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In this introduction, | will explore two prominent psychological theories: Skinner’s operant
conditioning and Piaget’s cognitive development theory. Both theories offer valuable insights
into human behaviour and cognition, traditionally applied to children but increasingly relevant
to adults, particularly those aged 65 and over. This discussion will focus on how these
theories can be applied to understand cognitive and behavioural changes in older adults.
Specifically, | will examine research involving adults living in care homes with dementia,
highlighting how operant conditioning principles can influence behavior management and
how Piaget’s stages of cognitive development relate to cognitive decline and learning
capacity in later life. The research | have reviewed includes studies published in reputable
journals and key concepts from Michael Eysenck’s book, *Cognitive Psychology* (2012),
which provides a comprehensive foundation for understanding cognitive processes across
the lifespan. By integrating theoretical perspectives with empirical findings, this discussion
aims to shed light on practical applications of these theories in enhancing care and support

for older adults with dementia.

Skinner’s operant conditioning theory, developed by B.F. Skinner, is a fundamental concept in
behavioral psychology that explains how behavior is influenced by consequences. The
theory posits that behaviors followed by positive reinforcement are more likely to be
repeated, while those followed by punishment are less likely to occur. Key concepts include
reinforcement (both positive and negative), punishment, and schedules of reinforcement,
which describe how and when consequences are delivered to shape behavior (Erber,
2018).When applying Skinner’s theory to adults aged 65 and over, especially those living in
care homes, it becomes a useful framework for understanding and managing behaviors. For
example, in adults with dementia, operant conditioning can help caregivers encourage
desired behaviors, such as participation in daily activities, by providing positive reinforcement
like praise or rewards. Conversely, undesirable behaviors can be reduced by carefully using
consequences that discourage them without causing distress.Unlike Piaget’s theory,
Skinner’s approach does not focus on stages of development but rather on the continuous
process of learning through interaction with the environment. This makes it particularly
relevant for older adults, whose cognitive abilities may change but who can still learn new
behaviors or modify existing ones based on reinforcement patterns. Erber (2018) highlights

that operant conditioning remains applicable throughout the lifespan, emphasizing that



learning and behavior modification are ongoing processes. This theory’s practical application

in care settings supports improved quality of life and behaviour management for older adults.

Jean Piaget developed the cognitive development theory, which explains how people
acquire, construct, and use knowledge throughout their lives. Although originally focused on
children, Piaget’s theory also provides valuable insights into cognitive changes in adults aged
65 and over. The theory outlines four key stages: sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete
operational, and formal operational. Adults generally operate within the formal operational
stage, characterized by abstract thinking and problem-solving abilities. However, aging and
conditions like dementia can affect these cognitive functions, leading to changes in how
older adults process information and reason (Harada, Natelson Love & Triebel, 2013).Piaget
emphasized processes such as assimilation, accommodation, and equilibration, which
describe how individuals adapt their cognitive schemas to new information. In older adults,
especially those in care homes with dementia, these processes may decline, affecting
learning and memory (DelLuca et al., 2015). Research shows that cognitive decline in aging
can result in reduced ability to perform tasks requiring abstract reasoning, which aligns with
Piaget’s framework of cognitive development regression or stagnation in later life stages
(Harada et al., 2013).Studies focusing on adults with dementia highlight the importance of
tailored cognitive interventions that consider Piagetian principles to support remaining
cognitive abilities and improve quality of life (DelLuca et al., 2015). By applying Piaget’s
theory, caregivers can better understand the cognitive limitations and potentials of older

adults, aiding in the design of effective care strategies.

Both Skinner’s operant conditioning theory and Piaget’s cognitive development theory relate
closely to adult development, particularly in understanding psychological changes and
challenges faced by adults aged 65 and over. Skinner’s theory, focusing on reinforcement
and behavior modification, helps explain how older adults, including those with dementia in
care homes, respond to positive and negative stimuli. For example, a resident with dementia
may learn to engage more in social activities when rewarded with praise or comfort,
illustrating operant conditioning in practice. This approach supports behavior management
and improves quality of life by reinforcing desired behaviors (Boyd & Bee, 2019).Piaget’s
theory, emphasizing stages of cognitive development and processes like assimilation and
accommodation, sheds light on how cognitive abilities may decline or adapt in older adults.
Adults with dementia often face challenges in abstract thinking and problem-solving,
reflecting a regression or stagnation in Piaget’s formal operational stage. Caregivers can use

this understanding to tailor communication and activities, simplifying tasks to match the



individual’s cognitive capacity (Boyd & Bee, 2019).Age-related psychological changes
include memory loss, decreased processing speed, and difficulties in adapting to new
information. Both theories highlight the importance of environmental factors and learning
experiences in adult development, especially for those with dementia. Practical examples
include using consistent routines and positive reinforcement to reduce confusion and
agitation in care home residents, aligning with Skinner’s operant conditioning, while
simplifying information and tasks based on Piaget’s cognitive stages to support

comprehension.

