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Dementia is a condition that gradually affects how people think, remember, and communicate. It can also influence emotions and behaviour, making everyday life more challenging. In the United Kingdom, around one in fourteen people over the age of sixty-five lives with dementia (Alzheimer’s Society, 2024). 
For older adults living in care homes, the impact of dementia can feel even greater. They are often adjusting to new surroundings and depending on staff for daily support. This means that carers and health professionals need to look beyond physical needs and also pay close attention to emotional and psychological wellbeing.
Psychological theories can provide useful guidance here. They help us understand why people with dementia may behave in certain ways and how best to respond with compassion. This report focuses on two key approaches: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory. These theories were chosen because they highlight fundamental aspects of human life, and discussed in this module.
By applying these ideas in practice, care professionals can create environments that feel safe, supportive, and enriching to help older adults with dementia maintain dignity, connection, and a better quality of life.
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[bookmark: _Toc216275853]2.1 Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory suggests that people have a natural need to form close emotional bonds with those who care for them. These bonds provide feelings of safety, comfort, and reassurance (Bowlby, 1969). From our earliest experiences as children, we develop “internal working models” which are mental templates that shape how we expect relationships to work throughout our lives. While the theory was originally based on infant–caregiver relationships, later research has shown that these attachment needs remain important well into adulthood. In fact, they often become especially strong during times of illness, vulnerability, or dependence (Ainsworth, 1989; Magai & Cohen, 1998).
For older adults living with dementia, attachment needs can be heightened. Memory loss, confusion, and reduced independence can create distress, leading individuals to seek comfort and security. This may show up in behaviours such as agitation, wandering, calling out, or wanting to stay close to caregivers. Rather than being disruptive, these behaviours are often attempts to restore a sense of safety.
Attachment Theory helps explain why residents in care homes respond positively to predictable routines, familiar staff, and caregivers who are emotionally attuned. A key idea here is the “secure base” which is the sense of safety provided by trusted caregivers that allows individuals to feel confident enough to explore their surroundings and engage socially (Bowlby, 1988). 
[bookmark: _Toc216275854]2.2 Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory highlights the idea that our thinking and learning grow through social interaction, cultural involvement, and shared experiences (Vygotsky, 1978). At its core, the theory explains that people learn best when supported by someone more experienced, who can guide or “scaffold” them to achieve tasks they might struggle to complete alone. This supportive space is known as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The gap between what someone can do independently and what they can achieve with the right help.
Although the theory was originally developed to explain how children learn, its principles apply across the entire lifespan. Adults, too, thrive when they remain socially connected, engaged in cultural activities, and supported in meaningful tasks. These experiences help shape identity, regulate emotions, and keep the mind active (Newman & Newman, 2020). For older adults living with dementia, this perspective is especially valuable. While cognitive decline may limit independence, individuals can still take part in activities and find joy when given the right level of support.
In dementia care homes, Vygotsky’s ideas remind us of the importance of creating opportunities for residents to stay socially and culturally involved. This might include storytelling, music, hobbies, celebrations, or everyday routines that carry personal meaning. Such activities are not just pleasant distractions. They help preserve communication, emotional expression, and a sense of belonging, even when memory loss becomes severe (Gusarova & Barysheva, 2020).
Ultimately, Sociocultural Theory underscores a powerful truth: wellbeing is sustained through interaction, shared meaning, and connection. For people with dementia, these experiences can make daily life richer, more dignified, and more fulfilling
[bookmark: _Toc216275855]3. Application in the Health and Social Care Context
[bookmark: _Toc216275856]3.1 Application of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Attachment Theory can be especially powerful in dementia care homes because it focuses on creating emotional security and stability. Moving into care often means leaving behind family, familiar surroundings, and routines, while relying on new caregivers. These changes can understandably trigger feelings of insecurity and anxiety. By using attachment-informed approaches, staff can help residents feel safe, supported, and reassured.
