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   The process of ageing is characterised by complex psychological, emotional, and social changes that impact how older adults adjust to illness, dependency, and transitions in care. One of the most challenging conditions associated with older adults is dementia, a progressive neurological disorder characterised by cognitive decline, memory loss, and changes in behaviour and personality (Newbould et al., 2022). In this context, social workers in care homes can apply psychological understanding in ensuring wellbeing, dignity, and person-centred care to individuals with dementia and their families. Based on this approach, this report considers how two key psychological theories-Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development and Behaviourist Conditioning combined with Social Learning Theory-can be applied by social workers in support of older adults aged 65 and above who are living with dementia. The discussion covers theoretical understanding, critical application within a dementia care setting, and strategies to overcome practical challenges in professional practice.
[bookmark: _Toc213403804] Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development
    Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Theory is a comprehensive theory that explains how humans develop throughout the lifespan. At each stage in Erikson's model, a psychosocial conflict occurs that contributes to the development of identity and emotional growth. The final stage of Erikson's theory is relevant to adults 65 years and older: Ego Integrity versus Despair. During this period of life, individuals reflect on their life experiences and accomplishments. Successful resolution brings a sense of integrity, acceptance, and wisdom; unsuccessful resolution brings despair, regret, and fear of death.
In the context of dementia, the reflective capacity to make sense of one's life story becomes considerably impaired; the ability to reach ego integrity is disrupted by memory loss, confusion, and general decline in cognition, making the older adult susceptible to frustration, emotional distress, and identity confusion. Although this level of understanding can no longer be directly applied, the knowledge of this stage is an important tool for the social worker in facilitating emotional adjustment and maintaining self-identity despite cognitive loss (Samsanovich, 2021). The worker can help affect reconnection with significant life experiences through techniques such as reminiscence therapy, life story work, and validation approaches. Discussion of personal history, photographs, and other familiar.
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   Behavioural theories, based on the work of Pavlov and Skinner, among others, centre around observable behaviours and the environmental stimuli that affect them. Classical conditioning is a process where behaviour is learned through association. For example, bathing may have become associated with distress for a person with dementia because it has previously been accompanied by discomfort or cold water. Once these associative learnings are recognised, social workers and care staff can alter the environment to ensure that experiences are positive and calming and gradually replace fear responses with comfort and trust.
Operant conditioning, developed by B. F. Skinner is learning through reinforcement and punishment. In practice, positive reinforcement may include praise, gentle touching, or pleasurable sensory experiences, helping to promote cooperation, activity engagement, or maintenance of a routine (Firmansyah and Saepuloh, 2022). The older adult is therefore constantly secure and supported during daily interactions because the reinforcements are constant. Other approaches, such as punitive ones, will increase agitation or withdrawal; thus, humane behaviour strategies must be employed.
Social learning theory, formulated by Albert Bandura, extends behaviourism to acknowledge that people learn a great deal by observing and imitating others. While dementia impairs memory and cognition, most residents remain influenced by modelling and social cues. A state of calm, respectful, and patient behaviour on the part of care staff and social workers reduces anxiety and encourages constructive social interaction. The theory also points to the importance of self-efficacy-the belief in one's ability to achieve outcomes. (Chahrak, 2024) While the progression of dementia progressively restricts cognitive control, encouraging small successes-such as completing a simple task or taking part in a familiar activity-can promote confidence and emotional stability.
[bookmark: _Toc213403806] Application to Health and Social Care: The Role of the Social Worker
    In dementia care homes, social workers are advocates, facilitators, and coordinators of holistic care. Their practice draws on psychological theories to interpret behaviour, support emotional well-being, and ensure that interventions respect the dignity and autonomy of residents.
By applying Erikson's Psychosocial Theory, social workers can evaluate the emotional needs of the residents through life story assessments and determine at which point in their lives they are experiencing despair or a loss of identity. Such interventions as reminiscence groups, memory boxes, or personalised care plans will help residents reaffirm important aspects of themselves and their sense of purpose. Social workers may also collaborate with families to help maintain relational continuity and inform relatives how dementia impacts personality and memory (Abbasi et al., 2025). Facilitating the participation of and the validation from the family allows social workers to promote a sense of belonging and emotional security. 
From the Behaviourist and Social Learning perspectives, social workers also regard challenging behaviour as a form of communicating unmet needs rather than aggression or resistance. For example, agitation may reflect pain, fear, or frustration rather than deliberate non-compliance. Social workers analyse environmental triggers and patterns to help care teams create behaviour support plans based on positive reinforcement and modelling. This would include a calm environment, reinforcement of cooperative behaviour, and staff training on positive body language and tone of voice. Moreover, social workers model empathy and patience that affects colleagues and family members to interact in a consistent, compassionate manner (Leeder, 2022).
Integration of these theories allows the social worker to balance emotional understanding, which derives from Erikson's model, with practical behavioural strategies taken from behaviourism and social learning. This yields a person-centred care that recognises both the psychological depth of aging and the observable aspects of behaviour. Such integration will improve the quality of life for residents while reducing stress for caregivers and staff.
[bookmark: _Toc213403807] Challenges in Applying Theories and Strategies for Management
    While these theories are valuable in guiding practice, it must be considered that their application in care is subject to some limitations. The progressive aspect of dementia may well limit communication and insight; therefore, it is not always possible to involve the individual in reflective activities like reminiscence therapy. Social workers may have time constraints, large caseloads, or limited training among the care staff, which could restrict the implementation of theory-based interventions. The main challenge in applying Erikson's theory relates to the adaptation of ego integrity when a person is no longer able or cannot articulate life experiences. Social workers can apply non-verbal methods, such as music therapy, sensory stimulation, or art-based activities that facilitate pleasant memories and feelings and allow residents to experience a sense of continuity and worth without explicit verbal reflection (Kumar, 2023).

What is important from both behaviourist and social learning approaches is consistency from care staff. If reinforcement is inconsistent or if different staff respond differently to certain behaviours, then residents become confused and any progress is lost. The social worker will be able to manage this through team training, standardised behavioural plans, and reflective supervision sessions that align all staff within the same positive behavioural framework. It also demands the retention of empathy and patience in situations where behaviour has become aggressive or repetitive. Social workers must balance professional boundaries with compassion through reflective practice and peer support if they are not to burn out (Rumjaun and Narod, 2025). 
Ethical considerations underpin the modification of behaviour. Any intervention must respect the autonomy and rights of the residents without manipulation or coercion. Social workers have a responsibility to ensure that all strategies are aligned with person-centred values, consent, and care ethics. Combining theoretical insights with ethical awareness will enable professionals to apply psychology in a responsible and sensitive way within dementia care. 
Conclusion
    Psychological theories underpin and inform the work needed to support the individual older adult with dementia within a care setting. Erikson's Psychosocial Theory sheds light on both the emotional and existential aspects of aging, enabling social workers to promote integrity, dignity, and a sense of self even in the presence of cognitive decline. Behaviourist Conditioning and Social Learning Theories provide practical means through which behaviour can be explained and moulded via empathy, consistency, and positive reinforcement (Wals, 2023). Taken together, these perspectives provide social workers with both emotional insight and practical strategies that enable them to respond holistically to the complex needs of residents. By combining reflective understanding with evidence-based behavioural approaches, social workers can create supportive, respectful, and therapeutic environments that augment the quality of life for people living with dementia. Integration of theory and practice ensures care that is effective and deeply humane, steeped in psychology, ethics, and compassion.
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