section, 
The Changing Transportation System, examines some of the changes on 
the transportation supply side: How will individual vehicles and alternative 
transportation options evolve to meet the demands of aging baby boomers 
and their parents? The third part of the book, The New Older Driver, looks 
at how the next generation of older drivers themselves may differ from pre-
vious generations, looking at the personal health and safety trends among 
baby boomers, and how this generation will get around beyond the car. The 
last section, Innovations for Future Mobility of the Baby Boomers, goes 
beyond these to look at how education and other models and alternatives 
for transportation may affect how the next generation of older adults live, 
drive, and get around.

The book concludes with a series of recommendations for policy mak-
ers, practitioners, advocates, researchers, and others to address some of the 
challenges that our society faces in maintaining a high quality of life and 
mobility as we age. The challenges are great, and the resources often all 
too limited, but the need for change and innovation and the benefits that 
improved mobility will generate to society will be well worth it.

xii preface
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Section I
Setting the Context
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1
Purpose of This Volume

The National Older Driver Safety  
Advisory Council

In 1952, when Dinah Shore urged Americans to “see the USA in their 
Chevrolet,” the oldest members of what would one day be called the baby 
boom generation were just 6 years old. Three years later, the Federal-Aid 
Highway Act of 1956 authorized construction of a national network of 
interstate highways, in part because it would make national defense more 
practical during the Cold War years. Yet these highways would also make 
long-distance automobile travel possible for all Americans. State and local 
governments followed suit by investing in roadways and infrastructure over 
public transportation.

At the same time, after World War II families were moving away 
from urban and rural areas and into new suburban homes designed with 
larger layouts than urban apartments, along with spacious private yards 
and a garage for an automobile. A private home, in the suburbs, became 
the standard of successful living and the icon of the American dream.

The baby boom generation was born during these sweeping changes 
in living arrangements and private travel. Even leisure activities were 
changing rapidly. The oldest baby boomers remember when the tele-
vision was a curiosity. By the time these same adults left high school 
and took a job or went to war, the television was a primary conduit of 
news and entertainment. As much as this generation has been credited  
with challenging and changing the economic, political, and social environ-
ment it has faced at every juncture over the past 60 years, it is important 
to remember that these adults were also shaped by social and economic 
changes in the 1950s and 1960s, the decades of their early childhood, a 
time when a private home and a personal car represented the pinnacle of 
personal success and autonomy.

In 2011, the oldest members of this generation turned 65, traditionally 
considered the age of retirement, when researchers have typically expected 
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mobility and activity patterns to change for older adults. And yet, many of the 
older adults in this generation will not retire at age 65. They will continue 
to work and to play aggressively, and to drive everywhere, as they have all 
their lives. In 2021, the oldest of this baby boom generation will turn 75, 
an age at which agility issues will begin to affect them in larger and larger 
numbers. Many will still demand a high degree of mobility, however—most 
likely higher than their parents demanded at the same age. Mobility—the 
ability to go where they want, when they want to—will be prized among this 
generation so that they can continue to engage in their active work and social 
lives and maintain the activities that give their lives meaning. The trans-
portation system, the highways, transit systems, and sidewalks, makes this  
possible. But this system was designed for and by younger users; to have 
a generation this old and this mobile is unprecedented. What does the 
advent of the aging baby boom generation mean for the transportation  
system, and for the mobility of the baby boomers? What happens to those 
who continue to drive as driver performance decreases? What happens to 
those who can no longer drive and are suddenly left at home, cut off from 
friends and social activities? What if transit does not exist in their area as an 
alternative mode to driving? What happens to those who can no longer use 
public transportation? What happens when older adults run out of transpor-
tation options?

This volume is a kind of crystal ball, an attempt to identify and exam-
ine many of the issues faced by policy makers, transportation officials, 
vehicle manufacturers, health and human services professionals, and aging 
adults themselves as this, the largest generation, prepares to drive into 
late adulthood. Policy makers should be preparing for them now. Rather 
than being reactive, there is an opportunity to be proactive in preparing 
transportation system solutions to problems that we know will emerge as 
this generation ages.

The message in this book is a positive one. It is true that changes  
in the demographic make up of the adult population are imminent. If com-
munities are willing to make some changes, and if governments are willing 
to allocate resources to these changes, then there can be more options for 
people to remain more mobile as they age. Research shows that mobile 
adults are happier and live longer on their own. If, by contrast, we do  
nothing, these older adults will be more isolated and more prone to illness 
and depression. The system will have failed to support them in an impor-
tant, if challenging, stage of their lives.

Most older drivers have driven safely as they aged. Changes in vehi-
cle technology and in the infrastructure itself, along with changes in 
driver education, are the means by which greater numbers of older adults 
may drive safely for more years. New transportation options and new 
transportation alliances can give these adults options for getting around 
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when they can no longer drive. These changes can make a  significant 
 difference in the quality of life of the baby boomers and every generation 
that follows.