Care professionals can nurture secure attachments through consistent routines, predictable interactions, and warm, respectful communication. Even small gestures like greeting residents by name, explaining what is happening in a calm and patient tone, or maintaining gentle eye contact can make a big difference. These actions show reliability and emotional presence, helping residents feel protected. Personal items such as photographs, blankets, or treasured belongings can also provide comfort and continuity, reinforcing a sense of home.
Recognising attachment behaviours is equally important. For example, wandering or calling out may not be signs of aggression but expressions of fear or a search for reassurance. When caregivers respond with empathy, by offering companionship, gentle redirection, or guiding residents to familiar spaces, they help restore emotional security and reduce distress.
Of course, applying Attachment Theory in practice is not without challenges. High staff turnover can disrupt bonds and leave residents feeling abandoned or mistrustful (Koren et al., 2021). 
To address these challenges, care homes can introduce key-worker systems to ensure consistency, offer regular training on attachment-informed approaches, and create reflective practice sessions where staff can process the emotional demands of their work. These strategies strengthen relationships between staff and residents, ensuring that attachment needs remain central to care planning and that residents feel valued, secure, and understood.
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Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory offers valuable guidance for dementia care by highlighting the importance of shared experiences and meaningful participation. At its heart, the theory reminds us that people thrive when they remain connected to their culture, personal history, and social relationships. For residents in care homes, these connections help maintain identity, promotes belonging, and provide emotional continuity. 
Caregivers can bring this theory to life by acting as gentle guides, offering prompts, demonstrations, or encouragement that help residents engage in activities. Cultural practices such as singing familiar songs, preparing traditional foods, or reminiscing about past occupations can spark long-term memories and strengthen social bonds. 
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One practical example of Sociocultural Theory in action is reminiscence therapy. Here, residents use objects, photographs, or stories to recall and share memories with others. This process not only supports emotional expression but also builds social connection and shared understanding. Similarly, participation in everyday household tasks such as folding laundry, watering plants, or setting tables can give residents a sense of belonging when supported appropriately.
[bookmark: _Toc216275859]Challenges.
Communication barriers may make engagement harder for those with advanced dementia, and staff may feel unsure about how to adapt activities for residents from diverse cultural backgrounds. Time pressures and rigid routines can also limit opportunities for personalised interaction. These challenges can be solved through training in adaptive communication, using life-story work to tailor activities, and scheduling regular group sessions that encourage social participation.

[bookmark: _Toc216275860]3.3 Critical Evaluation
Both Attachment Theory and Sociocultural Theory offer important insights for dementia care, but it is equally important to acknowledge their limitations. Attachment Theory helps us understand the emotional needs of residents and provides clear guidance on how caregivers can create a sense of safety through consistent, compassionate interactions. Sociocultural Theory, meanwhile, highlights the value of engagement, identity, and social connection through cultural and interactive practices. When used together, these approaches strengthen person-centred care, which places dignity, emotional expression, and meaningful involvement at the heart of support (Kitwood, 1997).
That said, each theory presents challenges in practice. Attachment-based care relies heavily on stable staffing, as continuity in relationships is essential for building trust. When staff turnover is high, residents may feel unsettled or abandoned. Sociocultural approaches, on the other hand, demand time, creativity, and confidence from staff.  Resources that can be difficult to sustain in busy, task-driven environments. In addition, the progression of dementia itself can limit how effectively scaffolding and guided participation can be applied, particularly in the later stages of the condition.
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Psychological theories provide valuable guidance for supporting older adults with dementia in care homes. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory reminds us of the importance of emotional security, trust, and consistent caregiving. It helps professionals interpret behaviours with empathy and respond in ways that make residents feel safe and understood. Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, meanwhile, highlights the role of social interaction, cultural engagement, and guided participation in maintaining identity and belonging, even as cognitive abilities decline.
When used together, these theories encourage person-centred care that is compassionate, dignified, and focused on wellbeing. They show that dementia care is not only about meeting physical needs but also about nurturing emotional and social connections that give life meaning.
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