
Psychological Theories to Support Older Adults in a Dementia Care Home

Introduction
This report is written for health and social care professionals who work with older adults aged 65 and over. Its purpose is to show how psychological theories can help staff support individuals who are experiencing a psychological health condition. The focus of this report is a dementia care home setting, where many residents live with memory loss, confusion, and emotional changes that affect their ability to communicate, make decisions, and manage daily activities. Dementia affects each person differently, but common features include difficulty remembering events, recognising familiar people, or understanding what is happening around them. These challenges often lead to distress, fear, or frustration. Because dementia impacts both the body and mind, staff must understand not only physical care but also the psychological needs of each resident. Psychological theories provide useful guidance that helps staff understand how older adults think and feel, and how their past experiences may shape their behaviour. This report explores two key theories: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. These theories are explained clearly, applied to a dementia care context, and discussed in relation to challenges and strategies for professional practice.

Context: Dementia Care Home Setting
A dementia care home is a residential environment where older adults receive full-time care and support because they can no longer safely live alone. Many residents struggle with memory loss, disorientation, and confusion, which can make everyday tasks difficult. Staff support residents with personal care such as washing, dressing, eating, mobility, and medication. They also provide emotional support because dementia often affects a person’s mood and self-esteem. Older adults with dementia may feel frightened if they cannot recognise their surroundings or remember key parts of their life. They may also experience moments of clarity followed by confusion, which can be upsetting.

In this environment, communication becomes very important. Residents may struggle to express their feelings, needs, or discomfort. This can lead to behaviours such as shouting, walking around aimlessly, or resisting care. These behaviours are not deliberate; they are often signs of anxiety or the person trying to communicate something they cannot say. Staff must therefore respond with patience, empathy, and understanding. Psychological theories help staff interpret these behaviours and understand the emotional experiences behind them. An informed approach can help create a calm, supportive environment that reduces distress and promotes wellbeing.

Overview of Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erikson’s theory explains how people develop emotionally through eight stages across their life. The final stage, Integrity vs Despair, begins at around age 65. In this stage, older adults reflect on their life, considering whether they feel proud of their achievements or regretful about missed opportunities. If they feel satisfied, they experience integrity, which brings a sense of peace and acceptance. If they feel guilt, regret, or disappointment, they may experience despair.

For older adults with dementia, reflecting on life can be more complicated because memory loss affects their ability to recall meaningful events. They may become confused about their past or unsure about their identity. This can lead to emotional distress, frustration, or sadness. Even if a resident cannot express these feelings clearly, staff can still support them by helping them feel valued, respected, and understood. Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of dignity and emotional care, reminding staff that older adults need reassurance that their life has meaning.

Overview of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Maslow’s theory describes human needs in a pyramid structure. At the bottom are basic needs such as food, water, sleep, warmth, and health. Once these are met, people need to feel safe and protected. Higher levels include love and belonging, such as friendships and family connections. After this come esteem needs, which involve confidence, respect, and independence. At the top is self-actualisation, which is about achieving personal goals and feeling fulfilled.

In a dementia care home, residents often rely on staff to help meet their needs because dementia can affect their ability to organise daily tasks or communicate what they need. Maslow’s theory helps staff recognise that emotional needs are just as important as physical ones. Even if a resident has memory loss, they still need to feel loved, respected, and safe. Meeting these needs can improve their wellbeing and reduce distress.

Application of Erikson’s Theory in Dementia Care
Erikson’s theory can be applied in daily practice to support older adults emotionally. Life story work is one effective approach. Staff can talk to residents about their past, using photographs, memory books, or familiar objects to help them reconnect with meaningful moments. Even if residents cannot remember everything, the emotional experience of reminiscing can be comforting. Reminiscence therapy, which uses music, scents, or objects from the resident’s earlier life, can also trigger positive emotions and help individuals feel more connected to their identity.

Communication is also important. Staff should use gentle, calm language and avoid correcting residents harshly if they become confused. For example, if a resident believes they need to pick up their child from school, staff can respond with reassurance rather than telling them they are wrong. This approach protects the resident’s emotional wellbeing and helps them feel understood. Small acts of respect, such as addressing residents by their preferred name or giving them choices, help support their sense of dignity.

Application of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in Dementia Care
Maslow’s theory can also guide practice in a dementia care home. Staff meet physical needs by helping residents eat balanced meals, drink enough fluids, and stay warm and comfortable. Ensuring residents feel safe is equally important. This can include keeping the environment calm, using clear signs to help with orientation, and maintaining predictable routines so residents know what to expect.

Emotional and social needs can be met by encouraging family visits, offering group activities, and providing one-to-one conversations. Helping residents feel included and valued reduces loneliness. Giving residents simple choices, such as selecting their clothes or choosing between two activities, supports their esteem needs by promoting independence. Even residents with advanced dementia can enjoy meaningful experiences such as listening to music, participating in gentle exercise, or taking part in sensory activities. These experiences can contribute to a sense of purpose and fulfilment.

Challenges for Professionals Working With Dementia
Although caring for older adults with dementia can be rewarding, it also brings several challenges. Communication difficulties are common because residents may struggle to express their needs or understand what staff are saying. This can lead to frustration for both the resident and the care worker. Another challenge is managing behaviour that appears challenging, such as shouting, wandering, or refusing care. These behaviours often come from confusion or fear, not from intentional disobedience.

Time pressures can also be challenging. Care homes can be busy environments, and staff may feel rushed when trying to support multiple residents with different needs. Emotional stress is another concern. Watching a resident become distressed or witnessing their condition deteriorate can be upsetting. Staff may also face pressure from families who are worried about their loved one and may not always agree with care decisions. All these factors can contribute to stress and burnout.

Strategies to Manage These Challenges
There are several strategies that can help staff manage these challenges effectively. Person-centred care is essential. This approach focuses on understanding each resident as an individual, including their preferences, history, and personality. When staff know the resident well, they can respond more effectively to their needs and reduce distress.

Training is another important strategy. Regular training in dementia care helps staff understand the condition and improve their communication skills. Teamwork is also crucial. When staff communicate well with each other, share information, and support one another, the quality of care improves. Working closely with families helps build trust and ensures that everyone involved understands the resident’s preferences and needs.

Supporting staff wellbeing is also vital. Caring for individuals with dementia can be emotionally tiring, so staff need regular breaks, opportunities to talk about their feelings, and reassurance from supervisors. A supportive workplace helps staff stay motivated and provide better care. Creating a calm and safe environment with familiar objects, soothing colours, and clear signs can help residents feel more relaxed and reduce confusion.

Conclusion
In conclusion, psychological theories play an important role in understanding and supporting older adults with dementia. Erikson’s theory highlights the emotional needs of older adults as they reflect on their life, while Maslow’s hierarchy explains the different levels of needs that must be met for individuals to feel safe, valued, and fulfilled. When health and social care professionals apply these theories in practice, they can provide care that is more compassionate, respectful, and effective. Although there are challenges in dementia care, using person-centred approaches, strong communication, teamwork, and continuous training can help staff manage these difficulties. Overall, applying psychological theories can greatly improve the quality of life for older adults in a dementia care home and support them with dignity, comfort, and understanding.