Although the sheer size of this generation will have a staggering 
impact on the transportation system, it is a mistake to deal with this 
generation as though it fits a single profile. In a group of this size, 
there is relatively little homogeneity. Baby boomers will age at differ-
ent rates, with varying levels of health, and under different conditions, 
and as such, they will interact with the transportation system in very  
different ways. For example, a subset of this group will be more fit and 
more vigorous later in old age than any previous generation. Another 
subset will deal with one or more chronic conditions that will impair 
physical and cognitive functioning at earlier ages than previous gen-
erations, thanks in part to increased medical knowledge and improved  
technology. Some forms of disability likely to be significant among this 
group are still emerging, such as microvascular degeneration of eye-
sight and macrovascular degeneration that may result in heart disease, 
stroke, or reduced kidney function. These conditions appear earlier and 
at greater prevalence among baby boomers than they have among their 
parents and grandparents, and they have implications for the modes  
of transportation that the baby boomers will be able to use safely as  
they age.

The baby boomers are the first generation in which the number of 
women driving nearly equals the number of men. These women will also 
have demands on their time; they are more likely to be working than women 
in previous generations and to be active in social and volunteer opportuni-
ties. They also may be living with multiple chronic medical conditions, yet 
they need to remain mobile to provide care for their children, grandchildren,  
and for their parents.

Members of this generation are also more likely to use different 
forms of transportation and make different types of trips even after retire-
ment. They are more likely to fly for short and long distances and may 
be interested in air travel for decades after retirement. Some will use 
public transportation as well as driving for getting around the commu-
nity. Different forms of transit will also have the potential to help keep 
older adults mobile by providing door-through-door transportation for 
those baby boomers whose physical or cognitive conditions may require 
such assistance. Other non-traditional modes of transit may fill in the gap 
left for many who may need to stop driving where fixed-route service is 
neither possible nor desirable. All baby boomers, however, may be more 
open to public transportation if it can be made available where they live, 
as well as be more comfortable and welcoming. Getting this generation of 
older adults to use public transportation earlier in their lives, before many 
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have to stop driving, will be important. These baby boomers will need 
practice using public transportation before it becomes a primary means 
for getting around.

To address these issues, the book has been divided into four sections: 
setting the context for the significance of mobility; the changing transporta-
tion system; the new older driver; and innovations that will have an impact 
on the future mobility of the baby boomers.

SeCTIon 1: SeTTIng The ConTexT

To understand the impact this generation of baby boomers will have on 
society and on the transportation system, it will be crucial to understand 
how this generation differs from previous generations of older adults. The 
first section of this book sets the context in which baby boomers will age. 
It outlines their demographics, their specific needs for transportation, and 
their environment.

D’Ambrosio et al. in Chapter 2 show that the baby boom generation is 
more active and is projected to stay active much later in life than previous 
generations. The mobility needs of this generation will be greater and more 
enduring than those of the current generation of older adults. Research on 
older adults, however, shows that a loss of mobility is associated with great 
personal and societal costs. Older adults who are isolated at home contrib-
ute less to the economy and are more likely to be depressed than adults who 
remain mobile and active members of a community.

Dellinger breaks down the demographics of this huge generation in 
Chapter 3 in terms of who they are and where these adults will live after 
retirement and how they affect local and state services. The important 
thing to understand about the baby boom generation, aside from its sheer 
size, is that no single profile can adequately describe it. This generation  
will be divided by income, with some having many more financial resources 
than others. It will be largely female, as past generations have been, but these 
women will have had varied experiences in the workplace and expect to  
take a more active role in political causes, in volunteer work, or in helping 
friends and neighbors.

Rosenbloom in Chapter 4 discusses the lifestyle choices this genera-
tion has made that will affect its need for mobility. Stereotypical descrip-
tions of retirement would have us believe that leaving the workforce  
signals a reduced need for travel. Actually, the reverse may be true. Once 
baby boomers leave the workforce—and many will stay long past their 
65th birthday—their travel needs might actually increase. This chap-
ter examines the forces that drive travel patterns among baby boomers,  
including the impact of living arrangements and land use on their 
demand for travel.
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SeCTIon 2: The ChangIng TranSPorTaTIon SySTem

The transportation system itself is already evolving to enhance safety and 
to provide more options for older travelers. How are the car, the roadway 
system, and the transit system evolving to meet the changing needs of the 
baby boomers? Will these changes be enough, and will they happen quickly 
enough to keep this generation safe and mobile?

McCormick, Underwood, and Wang introduce the newest technological 
advances expected to become standard on automobiles between now and 
2021 in Chapter 5. These changes include collision avoidance systems and 
parking assistance, as well as devices that enable communication between 
vehicles and between the vehicle and the road environment. Yet older adults 
are more likely than younger adults to resist new technology if its value is not 
clearly evident, even when it enhances safety. Baby boomers may buck this 
trend and accept newer and ever-evolving automobile technologies, but they 
will need in-vehicle safety features that are easy to learn and to use.

