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[bookmark: _Toc217027755]Applying Psychological Theories to Support Old people living in a dementia care home
[bookmark: _Toc217027756] Introduction
The word 'dementia' describes a set of symptoms that over time can affect memory, problem-solving, language and behaviour. Alzheimer's disease is the most common type of dementia (Alzheimer's Society,2025). Dementia is progressive is a progressive disease, meaning the symptoms may be relatively mild at first, but they progress get worse over time. It is a neurocognitive condition which occurs when the disease damages nerve cells in the brain. Other than affecting patients’ memory loss, Dementia also affects relationships, communication and people’s sense of self being. In the care home setting for the elderly, health and social care professional face the challenge of meeting the physical and emotional support as well as psychological well being of the elderly dementia service user in their care.
Psychological theories are useful and vital tools that offer valuable insight on how to deal with situations and care for elderly with Dementia. They assist health care practitioners to interpret behaviour, foster empathy, and design interventions that preserve dignity and meaning in later life. In this report, I will show how Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory can be used as a guide for practice in dementia care homes. 
[bookmark: _Toc217027757]Overview of the two Psychological Theories
[bookmark: _Toc217027758]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
John Bowlby (1979) was of the view that people possess an innate drive to form strong emotional attachments with primary caregivers who provide safety and comfort. From infancy, these bonds create an internal working model, a long-lasting positive impact that shapes emotional regulation and relationships across the lifespan. The key signs of secure attachment include trust, proximity seeking, and confidence in the availability of support during distress.
Although Bowlby focused on early childhood, later research demonstrates that attachment processes continue into adulthood and old age (Ainsworth, 1989; Magai & Cohen, 1998). Older people, particularly those who are frail or have declining memory, may portray renewed attachment needs as they become more dependent on others. Dementia can heighten these responses which may include confusion, fear, and disorientation which often evoke searching, clinging, or withdrawal behaviours just like those of early attachment patterns (Perren et al., 2015).
Bowlby’s attachment theory explores why consistent and emotionally aware caregiving enhances calm and cooperation in older people living with dementia. However, abrupt change of routine or staff can provoke anxiety and agitation. Secure attachments in later life provide a “safe base” from which individuals can explore and engage with their environment (Bowlby, 1988). Within dementia care, this translates into creating predictable, trusting relationships that counter the insecurity brought by memory loss.
More recent studies confirm that attachment informed care improves wellbeing. Woods et al. (2018) found that when staff use gentle reassurance and maintain physical proximity, residents show reduced distress and increased social interaction. Therefore, attachment theory provides both a psychological explanation for behaviours and a humane compass for relational care.
[bookmark: _Toc217027759]Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory
Lev Vygotsky (1978) emphasised that cognitive development arises through social interaction within a cultural context. Learning, he argued, is mediated by language and shared activities with more knowledgeable others — a process he called scaffolding. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) represents the gap between what a person can do independently and what they can achieve with guidance.
Though often applied to childhood learning, Vygotsky’s ideas extend across the lifespan. For older adults, participation in meaningful social and cultural activities supports continuing cognitive engagement and identity (Newman & Newman, 2020). Interaction sustains not only memory but a sense of belonging and purpose.
In dementia care, where neurological decline impairs independent functioning, sociocultural theory highlights the value of collaborative scaffolding. Care staff, family members, and peers act as mediators who enable participation in daily life even as cognitive ability wanes. Shared storytelling, music, and ritual become tools that reconnect individuals with their histories and communities. Gusarova and Barysheva (2020) note that such social mediation helps preserve communicative competence and emotional expression despite memory loss.
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Attachment theory provides a relational foundation for care practice. In dementia care homes, residents often experience repeated separations from family, close friends, familiar environments, and sometimes from trusted care workers due to staff changes. Understanding these transitions through an understanding of attachment theory encourages social care professionals to prioritise emotional security as a therapeutic goal.
[bookmark: _Toc217027761]Fostering a sense of security and trust
Social care workers can foster a secure and trusting environment by maintaining consistent routines, using calm tones, and offering reassuring touch when appropriate. Simple gesture like greeting residents by their name, explaining procedures or sitting at eye level can communicate availability and safety. Consistency in caregiving teams helps strengthen these attachment bonds and reduces confusion.
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When residents show distress or mental loss behaviours, social care staff trained in attachment informed responses may interpret these as seeking proximity rather than possible disruptive behaviour. A gentle hand holding or taking the resident to a familiar environment can restore equilibrium. Items like family photographs, personal objects, memorable childhood stories and continuity of environment reinforce the secure base.
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High care staff turnover and workload pressures can affect relationships already formed, leaving residents feeling abandoned, confused or mistrustful (Koren et al., 2021). Emotional boundaries pose another difficulty, caregivers may feel overwhelmed by the intimacy and dependency such attachments present.
[bookmark: _Toc217027764]Applying Vygotsky’s Theory in older people dementia care homes
Vygotsky’s sociocultural principles can transform care homes into communities of shared meaning. Cognitive decline and mental loss need not sever participation. With appropriate scaffolding, individuals continue to learn, communicate, and contribute.
[bookmark: _Toc217027765]Facilitating social engagement
Staff can structure activities that draw on residents’ cultural memories like cooking familiar recipes, singing local songs, or storytelling about past occupations. Such interactions stimulate learning within the resident’s Zone of Proximal Development. Tasks that are achievable with support like the caregiver’s prompts, gestures, or demonstrations become the scaffolding that bridges capability gaps.
[bookmark: _Toc217027766]Practical examples
Group reminiscence therapy illustrates this principle, like when a social care worker shows old photographs or objects, residents collectively reconstruct memories, sparking dialogue and emotion. Likewise, encouraging residents to assist with simple household tasks like folding laundry, watering plants encourages the social bond.
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Advanced dementia can restrict verbal communication, narrowing the Zonal of Proximal Development. Care staff may lack training in adaptive communication or cultural sensitivity, leading to missed opportunities for engagement. Time constraints can also limit personalised scaffolding.
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Psychological theories provide the basis of compassionate, emotional and secure environment for older people living with cognitive lose. Understanding these theories provide professional care givers with an informed awareness on the emotional needs of dementia patients and therefore enables them to foster an environment of required supportive structure that enables older people depending on their care and support feel more secure and continue living with dignity as part of the wider community.
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