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Understanding Late Adulthood: Applying Erikson’s and Piaget’s Theories in Dementia Care
1. [bookmark: _Toc213956667]Introduction
Learning the psychological theories that explain behaviour and mental processes is critical to giving effective assistance to older adults with dementia. Professionals need to know that in dementia care, emotional distress is dependent on cognitive degradation and vice versa, and that both mental and social development should be known holistically. This report targets residents in a dementia care home and discusses how two important psychological theories, such as Erikson's Psychosocial Theory and Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory, can inform professional practice (Javed and Kakul, 2023). Erikson's theory provides an understanding of the emotional and social issues of late adulthood, especially the stage of integrity versus despair, whereas Piaget's theory can be used to interpret memory, reasoning, and adaptation changes with the decline in cognitive abilities. This report will analyse and apply these theories to enhance the emotional well-being, identity, and cognitive functioning in older adults with dementia. It will involve theoretical backgrounds, applications, critical analysis, and final thoughts.
[bookmark: _Toc213956668]2. Overview of Psychological Theories
      2.1. Erikson's Theory of Cognitive Development
The psychosocial theory by Erik Erikson offers a lifespan approach to the study of human development, focusing on how unique social and emotional issues challenge people in every stage of life. Overall, Erikson distinguished eight stages during which a focal conflict occurs to mediate personality development and well-being (Cherry, 2024). The final stage, which occurs in late adulthood, is called Integrity versus Despair and is about reflection, acceptance, and recapping life (Herdiansyah et al., 2024). At this age, elderly people question their achievements, interactions, and societal contributions. Reflection in contentment and meaning can help individuals achieve ego integrity, a sense of completeness, and tranquillity. Quite on the contrary, rumination over regrets or losses, or perceived failures, may lead to despair, which can be referred to as bitterness, guilt, or hopelessness. This psychosocial stage is especially complicated in adults with dementia (Psychology Town, 2024). A loss of memory and confusion may interfere with life reflection and continuity of identity, complicating the goal of integrity. People experience anxiety or disorientation when they forget important moments in their lives or cannot identify familiar faces. Thus, the theory of Erikson is very applicable to dementia care since it emphasises the necessity to support emotional stability and assist residents in preserving self-identity. Reminiscence therapy and life story work are therapeutic methods that help anyone to re-access personal memories, enhancing the sense of identity and fostering acceptance despite the impairment of cognition (Suzuki et al., 2024).
2.2. Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development
The cognitive development theory by Jean Piaget is concerned with how individuals form knowledge and understanding by engaging with their surroundings. Even though the original stages of development outlined by Piaget, sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal, were primarily applied to younger development, his concept of adaptation can be applied throughout the lifespan (Ajayi, 2024). During old age, cognitive functioning can change as people learn to cope with new challenges like loss of memory or lack of reasoning ability. Others refer to it as post-formal thought, where the elderly use experience and practical wisdom to address daily problems. These adaptive processes are usually disrupted in dementia. The loss of short-term memory, reasoning, and problem-solving is indicative of disturbances in schemas, the mental constructs that constitute experience interpretation (Woods et al., 2023). Dementia leads to impairments in assimilation (the ability to incorporate new information into current knowledge) and accommodation (the fact that the schemas must change based on the new circumstances). The knowledge of these processes can assist the care staff to customise the support plan, i.e., repetition, routines, and structured activities to facilitate recall and minimise confusion (McLeod, 2024). Therefore, the ideas developed by Piaget can be useful to comprehend cognitive decline and develop interventions that maintain engagement and learning in the dementia care environment.
[bookmark: _Toc213956669]3. Application to Dementia Care Context
3.1. Applying Erikson’s Theory
The psychosocial theory by Erikson offers a good model of how to help older adults with dementia have a healthy emotional life. The last step, which is Integrity versus Despair, emphasises the value of assisting people in meaning and continuation in their lives. In the context of dementia care residents, the concept of integrity includes identifying the successes they have had in life and having a stable identity, regardless of the memory deterioration they face. Ensuring integrity is one way to alleviate emotional distress and enhance the quality of life, as it allows a person to feel a sense of dignity and meaning (Gilleard, 2020). One of the methods that is based on the theory of Erikson is reminiscence therapy. This approach promotes the residents to remember and communicate through conversation, photographs, and recognisable music, enabling them to revisit their stories. Identity and acceptance of the present are also fostered by life story work, in which care professionals write down memories and other meaningful moments experienced by the residents. Family visits and storytelling contribute to strengthening emotional connections and confirming the life history of the resident, which validates the concept of ego integrity presented by Erikson (Engelbrecht et al., 2024).
Care staff may also support emotional well-being by providing validation therapy- recognising the emotions shared by the residents, but not correcting their confusion. This strategy can help to calm down agitation and mitigate despair by making people feel acknowledged and heard. Nevertheless, the theory of Erikson is not easy to apply in dementia care. Severe impairment or disorientation may result in life reflection problems and may lead to frustration or sadness (Campbell et al., 2024). Simplified communication, visual aids, and memory prompts, including photographs, songs, or objects in the past, can be used to handle these issues by professionals. Such methods enable people to retrieve emotional memories despite limited recall of facts, which works towards the aim of Erikson getting a sense of peace and purpose in later life (Chen et al., 2022).
3.2. Applying Piaget’s Theory
The cognitive development theory developed by Piaget can also be applied to dementia care, as it allows professionals to recognise and act upon cognitive decline trends. Dementia impairs important mental functions, including reasoning, memory, and attention, which are the main focus of Piaget's concept of cognitive adaptation. Confusion and frustration are quite common when people lose the capacity to absorb new information or adapt to new experiences. The acknowledgment of these challenges allows care employees to offer systematic care that keeps the cognitive processes and emotions intact (Tosolini et al., 2025). Alternative approaches based on the work of Piaget are practical tasks that interest a child, such as puzzles, music therapy, and sensory activities, which help to solve problems and support existing schemas. Memory pathways can be reinforced through repetition and routine so that residents learn anew and continue being independent in routine activities. The theory of scaffolding, inspired by Vygotsky and Piaget, applies, as well: caregivers provide instructions and minimize assistance and support as an individual shows knowledge (McLeod, 2024).
The responsiveness to such interventions could, however, be curtailed by the rapid cognitive decline that comes with advanced dementia. Emotional frustration or withdrawal may happen when residents are unable to accomplish tasks. To overcome this, the staff may employ the multi-sensory (e.g., touch, sound, and visuals) cues, step-by-step guidance, and positive reinforcement to establish confidence and motivation. Teamwork among nurses, occupational therapists, and family members helps to make sure that the activities are in line with the abilities and preferences of each resident. Using Piaget principles, concerned professionals can create conducive learning environments that keep the mind engaged and develop a sense of competency despite the deterioration of the brain (Zhang et al., 2025).


