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     The process of ageing is characterised by complex psychological, emotional, and social changes that impact how older adults adjust to illness, dependency, and transitions in care. One of the most challenging conditions associated with older adults is dementia, a progressive neurological disorder characterised by cognitive decline, memory loss, and changes in behaviour and personality. In this context, social workers in care homes can apply psychological understanding in ensuring well-being, dignity, and person-centred care to individuals with dementia and their families. Based on this approach, this report considers how two key psychological theories-Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development and Behaviourist Conditioning, combined with Social Learning Theory. This report applies Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development and Behaviourist Conditioning combined with Social Learning Theory to one patient, Sara, a 70-year-old woman living in a UK dementia care home.
Dementia Prevalence - Short Statistics
    Dementia remains a major public health concern in the UK. An estimated 982,000 people are currently living with dementia, a figure expected to rise above 1.4 million by 2040, given the prospect of population ageing. Prevalence increases sharply with age, with around 1 in 11 people over 65 years affected. In spite of this, diagnosis rates remain incomplete, with an estimated 65% of people with dementia receiving a formal diagnosis (Newbould et al., 2022). Such figures bring into sharp focus the need for effective theory-informed support within care homes.
[bookmark: _Toc213403804]Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development
   Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Theory was developed in 1950 –1963, is a comprehensive theory that explains how humans develop throughout the lifespan. At each stage in Erikson's model, a psychosocial conflict occurs that contributes to the development of identity and emotional growth. The final stage of Erikson's theory is relevant to adults 65 years and older: Ego Integrity versus Despair. During this period of life, individuals reflect on their life experiences and accomplishments. Successful resolution brings a sense of integrity, acceptance, and wisdom.
Dementia complicates this developmental stage. Memory loss, confusion, and disrupted sense of time make life review difficult for someone like Sara. She may forget important events in her life, struggle to remember what role she used to play in the family or become distressed when she cannot recall familiar faces and people. Applying Erikson's theory involves strengthening long-term memory pathways, promoting familiarity, and supporting emotional validation. In the case of Sara, this would involve life story work using photographs, recording conversation, music from younger years, old hobbies, smells associated with home, or favourite objects. Even in cases when she is not able to verbally express her memories, sensory-based reminiscence may bring up a feeling and reinforce her sense of self (Samsanovich, 2021). 
Strengths and limitations of Using Erikson's Theory for Sara
    One of the major strengths of Erikson's theory is the emphasis on identity, meaning, and emotional continuity. It promotes staff to work with Sara as a whole person with a life history rather than entirely focusing on the diagnosis of dementia. The theory furthers person-centred care through underlining how emotional needs and memories influence well-being. It also links well with interventions such as reminiscence therapy that are often very successful for people experiencing dementia because long-term memories can remain intact.
This is because the leading limitation is that dementia impairs the cognitive functions of a person which are responsible for one's reflective life review. Sara will not fully comprehend and describe her past; thus, applying Erikson's last stage in the traditional way will be difficult. This theory also does not explain certain specific behavioural symptoms of agitation, repeated questioning, and resistance during personal care. Erikson's stages also do not take into account the cultural differences in ageing and expressions of identity. Therefore, a more comprehensive approach has to be attained by integrating Erikson's theory with behaviour-focused approaches (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc213403805]Behaviourist Conditioning and Social Learning Theories
    Behavioural theories centre around observable behaviours and the environmental stimuli that affect them. Classical conditioning is a process where behaviour is learned through association. If Sara previously experienced rushed bathing she may associate bathing with fear. Once these associative learnings are recognised, social workers and care staff can alter the environment to ensure that experiences are positive and calming and gradually replace fear responses with comfort and trust.
Operant conditioning is learning through reinforcement and punishment. In practice, positive reinforcement may include praise, gentle touching, or pleasurable sensory experiences, helping to promote cooperation, activity engagement, or maintenance of a routine (Firmansyah and Saepuloh, 2022). 
Social learning theory, formulated by Albert Bandura, extends behaviourism to acknowledge that people learn a great deal by observing and imitating others. While dementia impairs memory and cognition, most residents remain influenced by modelling and social cues. If staff can speak gently, Sara is more likely to mirror these behaviours. Staff consistency is therefore crucial.
