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Applying Developmental Psychological Theories to Support Older Adults with Dementia in a Care Home Setting
[bookmark: _Toc216872740]Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_kgrVF9iQ]Dementia is a major public health concern associated with ageing populations. Older adults living with dementia in care homes often experience cognitive decline alongside emotional distress, loss of identity, and reduced social participation. While dementia is a neurological condition, psychological theories of development can offer valuable insight into how care is provided, understood, and improved.
[bookmark: _Int_3OORBjFN]This report critically examines the relevance and usefulness of John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory when applied to older adults (65+) with dementia in care home settings. Although both theories were originally developed to explain child development, contemporary research proves their continued relevance across lifespan. Drawing on evidence from Walsh et al. (2019), this report evaluates how these theories can inform person-centred, relational, and rehabilitative dementia care (Monin et al., 2024)

Dementia: Is an umbrella term for a group of progressive neurocognitive disorders characterised by decline in memory, reasoning, communication, and the ability to perform daily activities. Common forms include Alzheimer’s disease and vascular dementia. As dementia progresses, individuals often experience confusion, emotional dysregulation, behavioural changes, and increasing dependence on others.
In care home environments, residents with dementia may also experience psychological stress caused by unfamiliar routines, staff turnover, reduced autonomy, and separation from family. These experiences can intensify emotional insecurity and highlight the need for care approaches that address both cognitive impairment and emotional wellbeing (Perrin et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc216872741]Overview of Psychological Theories
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Dementia 
[bookmark: _Int_Ej4f49vj]John Bowlby (1969) Attachment Theory proposes that humans are biologically driven to form close emotional bonds with others to gain safety and security. While attachment theory is often associated with infancy, Bowlby argued that attachment needs to continue throughout life, particularly during times of stress, illness, or dependency (Ainsworth, 1989).
Although Bowlby focused on early childhood, later research proves that attachment processes continue into adulthood and old age (Ainsworth, 1989; Magai & Cohen, 1998). Older adults, particularly those facing frailty or cognitive decline, may experience renewed attachment needs as they become more dependent on others. Dementia can heighten these responses; confusion, fear, and disorientation often evoke searching, clinging, or withdrawal behaviours reminiscent of early attachment patterns (Monin et al., 2024).
Older adults with dementia experience heightened vulnerability due to cognitive decline, loss of independence, and relocation into care homes. These stressors can reactivate attachment needs, making attachment theory highly relevant for understanding emotional distress in dementia (Magai & Cohen, 1998).
[image: ]
Early Attachment and Cognitive Protection
Walsh et al. (2019) extend Bolwlby’s theory by proposing that early secure attachment may act as a protective factor against later cognitive decline and dementia. Secure attachment supports emotional regulation, stress resilience, and sustained social engagement across the lifespan, all of which contribute to the development of cognitive and brain reserve.
This perspective aligns with earlier attachment research suggesting that secure attachment promotes exploration, learning, and adaptive coping strategies through life (Ainsworth, 1989). However, Walsh et al. acknowledge that attachment is one of many interacting factors influencing dementia risk, alongside with education, health, and lifestyle.
Attachment Theory in Care Home Practice 
[bookmark: _Int_rcpBDoe6]High-quality dementia care is not only about meeting physical needs, but also about supporting emotional security, dignity, and meaningful participation. Two psychological theories are especially helpful in guiding our everyday practice: John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Lev Vigotsky Sociocultural Theory. Although both theories were developed to understand child development, research shows they are still highly relevant for older adults living with dementia.
[bookmark: _Toc216872742]
Guidance Based on Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
[bookmark: _Int_H6NWyE40]Attachment theory reminds us that people need emotional security throughout life, especially during times of vulnerability such as illness, confusion, or moving into a care home. Residents with dementia may express attachment needs through behaviours like calling out, following staff, or becoming distressed during personal care. These behaviours should be understood as signs of anxiety, not “challenging behaviour.”
