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1. Introduction
As people get older, emotional wellbeing becomes a big part of their overall health. Many older adults, especially those aged 65 and above who live in dementia care homes, often deal with memory loss, confusion, anxiety, or low mood. These problems can affect how they feel about themselves and how they relate to others. Because of this, care staff have an important role in giving both emotional and psychological support (Aggarwal et al., 2022).
Psychological theories help carers understand how people grow and respond to life changes. This report looks at two key theories: Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. Both focus on how emotions and relationships develop through life. The discussion will show how these ideas can be used to help older adults living with dementia, how they shape good care practice, and what challenges staff might face when applying them (Pittman et al., 2011).
Many older people in care homes face emotional struggles linked to loneliness, loss, and fear of dependency. Some may be hesitant to accept support, while others rely heavily on familiar faces for comfort. Understanding the emotional stages that people go through allows carers to respond with greater sensitivity. This approach supports mental wellbeing and helps establish trust and positive daily routines within the care setting (Reynolds et al., 2022).
2. Overview of the Theories
2.1 Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erikson believed that people pass through eight stages of life, each one linked to a key emotional challenge. The last stage, known as Integrity versus Despair, happens in later adulthood.
During this stage, people think about their past and what they have achieved. If they feel content and proud, they find peace and acceptance. But if they have regrets or feel they missed out, they may fall into despair. This can cause sadness or a feeling of failure (Chen et al., 2021).
For those living with dementia, this stage is often more complicated. Forgetting past experiences or losing independence can lead to frustration and distress. According to Erikson, carers can help older adults by reminding them that their life still has value and meaning. Gentle support from staff and family helps them keep their dignity and a sense of self (Perry et al., 2015).
Erikson’s theory also encourages carers to see each resident as a complete person rather than focusing only on their illness. Small gestures such as paying attention, speaking respectfully, and asking about meaningful life experiences can strengthen a person’s sense of who they are. Even if memories are unclear, emotional recognition often remains, which allows carers to offer reassurance and comfort in a very personal way.
2.2 Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Bowlby’s theory explains how emotional bonds shape people throughout life. He believed that secure attachments formed early help a person feel safe and confident, while weaker attachments can create insecurity or fear.
Attachments continue to matter as people age. In care homes, many residents experience loneliness or feel disconnected when family visits are infrequent. Changes in familiar surroundings or routines may create stress or confusion, especially for those with dementia.
Bowlby identified four types of attachment — secure, avoidant, ambivalent, and disorganised. Older adults with secure attachments usually adapt more easily to care home life. Those with insecure attachments may find it harder to trust others. When carers understand these differences, they can respond with empathy and patience, helping residents feel safe and understood.
Supporting emotional bonds can involve keeping familiar items nearby, like photographs or personal objects, to provide comfort. When carers encourage these small connections, residents often feel calmer and more confident, helping them engage more positively with daily activities (Dagan et al., 2021).
3. Application in Health and Social Care
3.1 Using Erikson’s Theory
Erikson’s ideas can guide carers to support older people emotionally. One useful approach is life review, where residents share memories, photos, or personal stories. Talking about meaningful experiences can bring back a sense of purpose and belonging.
For instance, a carer might look at old pictures with a resident and talk about family events or hobbies. Even short chats can lift mood and strengthen trust between carer and resident.
Person-centred care also connects with Erikson’s theory. Allowing residents to make small daily choices, such as when to rest or what to eat, helps them keep their independence. When carers notice signs of despair, like sadness or withdrawal, they can respond with reassurance, patience, and kindness to improve emotional wellbeing.
Care homes can build on this approach by creating group activities that encourage sharing of memories or favourite songs from earlier years. These activities allow residents to connect with one another and feel less isolated. Keeping a record of each resident’s preferences and background can also help staff personalise care, making each individual feel valued and recognised.
3.2 Using Bowlby’s Theory
Bowlby’s ideas are helpful in dementia care because they focus on emotional safety and trust. Having regular carers helps residents feel secure, especially when they recognise familiar faces. Consistency in care creates comfort and stability.
For example, if a resident sees the same carer most days, they may feel more relaxed and cooperative. This relationship reflects Bowlby’s idea of a “secure base” — feeling safe enough to connect with others.
The theory also helps carers understand behaviours such as anger, crying, or withdrawal. These may not mean resistance but rather fear or confusion. When carers stay calm, use gentle voices, and offer reassurance, residents often settle more easily.
Family contact also supports emotional wellbeing. Visits, calls, or memory boxes with photos can help residents stay connected with loved ones. Carers can support these activities to reduce isolation and promote comfort.
4. Challenges and Ways to Manage Them
Even though these theories are helpful, there are practical difficulties when putting them into daily care.
4.1 Staffing and Time
Many care homes have limited staff, which means less time for personal conversations or activities.  Even brief interactions, such as a short chat during meals or helping with a hobby, can provide reassurance and make residents feel noticed.
4.2 Lack of Training
Some carers may not know much about psychological theories. This can make care feel more task-focused. Simple and regular training sessions can help staff understand how to recognise distress or emotional needs and respond more effectively.
4.3 Communication Difficulties
Dementia can make speaking and understanding difficult. Carers can use smiles, touch, and eye contact to communicate empathy. This type of connection supports Bowlby’s idea that emotions can be shared even without words (Banovic et al., 2018).
4.4 Emotional Pressure
Caring for and supporting people with dementia can be emotionally demanding. Caretakers may sometimes feel tired or overwhelmed. Providing consistent mentoring, and encouraging regular self-review empowers individuals to manage and deal with pressure and remain engaged in their roles. 
Creating spaces where staff can discuss difficulties or share successes encourages resilience. Recognising effort and allowing reflection helps carers maintain energy and remain effective in emotionally challenging situations (Lin et al., 2023).
4.5 Ethical Responsibilities
Respect and trust are key in both theories. Carers must always protect residents’ dignity, privacy, and choices. Even when someone cannot make all decisions, it is important to include them as much as possible. Regular discussions among staff can help ensure that care remains respectful and balanced (Jemal et al., 2023).
5. Conclusion
Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories both give valuable insight into how to support older adults with dementia. Erikson’s work helps carers focus on dignity, purpose, and reflection, while Bowlby’s theory highlights the need for emotional security and trust.
Although challenges such as limited time and communication barriers exist, understanding these theories helps carers offer more thoughtful and compassionate support. By applying these ideas every day, professionals can help improve emotional wellbeing and bring more comfort and quality of life to older adults in care homes.
In the long term, combining knowledge of emotional development with practical care creates a culture of respect and empathy. When carers respond with understanding and patience, residents experience greater comfort, confidence, and connection, supporting their overall wellbeing and enhancing the quality of care provided.
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