Skinner’s operant conditioning theory offers strengths in care home settings for older adults,
particularly those with dementia, by providing clear strategies to modify behavior through
reinforcement. Its practical application, such as rewarding positive social interactions or
cooperation with care routines, can improve residents’ engagement and reduce challenging
behaviors (Cherry, 2021). However, a limitation is that it may oversimplify complex emotional
and cognitive needs, focusing mainly on observable behavior without addressing underlying
psychological issues common in older adults, such as depression or anxiety (Aging and
Older Adulthood, 2020).Piaget’s cognitive development theory helps caregivers understand
the cognitive decline and adaptation in older adults, offering insights into how dementia
affects thinking and problem-solving. This theory supports the creation of tailored activities
that match cognitive abilities, enhancing residents’ quality of life (Cherry, 2021). However, its
limitation lies in its original focus on childhood development stages, which may not fully
capture the complexities of adult cognitive aging or neurodegenerative conditions. It
assumes a linear progression, which may not apply to the fluctuating cognitive abilities seen
in dementia patients (Aging and Older Adulthood, 2020).In practical terms, Skinner’s theory
is useful for managing behaviors through reinforcement in care homes, while Piaget’s theory
guides cognitive support strategies. Both theories, however, require integration with other

approaches to address emotional, social, and medical aspects of aging comprehensively.

A grand theory, such as those by Skinner and Piaget, provides a broad framework that can
incorporate cultural components to ensure an inclusive and respectful approach in diverse
populations. These theories emphasize understanding how cultural influences shape
development and behaviour across the lifespan. For example, Skinner’s operant conditioning
recognizes that reinforcement and punishment are interpreted differently across cultures,
meaning care practices must be culturally sensitive to avoid misunderstanding or harm (Boyd
& Bee, 2019). Similarly, Piaget’s cognitive development theory highlights that cultural context

affects how individuals assimilate and accommodate new information, shaping their cognitive



growth uniquely (Boyd & Bee, 2019).In diverse care home settings, respecting cultural
differences involves recognizing how cultural values influence behaviours, communication
styles, and learning preferences. This respect supports ethical practice by promoting dignity,
autonomy, and individualized care, which are fundamental in both theories. For instance,
applying Skinner’s theory ethically requires ensuring reinforcements align with residents’
cultural backgrounds and personal values, avoiding coercion or culturally inappropriate
rewards (Boyd & Bee, 2019). Piaget’s theory encourages caregivers to adapt cognitive tasks
to fit the cultural context of the older adult, fostering meaningful engagement without
imposing culturally biased expectations. Ethical practice is paramount when applying these
grand theories in diverse populations, as it ensures that interventions do not inadvertently
marginalize or disrespect cultural identities. Theories must be applied flexibly, acknowledging
cultural diversity to support holistic development and well-being in older adults, especially in

multicultural care home environments (Boyd & Bee, 2019).

The grand theories by Skinner and Piaget offer broad frameworks that help us understand
how cultural factors influence behaviour and development, especially in diverse settings like
care homes. Practically, Skinner’s operant conditioning shows that reinforcements must be
culturally appropriate to be effective and respectful, avoiding misunderstandings or harm
(Boyd & Bee, 2019). Piaget’s cognitive development theory highlights that cognitive growth is
shaped by cultural context, so caregivers should adapt activities to fit individuals’
backgrounds (Boyd & Bee, 2019). We evaluated Skinner’s theory by observing how culturally
sensitive reinforcements influenced behaviour in dementia patients, ensuring ethical care
that respects autonomy and dignity. Piaget’s theory was assessed by examining whether
cognitive tasks matched the cultural experiences of older adults with dementia, promoting
meaningful engagement without imposing biased expectations. Both theories were used to
understand the psychological condition of dementia by recognizing that cultural context
affects how symptoms manifest and how care should be personalized. Ethical practice is
essential when applying these theories in multicultural care homes, as it helps avoid
marginalization and supports individuality. By integrating cultural awareness with these grand
theories, caregivers can provide holistic, respectful, and effective support for older adults
living with dementia (Boyd & Bee, 2019).
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