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Applying Psychological Theories to Support Older Adults with Dementia in a Care Home Setting

[bookmark: _Toc1772412854]Introduction
Psychological health conditions are really common among adults aged 65 and over mainly for those living with dementia. Dementia is a progressive condition that affects memory, cognition, emotional regulation, and behaviour, often leading to distress, anxiety, and a reduced quality of life. According to the Alzheimer's Society (2023), approximately 850,000 people in the UK are living with dementia, with a significant proportion residing in care homes. Research suggests that up to 90% of care home residents with dementia experience behavioural and psychological symptoms (Banerjee et al., 2009).
Older adults living in dementia care homes are vulnerable due to changes in environment, loss of their independence, and separation from their families or partners. As a result, health and social care professionals must have a strong understanding of psychological theories to provide effective, compassionate, and person-centred care services.
Psychological theories help professionals to understand how individuals think, feel, behave and how their past experiences influence their current emotions and cognitive needs. This report focuses on older adults living in a dementia care home and explores how two psychological theories in this case Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory can be used to support their psychological wellbeing. The report provides an overview of each theory it explains their relevance to adults aged 65 and over, and evaluates how they can be applied in a health and social care context. The challenges that professionals face when applying these theories are also included in the discussion, as well as the strategies to manage these challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc2081464514]First Theory: Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory
Jean Piaget developed the Cognitive Development Theory to explain how people develop their knowledge and understanding through interaction with the world around them. Piaget suggested that cognitive development happens in stages, beginning with basic sensory understanding and gradually progressing to more complex forms of thinking (Piaget, 1952). These stages include the sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), preoperational stage (2-7 years), concrete operational stage (7-11 years), and formal operational stage (11+ years). Each stage represents increasingly sophisticated cognitive abilities, from simple sensory exploration to abstract reasoning and problem-solving.
Although Piaget's theory is usually linked to childhood development, it can still be useful when considering older adults with dementia. Dementia causes negative effects in cognitive abilities, meaning that individuals may lose skills such as thinking, reasoning, and problem solving. Research by Reisberg et al. (1999) suggests that as dementia progresses, cognitive abilities may regress in the reverse order to how they originally developed, a process known as retro genesis. As the condition progresses, some older adults may rely more on concrete thinking and sensory experiences, which is similar to earlier stages of cognitive development described by Piaget.

 Applying this theory to a dementia care home.
In a dementia care home, this decline can be seen when residents struggle to understand explanations, forget information quickly, or become confused about time and place. For example a resident may repeatedly ask when they are going home or become distressed when they do not understand what is happening. Piaget’s theory helps professionals understand that these behaviours are linked to cognitive changes rather than intentional behaviour.
Applying Piaget’s theory in practice means adapting communication to suit the individuals level of understanding. Staff may have to use simple language, short sentences, and visual examples to help residents understand better their surroundings (Brooker and Latham, 2016) For example, instead of explaining future plans in detail staff might use familiar routines or gently guide residents to activities. This approach can help reduce their anxiety and frustration.
Piaget’s theory also supports the use of practical and sensory based activities within dementia care homes. Activities such as listening to familiar music, handling personal objects, or taking part in simple routines can help residents take part into activities without overwhelming them. These activities also supports emotional wellbeing as residents are more likely to feel comfortable and successful.

However, a limitation of Piaget’s theory is that it focuses mainly on cognitive development and does not fully explain emotional or social behaviour. Not all behaviour related to dementia can be understood through cognition , emotional needs often play an equal important role. For this reason, Piaget’s theory should be used alongside other psychological theories.
[bookmark: _Toc2112467869]Challenges for professionals:
A challenge for professionals is ensuring that communication is consistently adapted, particularly in busy care settings. Without training staff may accidentally use language that is too complex. This can be managed through regular dementia training, good and clear care plans, and teamwork to ensure consistent approaches. Overall, Piaget’s theory provides a helpful framework for understanding cognitive decline and supporting residents in a respectful and appropriate way

[bookmark: _Toc176688611]Second Theory: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 

John Bowlby developed Attachment Theory, which focuses on the importance of emotional bonds and relationships. Bowlby suggested that secure attachments help individuals feel safe and emotionally supported, while insecure attachments can then lead to anxiety and distress (Bowlby, 1969). Although the theory was originally made to explain childhood relationships, attachment needs remain important throughout life.
The older adults with dementia are often vulnerable and may experience increased emotional dependency. Moving into a care home can be unsettling, as residents can feel unfamiliar with their surroundings and separated from their family and friends. Attachment theory helps us explain why some residents might become distressed or lonely when staff leave them or because of forming strong attachments or feelings to certain carers that they might feel safe and comfortable with.
In a dementia care home attachment informed care focuses on providing emotional security. Consistency with patients is especially important, as familiar staff and routines can help residents feel safer. For example, a resident that becomes anxious when left alone may be expressing or showing signs of  an attachment need rather than showing challenging behaviour towards staff. Responding calmly and offering reassurance can help reduce patients distress.
The attachment theory can also help professionals understand co occurring mental health problems or concerns, such as anxiety or depression, which are common in the older adults with dementia. Feelings of loss, abandonment, or fear can contribute to low mood or depression and wanting to go back home. Research by Magai and Cohen (1998) found that attachment patterns significantly influence how older adults cope with stress and adapt to care environments. By recognising these emotional needs, professionals can provide more compassionate and supportive care towards service users.
One strength of Bowlby’s theory is that it relates closely with person-centred care, which is central to dementia support (Kitwood, 1997). It encourages professionals to see behaviour as something meaningful rather than as a problem or issue. However, applying attachment theory in practice can be challenging due to the staff shortages, shift patterns, and limited time for one-to-one interaction leading to negative impaacts.
[bookmark: _Toc995002720]Challenges for professionals:
These challenges can mainly be managed by using key worker systems, where residents are supported by a small group of familiar staff that they mainly feel comfortable and safe with. Detailed care plans can also help by making sure that emotional needs are recognised and met at all times. Additional strategies include conducting life story work to understand each resident's attachment history, allowing regular family contact through video calls or visits to maintain important attachment bonds, and creating 'memory boxes' with personal items that provide comfort and security (Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2020).
Overall, Bowlby's theory provides a valuable way of understanding emotional behaviour and supporting psychological wellbeing in dementia care homes.

[bookmark: _Toc11216942]Conclusion:
In conclusion psychological theories are highly relevant when supporting older adults living with dementia in care home settings. Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory helps the professionals understand how cognitive decline has an effect on their communication and behaviour, allowing the care given to be adapted to the individual’s level of understanding. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory highlights the importance of emotional security, relationships, and consistency in reducing distress and anxiety.
While neither theory fully explains all aspects of dementia on its own, using them together provides a more balanced understanding of both cognitive and emotional needs. Both theories provide valuable frameworks for understanding co occurring mental health concerns such as anxiety and depression, which significantly impact quality of life for people with dementia.
 Despite challenges such as staff shortages and time pressures some strategies including training, consistent routines, and a person centred care planning can support an effective application. Overall, psychological theories offer a great guidance to be able to achieve an improved quality of care and supporting the psychological wellbeing of the older adults with dementia.
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