Table 1- Comparison of Erikson’s and Piaget’s Theories in Dementia Care
	Aspect
	Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
	Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory

	Focus
	Emotional and social development across the lifespan
	Cognitive development and mental processes

	Relevant Stage
	Stage 8: Integrity vs. Despair
	Cognitive adaptation and schema processes

	Application in Dementia Care
	Supports identity, meaning, and emotional well-being
	Supports memory, reasoning, and problem-solving

	Key Interventions
	Reminiscence therapy, life story work, validation
	Cognitive stimulation, repetition, guided learning

	Main Challenge
	Memory loss limits life reflection
	Cognitive decline reduces adaptability

	Professional Role
	Encourage emotional connection and acceptance
	Facilitate structured and engaging cognitive tasks



4. [bookmark: _Toc213956670]Critical Evaluation
Erikson and Piaget's theories help understand the psychological and cognitive problems of dementia in adults. The psychosocial theory by Erikson can be an effective model of emotional and social needs in late adulthood. It focuses on the Integrity versus Despair stage that supports holistic care that promotes self-acceptance, dignity, and emotional well-being (Cherry, 2024). The theory helps professionals to determine how feelings of regret, loss, or fulfilment impact mental health in old age. However, the slight flaw is that Erikson's stage model assumes progressive growth in the life stages. Dementia typically leads to regression to past emotional experiences, which cannot be explained by the theory (Javed and Kakul, 2023).
Alternatively, the Piagetian cognitive theory helps to understand the effects of dementia on thinking, memory, and reasoning better. It informs the systematic interventions such as cognitive stimulation therapy, repetition, and guided learning to ensure maintenance of independence and participation. However, the hierarchy of Piaget was designed to fit young children and adolescents; thus, it lacks adult cognitive plasticity and is not responsive to neurodegenerative problems. Erikson and Piaget are complementary in terms of emotional meaning and cognitive functioning, respectively. The synergies of the two theories enhance holistic and person-centred care, which addresses the emotional, social, and intellectual needs of adults with dementia (Woods et al., 2023).
5. [bookmark: _Toc213956671]Conclusion
By applying the theories of Erikson and Piaget in the interpretation of dementia, health and social care professionals can deliver evidence-based and compassionate care. The Erikson framework concepts help in emotional care, as they promote integrity, identity, and acceptance, compared to the Piaget theory, which promotes cognitive engagement through organised learning and accommodation. Integrating the two perspectives will support the overall, holistic care of dementia that acknowledges emotional health, upholds dignity, and allows additional cognitive and social activities in later years of life.
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