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Part A: Annotated Bibliography

The following sources have been selected to provide a foundational understanding of key psychological theories - specifically Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Havighurst's Activity Theory and their application to promoting wellbeing in older adults within health and social care contexts.

Source 1: Erikson's Theory and Life Story Work

Reference: Ghojazadeh, M., Hosseinzadeh, M., Pakpour, V., Sattarzadeh, N. and Asvadi Kermani, T. (2024) 'Does life story work based on Erikson's theory enhance psychological well-being in elderly residents of nursing homes? A randomized controlled trial', Geriatric Nursing, 61, pp. 140-148. doi: 10.1016/j.gerinurse.2024.10.006.

Summary: This peer-reviewed article presents a randomized controlled trial conducted in Iranian nursing homes, investigating the efficacy of a Life Story Work (LSW) intervention grounded in Erikson's theory of psychosocial development (Ghojazadeh et al., 2024). The study involved 60 elderly participants divided into intervention and control groups. The intervention group received six sessions of life review therapy based on Erikson's model, specifically targeting the eighth stage of 'ego integrity versus despair'. The findings, measured using Ryff's Psychological Well-Being Scale, demonstrated a statistically significant improvement in psychological wellbeing for the LSW group both immediately post-intervention and at a two-month follow-up (p < .001). The authors conclude that structured life story work is an effective, non-pharmacological intervention for enhancing wellbeing in this population (Ghojazadeh et al., 2024).

Critical Comment: This source is highly relevant as it provides robust, empirical evidence for applying Erikson's theory in a residential care setting. Its strength lies in its rigorous methodology as a randomised controlled trial, which moves beyond theoretical discussion to demonstrate a causal relationship between a theory-based intervention and improved outcomes. For health and social care professionals, this offers a practical, evidence-based template for supporting residents (Ghojazadeh et al., 2024). However, the study's context in Iranian culture, where family care is the norm and nursing homes can carry a stigma, may limit the direct generalisability of the findings to all UK settings without careful cultural adaptation. Nevertheless, the core principle of facilitating life review to achieve integrity is universally applicable.

Source 2: Havighurst's Activity Theory – Foundational Concepts

Reference: Havighurst, R.J. (1963) 'Successful Aging', in R.H. Williams, C. Tibbitts and W. Donahue (eds.) Processes of Aging: Social and Psychological Perspectives. New York: Atherton Press, pp. 299-320.

Summary: In this seminal book chapter, Robert Havighurst formally introduces and articulates his Activity Theory of aging (Havighurst, 1963). The central argument posits a direct positive relationship between an individual's level of social and physical activity and their overall life satisfaction and psychological wellbeing in later life. Havighurst contends that as older adults inevitably experience role loss (e.g., through retirement or bereavement), psychological wellbeing is best maintained by substituting these lost roles with new activities, interests, and social relationships (Havighurst, 1963). This active engagement helps preserve a positive self-concept and provides continued meaning and purpose.

Critical Comment: As a primary source, this chapter is essential for understanding the original premise of Activity Theory. Its relevance to health and social care is profound, as it provides the theoretical justification for all forms of activity provision in care homes, from social clubs to exercise classes (Havighurst, 1963). The theory champions a strengths-based approach, viewing older adults as capable of continued growth and contribution. However, a key limitation, and point of critique, is that it risks being prescriptive and failing to account for individual differences. It may inadvertently place an expectation on all older adults to be highly active, potentially stigmatising those who, due to health constraints or personal preference, prefer a quieter life. This has led to the development of more nuanced theories like Continuity Theory.

Source 3: Activity Theory and Social Isolation

Reference: Shankar, A., McMunn, A., Banks, J. and Steptoe, A. (2020) 'The Relationship between Social Isolation and Wellbeing in Older Adults', Innovation in Aging, 4(Supplement_1), pp. 598-599. doi: 10.1093/geroni/igaa057.1991.

Summary: This contemporary study (a conference abstract from a larger body of work) investigates the link between social isolation and wellbeing, explicitly using Havighurst's Activity Theory as its theoretical foundation (Shankar et al., 2020). The research examines how social isolation contributes to role loss and subsequently lowers life satisfaction among community-dwelling older adults. It supports the core tenet of Activity Theory by demonstrating that maintaining social interactions and staying active is crucial for satisfying psychosocial needs and has a significant impact on cognitive functioning and emotional health. The study reinforces the idea that social engagement provides a sense of meaning and is a key determinant of successful aging (Shankar et al., 2020).

Critical Comment: This source is valuable as it empirically validates the core principles of Activity Theory using a large, modern dataset (Shankar et al., 2020). It moves the theory from a 1960s concept to a currently relevant framework for understanding and addressing modern public health issues like loneliness and social isolation. For professionals, it underscores the importance of interventions that actively combat social isolation. The study's limitation, as presented in the abstract, is its focus on community-dwelling adults, meaning its findings must be carefully extrapolated to the unique environment of a 24-hour residential care home, where the nature and quality of social interactions differ significantly from the wider community (Shankar et al., 2020).

Source 4: Activity Theory – A Critical Overview

Reference: Schulz, R. (ed.) (2006) 'Activity Theory', in The Encyclopedia of Aging: A Comprehensive Resource in Gerontology and Geriatrics. 4th edn. New York: Springer Publishing Company, pp. 15-18.

Summary: This entry in a major encyclopaedia of aging provides a concise yet comprehensive overview of Activity Theory (Schulz, 2006). It traces the theory's historical development as a direct response to the pessimistic Disengagement Theory of the 1960s. It explains the functionalist perspective underpinning the theory, which suggests that the equilibrium an individual builds in middle age should be maintained into later life through the substitution of roles. The entry also summarises the theory's key propositions and its central prediction that older adults facing role loss will seek alternative activities to maintain life satisfaction (Schulz, 2006).

