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Introduction
This report focuses on Angela, a 72-year-old Irish woman residing in a dementia care home. Angela previously enjoyed playing multiple musical instruments and still responds positively to music. Her diagnosis of dementia presents psychological and behavioural challenges that require sensitive, evidence-based intervention.
In this report I will apply Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to support Angela’s wellbeing. Both theories help identify underlying emotional, cognitive, and social needs, allowing us to design a more person-centred approach. Practical examples of interventions are provided, alongside an evaluation of the strengths and limitations of using these theories in dementia care.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory Applied to Angela
Erikson’s psychosocial theory proposes eight life stages, each associated with a central conflict influencing psychological development (Erikson, 1995). Angela, at 72 years old, falls within the final stage: Integrity vs Despair, a period in which older adults reflect on their lives, achievements, losses, and identity. Successful resolution leads to a sense of coherence and acceptance, while unresolved conflict may result in despair, regret, or fear of death (Hoare, 2002).
Dementia complicates this stage, as cognitive decline can disrupt memory, identity, and the ability to engage in reflective thinking (Woods & Clare, 2008). Nonetheless, many psychologists argue that people with dementia still experience aspects of psychosocial development and benefit from identity-affirming interactions (Kitwood, 1997).
Angela’s musical background forms a significant part of her identity. Even though dementia may impair her autobiographical memory, preserved procedural memory means she may still retain emotional or physical memory of music (Sacks, 2007). Encouraging Angela to engage with familiar music supports Erikson’s concept of ego integrity by reinforcing her sense of self and past accomplishments.
Practical example:
· Staff can create a personalised “music biography”, documenting the instruments Angela played, songs she enjoyed, and key memories associated with music.
· Playing familiar tunes during daily activities can stimulate reminiscence and emotional connection.

Erikson emphasised the importance of meaningful social interaction for achieving ego integrity. Dementia care homes often present risks of isolation, confusion, or withdrawal. Activities involving group music sessions or one-to-one singing can help Angela feel valued and socially engaged.

Practical example:
· Arrange small group music therapy sessions where Angela can tap rhythms or hum along with peers.
· Encourage staff to discuss her musical talents, reinforcing identity through positive affirmation.

Even in advanced dementia, individuals retain emotional awareness. Professionals must approach Angela with respect and involve her in decisions wherever possible. This aligns with Erikson’s notion that achieving integrity requires feeling a sense of dignity and control over one’s life.

Evaluation of Erikson’s Theory in Supporting Angela
Strengths
1. Holistic understanding of emotional needs:
Erikson’s theory emphasises identity, dignity, continuity, and emotional reflection, key issues for people with dementia (Woods & Clare, 2008).
2. Supports person-centred care:
By exploring Angela’s past roles and achievements, professionals can tailor interventions that validate her identity.
3. Useful for reminiscence-based interventions:
Research shows that music-related reminiscence improves mood and engagement in dementia care (Cuddy & Duffin, 2005).
Limitations
1. Cognitive decline may inhibit conscious life review:
Individuals with dementia may not be able to engage in reflective thinking in the way Erikson envisioned.
2. Cultural and individual variability:
Angela’s Irish heritage and personal history may influence how she perceives ageing, identity, and integrity.
3. Risk of oversimplification:
Focusing solely on the final stage may ignore earlier unresolved conflicts that continue to influence behaviour.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Applied to Angela
Maslow’s hierarchy (1943) proposes that individuals are motivated by a structured set of needs:
1. Physiological needs
2. Safety needs
3. Love and belongingness
4. Esteem needs
5. Self-actualisation
In later work, Maslow acknowledged that needs do not always follow a strict hierarchy and may fluctuate, especially in illness (Maslow, 1970). This flexibility is useful for understanding dementia, where needs can shift rapidly.
1. Physiological Needs
These include food, hydration, sleep, and comfort. Dementia can cause Angela to forget to eat, misinterpret hunger signals, or resist personal care.
Practical support:
· Offering meals alongside calming music may reduce anxiety and improve appetite.
· Using music during dressing or bathing can help regulate mood and reduce distress.
2. Safety and Security Needs
Individuals with dementia often experience confusion, disorientation, and anxiety related to unfamiliar environments.
Practical support:
· Consistent routines supported by familiar music cues can enhance Angela’s sense of predictability.
· Keeping the environment uncluttered and using clear signage helps reduce risk and confusion.
3. Love and Belongingness
Social isolation is common in care homes. Angela’s engagement with music offers an avenue for building relationships.
Practical support:
· Staff can join in musical activities to build rapport.
· Family visits can incorporate shared musical experiences, strengthening emotional bonds.
4. Esteem Needs
People with dementia may lose confidence as they struggle with tasks previously mastered. Supporting Angela’s sense of accomplishment is essential.
Practical support:
· Staff can praise Angela when she participates in music sessions.
· Displaying photographs of Angela playing instruments earlier in life may promote positive recognition.
5. Self-Actualisation
Although dementia alters cognitive functioning, elements of creativity and fulfilment remain possible.
Practical support:
· Encouraging Angela to experiment with percussion instruments or singing offers a meaningful creative outlet.
· Involving her in group performances (informal and low-pressure) may give her a sense of purpose.
Evaluation of Maslow’s Theory in Supporting Angela
Strengths
1. Provides a holistic, structured framework:
Helps professionals consider multiple layers of Angela’s wellbeing, from physical comfort to emotional fulfilment (McLeod, 2020).
2. Supports personalised interventions:
Highlighting Angela’s musical interests aligns with higher-level needs such as esteem and self-actualisation.
3. Compatible with dementia-friendly care practices:
Meeting basic needs like safety, routine, and belonging reduces distress and behavioural symptoms.
Limitations
1. Hierarchy may not reflect dementia-related fluctuations:
Needs may shift unpredictably, challenging the linear nature of the model.
2. Risk of subjective interpretation:
Professionals may assume what needs are unmet without adequate assessment.
3. Higher-level needs may be harder to access:
Cognitive impairments may limit Angela’s ability to engage in self-actualising activities at times.