Strengths and Limitations of Using Behaviourist and Social Learning Theories for Sara
   These theories present immediate, clear, and practical strategies suitable for dementia care. They provide insight into why Sara becomes distressed in certain situations and methods of reducing fear through predictable routines. They also support the view that behaviour is a form of communication and not deliberate resistance. Social Learning Theory reinforces the importance of staff modelling calm and compassionate behaviour, helping Sara feel safe.
The limitation is that behaviourist approaches address what can be observed rather than the emotional or identity-based needs that Erikson would suggest. Alone, care could become overly task-focused rather than person-centred (Chahrak, 2024). Reinforcement must be meaningful-strategies effective for one individual may not work for Sara unless adapted to her preferences. Finally, inconsistent staff responses weaken conditioning, and routines consequently become unpredictable and confusing for Sara.
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    The social workers are advocates, facilitators, and coordinators of holistic care. Their practice draws on psychological theories to interpret Sara’s behaviour and support emotional well-being.
By applying Erikson's Psychosocial Theory, social workers can evaluate the emotional needs of Sara through life story assessments and determine at which point in her life she is experiencing despair or a loss of identity. Such interventions as reminiscence groups, memory boxes, or personalised care plans will help her reaffirm important aspects of herself and her sense of purpose. Social workers may also liaise with families to help maintain relational continuity and inform relatives how dementia impacts personality and memory (Abbasi et al., 2025). Facilitating the participation of and the validation from the family allows social workers to promote a sense of belonging and emotional security for Sara. 
From the Behaviourist and Social Learning perspectives, social workers also regard challenging behaviour as a form of communicating unmet needs rather than aggression or resistance. For example, agitation may reflect pain, fear, or frustration rather than deliberate non-compliance to Sara. Social workers analyse environmental triggers and patterns to help her create behaviour support plans based on positive reinforcement and modelling. This would include a calm environment, reinforcement of cooperative behaviour, and staff training on positive body language and tone of voice (Leeder, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc213403807]Challenges in Applying Theories and Strategies for Management
     While these theories are valuable in guiding practice, it has to be considered that their application in care is subject to some limitations. The progressive aspect of dementia may well limit communication and insight of Sara, therefore, it is not always possible to involve her in reflective activities like reminiscence therapy. Social workers may have time constraints, large caseloads, or limited training among the care staff, which could restrict the implementation of theory-based interventions. The main challenge in applying Erikson's theory relates to the adaptation of ego integrity when she is no longer able to articulate life experiences (Kumar, 2023).
What is important from both behaviourist and social learning approaches is consistency from care staff. If reinforcement is inconsistent or if different staff respond differently to certain behaviours, then she becomes confused and any progress is lost. The social worker will be able to manage this through team training, standardised behavioural plans, and reflective supervision sessions that align all staff within the same positive behavioural framework. It also demands the retention of empathy and patience in situations where her behaviour has become aggressive or repetitive. Social workers must balance professional boundaries with compassion through reflective practice and peer support if they are not to burn out (Rumjaun and Narod, 2025). 
Cultural Competence
    Although Sara is British, she still needs the presence of cultural competence because culture involves personal values, communication preference, and life experiences. Staff members should respect her preferred communication style, avoid rush, use conversational language, and incorporate objects, music, or routines that are meaningful to her background. Cultural competence aids in preserving Sara's identity; thus, it increases the effectiveness of both theoretical approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc213403808]Conclusion 
[bookmark: _Toc213403809]    Psychological theories underpin and inform the work needed to support the individual older adult with dementia within a care setting. Erikson's Psychosocial Theory sheds light on both the emotional and existential aspects of aging, enabling social workers to promote integrity, dignity, and a sense of self in Sara even in the presence of cognitive decline. Behaviourist Conditioning and Social Learning Theories provide practical means to Sara through which behaviour can be explained and moulded via empathy, consistency, and positive reinforcement (Wals, 2023). By combining reflective understanding with evidence-based behavioural approaches, social workers can create supportive, respectful, and therapeutic environments that augment the quality of life of Sara living with dementia. Integration of theory and practice ensures care that is effective and deeply humane, steeped in psychology, ethics, and compassion.
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