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Application of Psychological Theories to Older Adult Wellbeing in Residential Care
 Annotated Bibliography

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978) Mind in Society. 
Vygotsky (1978) claims that social interaction within a cultural framework plays a central role in shaping cognitive development. Far from viewing learning as a solitary process, Vygotsky positioned the social environment as the primary context through which understanding is constructed.  Through his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), he illustrates that individuals reach greater levels of understanding when guided by others than when working alone. This process, known as scaffolding, involves providing structured support that is progressively withdrawn as the learner gains confidence and competence. 

Critically, this theory is highly relevant in health and social care, particularly in promoting active engagement among older adults. Social interaction has been linked to improved cognitive functioning and emotional wellbeing, suggesting that Vygotsky’s principles may offer a useful lens through which to design person-centered interventions. Group activities, peer support programmes, and structured reminiscence sessions can all be understood as practical expressions of the ZPD in care contexts.
 However, Vygotsky’s work is based primarily on child development, and its application to older adults is largely theoretical rather than directly evidenced. This limits its empirical strength in gerontological contexts. While the conceptual framework is compelling, the absence of empirical research specifically exploring scaffolding and the ZPD in older adult populations weakens its evidential base in this context. Practitioners drawing onthis theory should do so thoughtfully, supplementing it with research more directly focused on ageing and social engagement.



Rogoff, B. (2003) The Cultural Nature of Human Development.
Rogoff (2003) extends sociocultural theory by conceptualising development as a lifelong process embedded in cultural participation. Rather than viewing learning as something that happens to individuals. Rogoff frames it as something that happens through individuals, as they engage in shared activities alongside others in their social and cultural environment. Her concept of guided participation captures the dynamic process by which people learn through collaboration, observation, and active involvement in meaningful practices.

This perspective is valuable in care settings as it supports the use of group-based activities to maintain identity and reduce social isolation among older adults. Participation in culturally meaningful practices – whether artistic, social, or community oriented – can strengthen a sense off self and contribute positively to wellbeing. Care environments that prioritise communal engagement over passive receipt of services align  well with Rogoff’s framework.
 However, Rogoff’s work is largely theoretical and does not specifically address institutional care environments. The dynamics of a care home or supported living setting differ substantially from the community contexts Rogoff describes, meaning that direct application requires considerable adaptation. Practitioners must consider factors such s cognitive and physical limitations, staff capacity, and the institutional culture of the setting. Nevertheless, the core emphasis on cultural participation and guided collaboration remains a valuable guide for reflective practice.


Erikson, E.H. (1982) The Life Cycle Completed. 
Erikson (1982) proposes a lifespan model of psychosocial development comprising eight stages, each characterized by a central conflict that individuals must navigate. In later adulthood, people encounter the conflict between ego integrity and despair, during which they look back and evaluate the lives they have lived. Those who navigate this stage successfully tend to experience a deep sense of satisfaction and acceptance, whereas those who do not may be left with feelings of remorse and emotional suffering.


This theory is highly applicable in care settings, particularly in interventions such as reminiscence therapy. By understanding later life as a stage with its own psychological tasks and emotional needs, care professionals can design more responsive and compassionate support. Erikson’s work encourages practitioners to take seriously the interior emotional life of older adults and t recognize the importance of narrative, identity, and meaning in sustaining wellbeing.
A notable limitation of Erikson’s model is that its constructs are abstract and resist straightforward empirical measurements. Terms such as ‘ego integrity’ and ‘despair’ are difficult to operationalise within research designs, which limits the scientific validation of the theory. Critics have also noted that the model reflects a broadly Western, individualistic cultural perspective and may not account adequately for the diversity of experience across different cultural backgrounds. Despite these limitations, Erikson’s framework retains considerable influence in gerontological practice.

Woods, B. et al. (2018) Reminiscence therapy for dementia, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews
Woods et al. (2018) provide a systematic review of reminiscence therapy for individuals with dementia. Drawing data from multiple randomized controlled trials, the review examines outcomes across a range of domains including mood, cognitive functioning, communication, and quality of life. The findings indicate meaningful improvements in several of these areas, lending empirical weight to the use of structured reminiscence approaches in dementia care.

This source offers strong empirical support for practice, strengthening the theoretical frameworks offered by Erikson’s (1982) and Vygotsky’s (1978) theory. Together, they illustrate the value of integrating theory and research in care practice. The systematic review format is considered one of the strongest forms of evidence in health-related research, which further strengths the credibility of its conclusions.
 However, outcomes vary depending on implementation quality, staff training, and participant engagement, indicating that effectiveness is not guaranteed. These findings suggest  that while the evidence base is encouraging, practitioners must approach implementation thoughtfully and reflexively to maximize benefit.
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Older adults in residential care frequently experience reduced psychological wellbeing due to social isolation, cognitive decline, and loss of independence (Woods et al., 2018). Addressing these challenges requires evidence-based approaches grounded in psychological theory. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory provides a relevant framework for understanding how social interaction can enhance wellbeing in later life.

Vygotsky (1978) emphasizes that learning and development occur through interaction with others. In care settings, this suggests that structured social engagement is essential for maintaining cognitive and emotional functioning. Activities such as group discussions, collaborative tasks, and reminiscence sessions can provide opportunities for meaningful interaction. The concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) can be applied by supporting residents to engage in tasks slightly beyond their independent ability, with guidance from staff.

Empirical evidence supports this approach. Woods et al. (2018) found that reminiscence therapy, which involves guided social interaction, improves mood and communication in individuals with dementia. This demonstrates that socially mediated interventions can produce measurable improvements in wellbeing.

In practice, sociocultural theory can be implemented through structured activity programmes. Staff can facilitate group-based activities, encourage peer interaction, and provide scaffolding support. Rogoff (2003) highlights that participation in shared cultural practices enhances development and identity, which is particularly important for older adults experiencing loss of social roles.

A practical example illustrates this application. An older adult with mild dementia participates in a weekly reminiscence group. Initially, they require prompts to engage in conversation. With ongoing support from staff and peers, they become more confident and actively contribute. Over time, this leads to improved mood, increased communication, and a stronger sense of identity, consistent with findings from Woods et al. (2018).

sychodynamic theory offers an alternative perspective. Freud (1923) focuses on unconscious processes, while Erikson (1982) emphasizes life reflection in later adulthood. Erikson’s stage of ego integrity versus despair is particularly relevant, as it highlights the importance of reflecting on life experiences to achieve psychological wellbeing. Interventions such as reminiscence therapy align with this theory.

However, psychodynamic approaches have limitations. Freud’s theory lacks empirical support and is difficult to test scientifically. Erikson’s model, although more applicable, remains partly theoretical. In contrast, sociocultural theory provides more observable and practical strategies for care settings, supported by empirical evidence.

A key challenge in applying sociocultural approaches is staff limitation. Time constraints, workload pressures, and lack of training can reduce the effectiveness of interventions. Without adequate support, activities may become passive rather than engaging, limiting their impact on wellbeing.


To address this challenge, care homes can implement structured programmes supported by staff training. Training should focus on facilitation skills, communication techniques, and understanding of psychological theories. Regular scheduling of activities and monitoring of outcomes can ensure consistency and effectiveness. Evidence from Woods et al. (2018) indicates that structured interventions are more effective than informal approaches.

In conclusion, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory provides a strong framework for improving psychological wellbeing in older adults. It emphasizes the importance of social interaction, which is supported by empirical evidence. While psychodynamic theories offer valuable insights, particularly Erikson’s work, they are less practical and less empirically robust. Effective implementation of sociocultural approaches depends on adequate resources, staff training, and organizational support.
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