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Introduction
Older adults living in dementia care homes often face a range of psychological and emotional challenges that can significantly affect their quality of life. Dementia is a progressive neurological condition that impairs memory, cognition, and behaviour, often leading to confusion, frustration, and emotional distress. As residents struggle to communicate or make decisions independently, they may experience social isolation, loneliness, and feelings of helplessness. If unaddressed, these emotional challenges can escalate into anxiety or depression, further impacting their well-being (National Health Service, 2023).

To provide effective and compassionate care, health and social care professionals must understand psychological theories that explain human behaviour and emotional development. Applying these frameworks allows staff to address not only physical needs but also the emotional and psychological aspects of residents’ lives. A person-centred approach is crucial in dementia care, as it recognises each resident’s individuality, including personal history, cultural background, beliefs, preferences, and relationships, all of which shape their responses to care.

This report critically analyses two key psychological frameworks: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Erikson’s theory emphasises the emotional tasks associated with life stages, particularly the importance of achieving a sense of integrity in later years. Maslow’s hierarchy presents a progression of human needs, from basic physiological requirements to emotional fulfilment and self-actualisation. Both theories offer insights into supporting older adults with dementia, guiding care practices that promote well-being, autonomy, and dignity.

The report examines how these theories can be applied in dementia care for residents aged 65 and over, discussing practical strategies, potential challenges, and the effectiveness of theory-informed approaches in enhancing emotional health and overall quality of life.



Overview of Selected Theories

1. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory outlines eight stages of development that span the entire human lifespan. Each stage involves a key psychosocial conflict that influences social, emotional, and psychological growth. For older adults, the final stage, Integrity vs. Despair, typically occurs from age 65 onwards (Orenstein & Lewis, 2022).

Integrity: When older adults achieve integrity, they accept their life experiences, accomplishments, and even mistakes. This leads to feelings of satisfaction, peace, and wisdom. Individuals who develop integrity are generally better equipped to cope with challenges, maintain positive social relationships, and retain a sense of purpose in later life.

Despair: In contrast, despair arises when older adults feel regret over missed opportunities or unresolved life conflicts. This can result in emotional distress, unhappiness, fear of death, and withdrawal from social interactions. Individuals experiencing despair may become depressed, anxious, or disengaged from their environment.

Research highlights that interventions such as reminiscence therapy, life review sessions, and engagement in social activities can help older adults cultivate a sense of integrity, reduce depression, and improve overall wellbeing (Tam et al., 2021). These strategies are particularly effective in dementia care, where cognitive decline may make maintaining identity and emotional stability challenging. For instance, reminiscence therapy allows residents to recall memories, share personal stories, and express feelings, thereby reinforcing self-identity. Social engagement and supportive relationships further strengthen integrity, serving as protective factors against emotional distress and fostering resilience in older adults.

2. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Abraham Maslow’s theory explains human motivation as a hierarchy of needs, ranging from basic physiological requirements to higher-level self-actualization (McLeod, 2025). According to this model, lower-level needs must generally be satisfied before individuals can focus on higher-level aspirations. In the context of older adults in care homes:

Physiological needs: Fundamental needs such as nutrition, hydration, sleep, and comfort are essential to health and wellbeing. Meeting these needs ensures residents maintain physical energy and prevents illness or fatigue.

Safety needs: Ensuring residents are protected from harm, providing a secure environment, and maintaining stable routines fosters a sense of security and reduces anxiety.

Love and belonging: Social connections, friendships, family contact, and group activities help prevent loneliness, support emotional wellbeing, and create a sense of inclusion and community.

Esteem needs: Respect, recognition, and opportunities to make choices encourage residents to feel valued and confident, promoting dignity and self-respect.

Self-actualisation: Opportunities for personal growth through hobbies, creative activities, learning, or spiritual practice allow residents to maintain a sense of purpose and fulfilment, even as cognitive abilities decline.

Meeting these needs comprehensively can improve mood, reduce agitation, and encourage participation in daily activities (Reynolds et al., 2022). In dementia care, staff must carefully balance physical, emotional, and social needs to provide holistic support. Ensuring residents feel safe, respected, and included is essential to enhancing quality of life and engagement in care home communities.

Application in Health and Social Care

1. Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erikson’s theory is particularly useful for guiding care staff in supporting residents’ emotional wellbeing and maintaining their sense of identity. Practical applications include:

Life review sessions: Residents share their life stories with staff or peers, reflecting on achievements, coping with regrets, and reinforcing self-esteem (Parry et al., 2022).

