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The Application of Psychological Theories in Supporting Older Adults with Dementia in a Care Home Setting

Introduction
Psychological theories play an important role in health and social care practice, especially when supporting older adults who experience psychological health conditions. As people age, they may face changes in mental health, behaviour, memory, and emotional wellbeing. Dementia is one of the most common psychological health conditions affecting adults aged 65 and over. It can have a strong impact on a person’s identity, relationships, behaviour, and ability to cope with daily life.

Health and social care professionals need a good understanding of psychological theories in order to provide effective, person-centred care. These theories help professionals understand why people behave in certain ways and how best to support their emotional and psychological needs. This report is aimed at health and social care professionals working with older adults in a dementia care home.

The report will focus on two psychological theories: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory of Development and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. These theories are relevant to adult development and behaviour and can be applied in a dementia care setting. The report will explain each theory in detail and show how they can be used to support older adults with dementia. Practical examples will be provided, and possible challenges for professionals will be discussed, along with strategies to manage these challenges.

Context: Older Adults Living in a Dementia Care Home
Dementia is a progressive psychological condition that affects memory, thinking, communication, and behaviour. It is most common in older adults and often requires long-term care and support. Many individuals with dementia live in residential or nursing care homes where they receive support with daily activities such as washing, dressing, eating, and social interaction.

Living in a dementia care home can be challenging for older adults. They may feel confused, anxious, frustrated, or distressed, especially if they do not fully understand their environment. Dementia can also affect a person’s sense of identity and self-worth. For this reason, psychological support is just as important as physical care.

Health and social care professionals working in dementia care homes must understand how psychological theories can help them support residents more effectively. Theories of development and learning can help staff understand emotional needs, behaviour changes, and how residents interact with others. This understanding allows professionals to provide more compassionate, respectful, and person-centred care.

Overview of Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory

Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory of Development explains how individuals develop throughout their lifespan through a series of eight stages. Each stage is linked to a psychosocial crisis that a person must resolve. Successful resolution leads to positive psychological outcomes, while failure may result in emotional difficulties.

The final stage of Erikson’s theory, Integrity vs Despair, is most relevant to older adults aged 65 and over. At this stage, individuals reflect on their life experiences and evaluate whether they feel satisfied with their life. If people feel they have lived a meaningful and successful life, they develop a sense of integrity. This is linked to feelings of wisdom, acceptance, and peace.

However, if individuals feel regret, disappointment, or believe they did not achieve their goals, they may experience despair. Despair can lead to feelings of sadness, hopelessness, anxiety, and fear of death. Older adults with dementia may find it particularly difficult to achieve integrity because memory loss can affect their ability to reflect clearly on their life.

Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of emotional wellbeing in later life. It suggests that support from others can help older adults maintain dignity, self-esteem, and a positive sense of identity, even when living with a psychological condition such as dementia. 

Overview of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory focuses on how people learn through observation, imitation, and interaction with others. According to Bandura, learning does not only happen through direct experience but also by watching others’ behaviour and the consequences of that behaviour.

The theory includes key concepts such as modelling, imitation, reinforcement, and self-efficacy. Modelling refers to learning by observing others, while reinforcement increases the likelihood that a behaviour will be repeated. Self-efficacy is a person’s belief in their ability to complete tasks and manage situations.

In a health and social care setting, Social Learning Theory is useful for understanding how behaviour can be influenced by the environment and by staff behaviour. Older adults with dementia may copy behaviours they observe in others, including care staff and other residents. Positive behaviour from staff can encourage calmness, cooperation, and engagement.

Bandura’s theory is particularly relevant in dementia care because individuals may rely more on non-verbal cues and social interaction as cognitive abilities decline. The way staff communicate, behave, and respond to residents can strongly influence residents’ emotional state and behaviour.

Application of Erikson’s Theory in a Dementia Care Home
Erikson’s stage of Integrity vs Despair can be applied in a dementia care home by supporting residents’ emotional needs and helping them maintain a sense of identity and self-worth. Health and social care professionals can help residents feel valued and respected, even if they have memory loss or communication difficulties.
One practical way to apply Erikson’s theory is through life story work. This involves encouraging residents to talk about their past experiences, achievements, family, and interests. Even if a person has dementia, they may still remember long-term memories from earlier life. Sharing life stories can help residents feel proud of their life and support a sense of integrity.
Another application is person-centred care. Staff can respect residents’ preferences, routines, and personal values. For example, allowing residents to choose what clothes to wear or what activities they enjoy can increase their sense of control and dignity. This helps reduce feelings of despair and helplessness.
Emotional support is also important. Staff should listen with empathy, reassure residents, and acknowledge their feelings. When residents feel understood and supported, they are more likely to experience emotional wellbeing, even in the later stages of dementia


Application of Bandura’s Social Learning Theory in a Dementia Care Home
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory can be applied in dementia care by using positive role modelling and reinforcement. Care staff should demonstrate calm, respectful, and supportive behaviour, as residents may copy these behaviours.
For example, if staff speak slowly, use kind facial expressions, and remain patient, residents are more likely to feel calm and safe. This can reduce challenging behaviours such as agitation or aggression. Staff behaviour sets an example for residents and creates a positive social environment.
Positive reinforcement is another important application. When residents engage in positive behaviour, such as participating in activities or communicating calmly, staff can offer praise or encouragement. This can help reinforce positive behaviour and improve residents’ confidence.
Group activities can also support social learning. Activities such as group exercise, music sessions, or art therapy allow residents to observe and interact with others. Seeing others participate can encourage engagement and reduce social isolation. This supports emotional wellbeing and a sense of belonging.

Challenges for Professionals and Strategies to Manage Them
Applying psychological theories in dementia care can present challenges. One challenge is the progressive nature of dementia. As the condition worsens, residents may struggle to communicate, remember information, or understand their environment. This can make it difficult to apply theories consistently.
Another challenge is limited staff time and resources. Care staff often work under pressure, which can affect their ability to provide individualised psychological support. High staff turnover can also reduce continuity of care, which is important for building trust with residents.
Emotional strain is another issue. Supporting individuals with dementia can be emotionally demanding for professionals. Without proper support, staff may experience stress or burnout, which can affect the quality of care.
To manage these challenges, regular training and professional development is essential. Training can help staff understand psychological theories and learn practical ways to apply them in daily care. Reflective practice and supervision can also support staff wellbeing and improve care quality.
Teamwork and communication are also important. Working as a multi-disciplinary team allows staff to share knowledge and strategies. Creating a supportive work environment benefits both staff and residents.

Conclusion
Psychological theories are highly valuable in supporting older adults with dementia in health and social care settings. This report has shown how Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory can be applied in a dementia care home to support emotional wellbeing, behaviour, and quality of life.

Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of dignity, identity, and emotional support in later life. Bandura’s theory shows how behaviour and learning are influenced by observation and social interaction. When applied together, these theories help professionals provide compassionate, person-centred care.
Although challenges exist, effective training, teamwork, and reflective practice can help professionals apply these theories successfully. Understanding psychological theories enables health and social care professionals to better support older adults with dementia and improve their overall wellbeing.
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