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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_4mtU9MGc][bookmark: _Int_ID9nErCv]Psychology is an important part of health and social care because it helps professionals understand how people think, feel, and behave across the lifespan. (Newbould, L., Tucker, S. and Wilberforce, M., 2022.). This is especially important when supporting older adults who are living with dementia in a care home setting. Dementia affects more than memory: it influences identity, emotions, communication, and everyday behaviour. For this reason, health and social care staff need a strong understanding of psychological development to provide effective, person-centred support. This report explores how two key psychological theories Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory can be applied to adults aged 65 and over who are experiencing dementia. It examines how these theories help professionals understand cognitive decline, emotional needs, and behaviour, and shows how they can be used in practice to improve communication, promote dignity, and support wellbeing in dementia care homes.
 
Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Development
Core Concepts

[bookmark: _Int_pQ7oJAeJ][bookmark: _Int_y2AcoCm8]Erikson guide psychotherapy through developmental searches and identity, (Newbould, L., Tucker, S. and Wilberforce, M., 2022.). Erikson's Psychosocial Theory suggests that human development occurs through eight distinct stages across the lifespan. Each stage involves a psychosocial conflict that individuals must resolve to develop a healthy personality and social functioning. Successful resolution leads to positive traits, while failure can result in challenges that carry into later life. In Erikson’s final psychosocial stage, “Ego Integrity vs. Despair,” adults aged 65 and over reflect on their lives and evaluate whether they feel a sense of fulfilment or regret. Ego integrity develops when older adults look back on their experiences and feel satisfied with the life they have lived, accepting both achievements and mistakes. This acceptance creates feelings of peace, wisdom, and emotional stability. In contrast, despair occurs when individuals struggle with unresolved conflicts, regrets, or a sense that life has been wasted. This can lead to bitterness, sadness, or fear as they confront ageing and mortality. For older adults, including those with dementia, this stage is especially important because emotional wellbeing during later life is closely linked to how they make sense of their past, their identity, and their relationships. Understanding this helps caregivers provide support that promotes dignity, comfort, and a sense of meaning. While Erikson’s theory spans the entire lifespan, it is particularly influential in understanding adolescence, where identity formation is central. Erikson’s theory guides adolescent identity research, development, interventions (de Carvalho, N.A. and Veiga, F.H., 2022).

Relevance to Adult Development
 
For adults aged 65+, particularly those with dementia, this stage highlights the importance of life review and emotional closure. Adults’ beliefs about development vary, showing consensus and age differences, (Heckhausen, J., Dixon, R.A. and Baltes, P.B., 1989). Dementia often disrupts memory and self-identity, making it harder for individuals to reflect coherently on their lives. As a result, they may struggle with feelings of confusion or despair. Understanding Erikson’s theory helps professionals recognise that promoting a sense of dignity, belonging, and self-worth is vital for supporting psychological wellbeing in older adults.
 
Application in Dementia Care
 
[bookmark: _Int_qewEJu9j]In dementia care homes, Erikson’s theory can be applied to guide approaches that meet the emotional and social needs of older adults. One important method is Life Story Work, which involves encouraging residents to share personal stories, look at old photographs, or listen to their favourite music. These activities help support a sense of identity, continuity, and belonging. Even when a person’s memory is impaired, familiar sensory cues such as music, objects, or scents can evoke positive emotions and support feelings of comfort and self-recognition. This strengthens ego integrity by reminding individuals of who they are and the meaningful experiences they have lived through. Life Story Work improves dementia care, staff attitudes, and some patient quality, (Gridley, K., Brooks, J.C., Birks, Y.F., Baxter, C.R. and Parker, G.M., 2016). Another approach is Reminiscence Therapy, which involves structured conversations about past experiences, significant life events, or personal achievements. Such conversations can help older adults feel valued and connected, especially when memory loss creates feelings of confusion or anxiety. Talking about the past often brings reassurance and emotional grounding, reducing agitation and helping residents feel more secure in their current environment. This is particularly useful in dementia care settings, where maintaining emotional stability is important. Digital cognitive training enhances memory, logic, and engagement for mild dementia patients, (Knight, Z.G., 2017).