Reminiscence therapy: Familiar music, photographs, and objects are used to stimulate memory, encourage conversation, and reduce feelings of despair (Kelly & Ahessy, 2021).

Personalized care plans: Tailoring routines, meals, and activities to residents’ preferences and life experiences helps them feel recognized and valued as individuals (Ahmed et al., 2020).

Challenges:

Cognitive decline may limit participation, especially in residents with moderate to severe dementia.

Discussions of past regrets or traumatic memories can evoke distress if not carefully facilitated.

Strategies:

Adapt interventions using sensory prompts, music, pictures, or simplified communication to engage residents effectively.

Provide emotional support through trained staff or counsellors who can manage distress, monitor reactions, and adjust interventions accordingly.

2. Applying Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Maslow’s model provides a framework for prioritizing care and ensuring residents’ needs are systematically addressed:

Physiological and safety needs: Adequate nutrition, hygiene, mobility support, and a secure environment prevent physical deterioration and reduce anxiety (Gilbert, 2024).

Love and belonging: Social activities, family visits, and group programs prevent isolation and enhance emotional wellbeing.

Esteem needs: Recognizing achievements, encouraging decision-making, and providing meaningful tasks or hobbies helps residents maintain confidence and dignity (Selvam, 2022).

Self-actualization: Creative, spiritual, and educational activities adapted to residents’ capabilities promote personal growth, purpose, and identity maintenance.

Challenges:

Limited staffing may hinder consistent attention to higher-level needs like esteem and self-actualization.

Residents with advanced dementia may struggle to communicate preferences, making it harder to tailor interventions.

Strategies:

Implement structured daily routines and activity programs to ensure regular engagement.

Train staff in communication techniques, including observing non-verbal cues, validation therapy, and attentive listening, to better understand and respond to residents’ needs (Pereira, 2020).

Critical Evaluation
Combining Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a holistic approach to dementia care. Erikson emphasizes emotional wellbeing, identity, and coping with aging, while Maslow ensures that residents’ physical, social, and psychological needs are systematically met. Together, these frameworks can reduce agitation, improve mental health, and enhance social engagement.

Limitations:

Erikson’s theory assumes reflective capacity, which may not be feasible for residents with severe cognitive impairment, limiting the effectiveness of life review sessions.

Maslow’s hierarchy can be inflexible, needs do not always follow a strict sequence, and residents may pursue higher level needs even if some basic needs are partially unmet.

Integration Strategy:
Care staff can first meet residents’ physiological and safety needs using Maslow’s model, then implement Erikson-based interventions like reminiscence therapy and life review sessions to promote identity and emotional wellbeing. Structured care plans, personalized approaches, and ongoing staff training are crucial for delivering effective, person centred care that respects both practical and emotional needs, enhancing quality of life for older adults in care settings.

Conclusion
Psychological theories provide valuable frameworks for enhancing dementia care among older adults. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory is particularly effective in guiding caregivers to support residents during life’s final stage, focused on achieving integrity rather than despair. By encouraging activities such as life review, storytelling, and reminiscence, care workers can help residents hold onto their sense of self, purpose, and emotional balance. This approach not only bolsters self-esteem but also promotes adaptive coping skills, which are crucial for managing the challenges brought by cognitive decline.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs further strengthens the care process by addressing the full range of human needs. Beginning with essential physical needs like food, hygiene, and health ensures residents are comfortable and stable. Attention to safety, belonging, and respect creates a supportive environment where individuals feel valued. Offering chances for social involvement, personal expression, and small achievements can significantly boost self-worth and engagement. Such efforts enhance residents’ contentment and foster a sense of community and trust within the care setting.
When Erikson’s and Maslow’s models are combined, they promote a thoughtful, person-centred approach to care. This strategy not only supports physical health but also reduces emotional stress and behavioural symptoms often seen in dementia. It allows care plans to be personalized, honouring each person’s life story, personality, and needs, while preserving dignity and individuality.
Acknowledging challenges such as communication difficulties, progression of dementia, and staff constraints is crucial. By being aware of these factors, care providers can plan more effective and ethical interventions. In summary, applying these psychological theories in routine care helps health and social care professionals improve the quality of life for older adults with dementia. The integration of emotional, social, and physical support builds a compassionate care environment that respects each resident’s unique journey.
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