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Introduction
Older adults living in dementia care homes often experience many psychological challenges, such as memory loss, confusion, anxiety, and changes in mood. These difficulties can affect their daily lives and make it harder for them to feel safe, understood, and in control. Because of this, health and social care professionals need to use effective approaches that support both the emotional and behavioural needs of the residents. Psychological theories can help staff understand why certain behaviours happen and how best to respond. This report focuses on two well-known theories: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Behaviourist Learning Theory. Both are useful for understanding the experiences of adults aged 65 and over, especially those living with dementia. By exploring how these theories work and how they can be applied in real care home settings, this report aims to show professionals can improve the wellbeing and quality of life of older adults.

2.1 Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory explains how people develop socially and emotionally throughout their entire lives. According to Erikson, older adults aged 65 and over are in the final stage of development, called Integrity vs Despair. In this stage, people look back on their lives and try to make sense of everything they have experienced. If they feel proud of their achievements and believe their life had meaning, they experience integrity. However, if they focus on regrets or feel like they did not accomplish what they wanted, they may experience despair.
For older adults living dementia care homes, this stage can be more complicated. Many residents have memory loss or confusion, which makes it harder for them to reflect clearly on their past. They may struggle to recognise loved ones or forget important parts of their identity, which can lead to frustration or sadness. Even so, Erikson’s theory reminds us that older adults still want to feel valued, respected, and understood. By helping them connect with their memories and maintain a sense of who they are, positive emotional wellbeing. This makes Erikson’s theory especially useful for understanding the psychological needs of people with dementia.

2.2 Behaviourist Learning Theory
Behaviourist Learning Theory focuses on how behaviour is shaped by interactions with the environment. It suggests that people learn through associations, reinforcement, and consequences. Two key ideas within this theory are classical conditioning and operant conditioning. Classical conditioning involves forming links between two stimuli, so a person begins to respond to one stimulus in the same way they respond to another. Operant conditioning, developed by B.F. Skinner, explains how behaviour can strengthened or weakened depending on whether it is followed by positive or negative consequences.
This theory is essentially relevant when supporting older adults with dementia because their behaviour is often influenced by how they experience their surroundings. For example, a calm environment paired with relaxing music might help reduce agitation through classical conditioning. Similarly, operant conditioning can be used to encourage positive behaviours, such as cooperating during personal care, by offering reassurance or praise. 
Although behaviourism does not directly address thoughts or emotions, it provides practical strategies that health and social care professionals can use to manage challenging behaviour in predictable and respectful ways. This makes the theory a useful tool in dementia care, where consistency, structure, and clear routines are essential for maintaining the wellbeing of residents.

3.1 Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory in a dementia care home can help health and social care professionals understand the emotional needs of older adults. Since people aged 65 and over are in the stage of Integrity vs Despair, they are trying to make sense of their life and understand whether it has been meaningful. Even though dementia affects memory and thinking, many older adults still experience emotions connected to this stage. They may feel confused, lonely, or frustrated when they cannot remember important moments or recognise familiar people. Because of this, staff need to support them in a way that helps them feel valued and respected.
One way Erikson’s theory can be applied is through life story work, where staff use photos, music, objects, and conversations to help residents remember who they are. This can give them a stronger sense of identity and help reduce feeling of despair. For example, if a resident used to enjoy gardening, showing them pictures of gardens or letting them help water plants can bring comfort and remind them of positive experiences. Another useful method is reminiscence therapy, where residents talk about past events. Even if their memory is limited, this activity can still create positive emotions.
Erikson’s theory also highlights the importance of maintaining dignity and independence as must as possible. Small choices, like letting residents choose their clothes or activities, can make a big difference to how they feel about themselves. It supports their sense of integrity by allowing them to keep some control over their life.
However, there are challenges when applying this theory. Dementia can make it difficult for residents to communicate or reflect on their past, and some may become upset when they cannot remember. Staff may also struggle with time pressures, making it hard to spend meaningful one-to-one time with individuals. To manage these challenges, staff can use simple commutation techniques, such as speaking slowly, using clear language, and offering reassurance. They can also involve families to gather personal history and use multi-sensory tools, like music, scents, or familiar objects, which can trigger memories more easily. By doing this, professionals can apply Erikson’s theory in a practical way that improves emotional wellbeing for older adults living with dementia.



3.2 Applying Behaviourist Learning Theory
Applying Behaviourist Learning Theory in a dementia care home can help staff understand how to shape and support positive behaviours in older adults. This theory focuses on how people learn through experiences, especially through rewards, routines, and the environment around them. For residents with dementia, behaviour is often influenced by how safe, calm, or understood they feel.  Because of this, behaviourist ideas can be very helpful for managing daily challenges in a respectful and supportive way. One key idea is operant conditioning, which means encouraging good behaviour by giving positive reinforcement. For example, if a resident becomes anxious during personal care, staff can use gentle praise, a warm tone of voice, or offer a comforting activity afterwards. Over time, these positive outcomes can make the resident feel safer, which may reduce distress. Staff can also reinforce helpful routines, such as getting ready for meals or participating in group activities, by offering encouragement or small rewards like choosing a favourite snack.
Another useful idea is classical conditioning, where residents make associations between events. For instance, playing calming music during bedtime can help create a relaxing routine. Eventually, the music alone may signal that it is time to rest, making evenings more peaceful. Similarly, using soft lighting or pleasant scents in certain spaces can help residents feel more settled. Behaviourist approaches are practical because they offer clear steps for staff to follow. However, there can be challenges. Dementia can cause sudden changes in mood or behaviour that may not respond quickly to reinforcement. Some residents may also react differently each day, which can make consistency hard for staff.
To manage this, professionals can work as a team to use the same strategies so the resident receives predictable responses. They can also observe behaviour patterns to understand triggers, such as noise, hunger, or discomfort. By using behaviourist techniques in a calm and patient way, staff can create a supportive environment where older adults feel more secure and understood.

3.3 Challenges in Applying Theories
Applying psychological theories in dementia care can be challenging because residents often struggle with memory loss, communication problems, and unpredictable behaviour. Staff may also face time pressure and limited recourses. These difficulties can make it hard to use the theories consistently, even when they are helpful for improving wellbeing.
3.4 Strategies to Overcome Challenges
To overcome these challenges, staff can use simple communication techniques, such as speaking slowly, using clear language, and offering reassurance. Working closely as a team helps keep approaches consistent, especially when using behaviourist strategies. Involving families can provide valuable personal information that supports life story work. Staff can also use multisensory tools- like music, photos, and familiar objects- to help residents connect with memories. Ongoing training and reflective practise further strengthen professionals’ confidence in applying psychological theories effectively. 

4. Conclusion
Overall, applying psychological theories can greatly improve support for older adults living with dementia. Erikson’s theory helps professionals understand emotional needs and identity, while behaviourist approaches offer practical ways to manage behaviour. When used together-and supported by good communication, teamwork, and training-these theories can enhance wellbeing, dignity, and quality of life for residents’ dementia care settings. 
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