Challenges and Strategies
Challenges:
· Limited time and staffing can make emotional support difficult to prioritise.
· ﻿﻿Communication barriers due to cognitive decline.
· ﻿﻿Cultural or personal differences in expressing emotions.
Strategies:
· ﻿﻿Integrate brief reminiscence activities into daily care routines.
· ﻿﻿Train staff in non-verbal communication and active listening.
· ﻿﻿Encourage family involvement to support life review and identity maintenance.
By applying Erikson's principles, care homes can create a supportive emotional environment that promotes acceptance, dignity, and peace in later life.

Piaget believed that cognitive development involves processes of assimilation (adding current information into existing schemas) and accommodation (changing schemas based on new experiences). While Piaget's stages primarily describe childhood development, his ideas are still relevant for understanding cognitive changes in older adulthood particularly how thinking and memory can decline or adapt with age. Piaget’s ideas changed how we understand children’s thinking Relevance to Adult Development In older adults (Kankam, H., 2025) especially those with dementia, the cognitive processes that Piaget described may regress or become impaired. Dementia affects the brain's ability to organise, process, and retrieve information like the loss of higher-level cognitive functions that Piaget associated with formal operational thinking (abstract reasoning, problem-solving).
 
[bookmark: _Int_41qIXKCu]Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory explains how people develop ways of thinking, understanding, and learning throughout life. Although the theory was originally focused on children, it is still useful for understanding cognitive changes in adults aged 65 and over, especially those experiencing dementia. Piaget described how individuals move from simple, concrete thinking in early life to more complex, abstract reasoning in adulthood. In older age, and particularly with dementia, these higher-level thinking skills can decline. This means older adults may struggle with planning, problem solving, memory, and processing current information. Understanding this helps caregivers adjust expectations and support each resident’s abilities in a respectful and realistic way. In practice, applying Piaget’s theory requires patience, effective communication skills, and awareness of each resident’s level of ability. Challenges include time pressures, staff shortages, and differences in dementia severity. To address these issues, care homes can offer staff training on dementia-friendly communication and encourage the use of familiar, meaningful activities that promote engagement and independence. By using Piaget’s ideas in a flexible and understanding way, care professionals can support cognitive wellbeing, reduce frustration, and create a safer, more supportive environment for older adults living with dementia.
Piaget’s theory can guide practical, person-centred care approaches:
· Structured Routines: Provide predictable daily activities that reduce confusion and support memory.
· Hands-on Engagement: Encourage activities that use sensory and motor skills, such as gardening, folding laundry, or sorting objects, which can stimulate remaining cognitive abilities.
· Step-by-Step Guidance: Break down tasks into smaller, manageable steps to support success and confidence.
For example, if a resident struggles to remember how to brush their teeth, caregivers can show each step and gently guide their actions. This aligns with Piaget’s emphasis on learning through active experience and adaptation.
Challenges and Strategies
Challenges:
· Residents may have varying levels of dementia, requiring different approaches.
· Staff may lack training in cognitive communication.
· Time pressures can limit engagement in meaningful activities.
Strategies:
· Use cognitive assessment tools to tailor care plans.
· Provide training on dementia-friendly communication.
· Create memory-friendly environments with visual labels and familiar objects. 
· Such strategies align with inclusive, respectful care principles recognising diversity in cognitive ability and promoting dignity through understanding and adaptation.




Conclusion
Understanding psychological theories such as Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory enhances the quality of dementia care by linking theory to practice. Erikson’s model reminds professionals of the emotional importance of identity, meaning, and integrity in later life, while Piaget’s framework provides insight into cognitive decline and adaptation. By applying these theories thoughtfully, health and social care professionals can deliver compassionate, person-centred care that respects individuality, promotes dignity, and supports wellbeing for older adults living with dementia. Integrating theory into everyday practice strengthens professional understanding, communication, and empathy key components of effective and ethical health and social care.
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