In Chapter 6, Tibbits and Lariviere outline changes and recommenda-
tions in infrastructure that will make the highway systems more usable for 
older adults and for all drivers. Communities will need to make significant 
investments in roadway infrastructure to implement these advances, which 
involve changing signage and signals and making intersections easier to nav-
igate for older drivers and older pedestrians alike.

Shaheen in Chapter 7 provides a discussion of the various modes of 
transportation available to older adults. The advent of new partnerships and 
new information technologies will allow service providers to use a larger 
pool of public vehicles to provide efficient and cost-effective transportation 
to more people in urban areas and in suburban and rural areas. In order to 
do so, providers of public transportation will have to work together, sharing 
both information and resources in new and creative ways.

SeCTIon 3: The new older drIVer

The baby boomers will be unlike any previous generation in the sheer 
number of drivers on the road and in the number of miles driven. This 
emerging generation of older drivers, as described by Dobbs in Chapter 8, 
contains more women and more Hispanics than in previous generations. 
Although this generation, on average, lives longer and has better health than 
older generations, there are several subgroups within it that offer a strik-
ing contrast. Baby boomers have a higher incidence of heart disease and  
diabetes, both conditions that can affect driver performance. What will be 
the impact of different medical conditions and of medications on driving  
performance, and how can doctors and licensing agencies screen and  
counsel drivers effectively to continue to drive safely?
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In Chapter 9, Evans discusses the issues facing all drivers as older adults 
continue to drive even after driver performance deteriorates and as their 
bodies become more frail and hence less able to survive a collision. He 
argues, contrary to media reports, that older road users present relatively 
 little threat to other transportation system users; instead, younger road 
users are far more likely to imperil other road users. This chapter details the 
types of crashes likely to kill older drivers and to put pedestrians at risk, and 
Evans argues that simple safety measures may have a significant impact on 
the overall safety of all road users.

Hardin and Sheridan discuss the alternatives to driving likely to become 
available to older drivers in the future as well as the barriers to using public 
transportation options in Chapter 10. In many communities, particularly 
rural and suburban communities, these services are not cost effective. Also, 
older adults have traditionally avoided public transportation options, in 
many cases for good reason. This chapter highlights the changes in alterna-
tive transportation options that might turn the tide away from automobile 
dependence.

SeCTIon 4: InnoVaTIonS for fuTure mobIlITy  
of The baby boomerS

The fourth section of the book discusses several issues that will present 
the greatest challenges, and the highest potential for real change, for 
older drivers in 2021. These include educational programs to prepare 
older drivers for the ways in which they will change as drivers, along with 
bold steps needed to change the local transportation system to meet the 
diverse needs of the baby boomers and to accommodate older drivers  
as riders.

In Chapter 11, D’Ambrosio et al. suggest that driver education might 
be considered a part of lifelong learning. They outline the need for driver 
education programs that will address the needs and concerns of older driv-
ers, including driver evaluations and rehabilitation, if appropriate. Driver 
education programs also have the potential to provide information to older 
adults about new public transportation options for mobility. Israels et al. in 
Chapter 12 review some of the current educational offerings more widely 
available to older drivers.

Burkhardt offers a look at the types of partnerships that might make 
new transportation options available to older adults in Chapter 13. To create 
these partnerships, community leaders will have to think and work crea-
tively, perhaps forming a single transportation umbrella organization under 
which many types of public vehicles are managed as a single fleet, offering 
fixed-route, variable-route, and single-trip solutions to the transportation 
needs of older adults. This fleet could use both paid and volunteer drivers to 
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provide the kind of assistance adults need at every stage of their lives, from 
active driver to frail passenger.

A look of what might be the near future for transportation and aging 
is presented in Chapter 14. Based upon a survey of the nation’s metropoli-
tan planning organizations, Coughlin and Proulx reveal a sobering view of 
what is being planned and financed to support an aging society. While the 
nation’s transportation planners indicate an overwhelming understanding 
of the impacts of a graying nation, a combination of competing transporta-
tion goals and scarce resources conspire to keep aging from being a leading 
policy priority—suggesting that there is a great deal of awareness but little 
investment in keeping an aging America a mobile America.

The final chapter by the National Older Driver Safety Advisory Council 
includes a list of recommendations made by authors and Council members 
and reviewed by the Council. These recommendations are the ones that 
policy makers, transportation practitioners, and researchers should consider 
as they contemplate the aging of the baby boomers and the ability of the 
transportation system to meet this generation’s needs. The future quality 
of life of the baby boomers, and the generations of older adults to follow, 
will depend in large part on the ability of the transportation system to keep 
them mobile. The technology, knowledge, and need to evolve the system 
are there, and the potential is great to assure this generation of baby boom-
ers of their continued mobility as they age. This volume provides a basis on 
which to define and address future challenges and opportunities to keep an 
aging America a mobile America.