Critical Comment: This source is excellent for establishing a balanced and critical understanding of Activity Theory. Its strength lies in its concise summary of both the theory's utility and its criticisms. It explicitly notes that while the theory has been a "standard to compare observed activity and life satisfaction patterns," its acceptance has diminished over time because it "overlooks inequalities in health and economics that hinders the ability for older people to engage in such activities" (Schulz, 2006, p. 17). This critical perspective is vital for health and social care professionals. It reminds us that simply providing activities is insufficient; we must also address the practical barriers to participation, such as poor health, limited finances, or lack of transport, to ensure that the theory is applied equitably and effectively (Schulz, 2006).

Part B: Short Report

To: Health and Social Care Professionals, Older Adults Care Home
From: Sadia Ousman
Date: 16/03/2026
Subject: Applying Activity Theory to Improve Psychological Wellbeing in Residential Care

Introduction

This report aims to outline how Havighurst's Activity Theory can be applied to enhance the psychological wellbeing of older adults living in residential care. It will provide a practical application example, discuss a key implementation challenge, and propose a strategy to overcome it, drawing on contemporary evidence to support recommendations.

Theoretical Framework: Activity Theory in Late Adulthood

Late adulthood is a developmental stage characterised by significant life transitions, including retirement, bereavement, and declining physical health, which can lead to a loss of previously held social roles. Robert Havighurst's Activity Theory (1963) provides a robust framework for understanding how to support wellbeing during this period. The theory posits a direct and positive relationship between activity and life satisfaction (Havighurst, 1963). It argues that to age successfully, individuals must maintain the activities and attitudes of middle age for as long as possible, finding substitutes for lost roles (e.g., replacing a professional career with meaningful volunteer work within the home) (Havighurst, 1963). From this perspective, psychological wellbeing in older adults is not a state of passive contentment but an active and ongoing process of social engagement and meaningful occupation. This engagement is crucial for maintaining a positive self-concept, a sense of purpose, and overall life satisfaction, thereby directly countering the risks of social isolation and depression (Shankar et al., 2020).

Application in Practice: A Case Scenario

Activity Theory can be directly translated into practice through a person-centred activity programme. The following case scenario illustrates this application:

Case Study: Mr. Evans, an 82-year-old recent resident, is a retired architect and former city councillor. Since moving into the care home six months ago, he has become withdrawn, spending most of his time in his room and refusing to join group activities, stating they are "not for him." He displays low mood and a lack of appetite.

Applying Activity Theory, the care team would first conduct a detailed life history interview to identify Mr. Evans' past roles and interests. The goal is to find meaningful activities that can substitute for his lost roles as a professional and community leader. A strategy based on the principles of the Lifestyle Engagement Activity Program (LEAP) would be implemented, focusing on resident choice and independence (Low et al., 2013). Recognising his architectural background, the activities coordinator could invite him to join a small project to redesign the home's underused courtyard. This would involve him in drawing plans, discussing ideas with staff, and perhaps leading a small resident committee to choose plants.

This intervention applies Activity Theory by directly substituting Mr. Evans' lost professional role with a new, meaningful one. The activity provides social interaction, cognitive stimulation, and a renewed sense of purpose and control. This practical application moves beyond generic activities like "bingo" to targeted engagement that is personally significant, thereby increasing the likelihood of participation and its positive impact on his psychological wellbeing. Research consistently shows that such tailored, meaningful engagement leads to higher quality of life outcomes (Low et al., 2013).

Challenges and Strategies for Implementation

A significant challenge professionals face when applying Activity Theory is the heterogeneity of the older adult population. The theory has been critiqued for assuming all individuals desire and are capable of high levels of social activity, potentially overlooking personal preferences, introverted personality types, or health inequalities that hinder participation (Schulz, 2006). Applying a blanket "one-size-fits-all" activity programme can lead to disengagement and even distress for residents who may prefer solitary, quiet pursuits or who have physical limitations that make participation difficult. Forcing engagement could inadvertently decrease wellbeing by creating anxiety or reinforcing feelings of failure.

To overcome this challenge, the strategy must shift from a focus on "activity for activity's sake" to a focus on meaningful occupation and supported autonomy. The solution lies in rigorous, person-centred assessment and care planning. This involves:

1. In-depth Life History Work: Understanding the individual's lifelong patterns of behaviour and social engagement. This aligns with the principles of continuity theory, which complements Activity Theory by acknowledging that individuals will seek to maintain consistent patterns of activity as they age.
2. Offering Diverse, Flexible Options: The activities programme must offer a spectrum of engagement levels. This includes options for solitary activities (e.g., audiobooks, puzzles, gardening in a quiet patch), one-to-one interactions (e.g., talking with a volunteer), and small group work, as well as larger social events (Low et al., 2013).
3. Empowering Resident Choice: Care professionals must act as facilitators, presenting options and supporting residents in their choices without pressure. As the LEAP program suggests, promoting resident independence and choice is fundamental (Low et al., 2013).

By adopting this person-centred approach, the care home respects individual differences while still upholding the core value of Activity Theory: that engagement on the individual's own terms is vital for psychological wellbeing (Havighurst, 1963; Schulz, 2006).

Conclusion

Havighurst's Activity Theory remains a highly relevant and practical framework for enhancing the lives of older adults in residential care. Its application, through tailored and meaningful activities as illustrated in the case of Mr. Evans, provides a clear pathway to improving psychological wellbeing. By acknowledging the theory's limitations and proactively addressing challenges through person-centred, choice-based strategies, care professionals can harness its power to help residents maintain purpose, identity, and life satisfaction in their later years.
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