Challenges for Professionals and Strategies to Manage Them
1. Communication Barriers
Dementia can limit Angela’s ability to express needs, emotions, or discomfort, making the application of theories based on self-reflection more difficult.
Strategies:
· Use non-verbal communication, including music, facial expressions, and body language.
· Observe behavioural cues such as agitation or withdrawal.
· Implement speech and language informed communication techniques (e.g., simplified language, one-step instructions).
2. Time and Resource Constraints
Care homes often face staffing shortages and limited time for personalised activities such as music therapy or reminiscence.
Strategies:
· Integrate music into daily routines rather than relying on separate sessions.
· Use pre-recorded playlists tailored to Angela’s preferences.
· Train all staff, not just activity coordinators, in person-centred approaches.
3. Varied staff skills and theoretical understanding
Not all staff may feel confident applying psychological theory in everyday practice.
Strategies:
· Provide regular training on Erikson’s and Maslow’s theories and their relevance to dementia care.
· Encourage reflective practice sessions to discuss how theory informs care decisions.
· Develop care plans that explicitly link interventions to theoretical frameworks.




4. Behavioural and Psychological Symptoms of Dementia (BPSD)
Agitation, wandering, or mood changes can complicate attempts to meet Angela’s needs.
Strategies:
· Use music as a de-escalation tool when Angela appears distressed.
· Assess whether unmet basic needs (e.g. discomfort, hunger, loneliness) trigger behaviour.
· Work collaboratively with multidisciplinary teams, including psychologists and occupational therapists.
5. Cultural Sensitivity
As an Irish woman, Angela’s cultural background may shape her preferences, communication style, and response to care.
Strategies:
· Incorporate Irish folk music or songs from Angela’s youth.
· Use culturally meaningful symbols or stories during reminiscence activities.
· Engage family members to help build a culturally informed care plan.

Conclusion
Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provide valuable frameworks for supporting older adults with dementia. Applying these theories to Angela’s case highlights the importance of identity, autonomy, emotional connection, and holistic care. Angela’s strong connection to music can be used strategically to meet her psychological needs, enhance wellbeing, reduce distress, and maintain her sense of identity.
Although challenges exist, such as communication barriers, resource limitations, and cognitive decline, professionals can implement practical strategies to ensure that care remains person-centred, respectful, and theoretically informed. Integrating psychological theory into daily practice helps ensure that individuals like Angela receive compassionate, effective, and dignified support in later life.
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