[bookmark: _Int_IWteb0bo][bookmark: _Int_WoXZKaOx]De Vries and McChrystal (2010) show how attachment theory can be practically applied in dementia care. They argue that behaviours of then labelled as “challenging,” such as calling out, clinging to staff, or distress during personal care, are better understood as expressions of unmet attachment needs rather than intentional resistance or purely neurological symptoms.
Magai and Cohen (1998) further suggest that emotional expression in dementia reflects enduring attachment patterns shaped across the lifespan. This supports the view that attachment related behaviours persist despite cognitive decline.
Recent empirical evidence further supports the relevance of attachment in later life. Monin et al. (2024) found significant associations between insecure attachment patterns and increased depressive symptoms among adults living with early-stage cognitive impairment. This suggests that attachment insecurity may worsen emotional distress during the first stages of dementia, highlighting the clinical importance of attachment-informed care.
Practical examples
· Staff should offer emotional reassurance, not just task completion. For example, if a resident becomes distressed and asks repeatedly for family members, respond calmly, acknowledge their feelings, and provide comfort rather than correcting or rushing them. This helps create a “secure base.”
· We should aim for consistent staffing. Where possible, the same staff members should support the same residents. Familiar faces help residents feel safe and reduce anxiety, particularly during intimate tasks such as washing or dressing.
· Allocating consistent key workers to residents to foster familiarity and trust.
· Responding to distress with reassurance and emotional presence rather than task focused efficiency.
· Encouraging the use of familiar personal items that provide emotional comfort.
· These practices reflect Bowlby’s concept of a secure base and are associated with reduced anxiety and improved wellbeing (Perrin et al., 2015)
Critical Evaluation of Attachment Theory
Strengths
· Provides a compassionate framework for understanding distress in dementia
· Supported by lifespan attachment research (Ainsworth, 1989)
· Aligns with person-centred dementia care principle
Limitations 
· Bowlby did not empirically study dementia populations
· Attachment interpretations may oversimplify behaviours driven by neurodegeneration
· Care home constrains may limit consistent attachment-based caregiving
· Overall, attachment theory stays valuable when integrated with neurological and social models of dementia 
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory and Dementia
[bookmark: _Int_dbFh8dnU]Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory emphasises that cognitive functioning is shaped through social interaction, language, and cultural tools. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) refers to the difference between what an individual can do independently and what they can achieve with right support.
[bookmark: _Int_kzqsv8Lx]In dementia care, this framework challenges deficit-focused assumptions by highlighting that ability is context dependent and can be supported through social interaction and environmental adaptation (Perrin et al, 2015).
Applying Vygotsky’s Theory in Dementia Care Homes
Davies-Abbott (2021) extends the sociocultural approach by showing how language and discourse act as cultural tools that shape identity and participation in dementia. Through an Appreciative Inquiry process, people living with dementia co-produced narratives that challenged deficit-based language and repositioned themselves as capable and valued.
From a Vygotskian perspective, this illustrates how dialogue mediates meaning and supports agency.
[bookmark: _Int_IjTTXmpg]Vygotsky’s theory emphasises that abilities are supported through social interaction and the environment. Even with dementia, residents can often do more when given the right level of support. Our role is to work within each resident’s zone of proximal development—what they can do with help.
Practical examples
· Use social and cultural tools to support engagement. Group activities like reminiscence sessions, music, or shared conversations help residents connect, communicate, and keep identity through social interaction.
· When supporting daily activities such as dressing, avoid taking over completely. Instead, use gentle prompts or demonstrations. For example, lay clothes out in order and give simple verbal cues so the resident can take part as much as possible.

· Incorporating residents’ own words into care plans.
· Encouraging reflective practice around staff language.
· Supporting resident led storytelling or discussion groups.
· These approaches reinforce dignity and social inclusion, even in the presence of cognitive decline (Perrin et al, 2015).
Critical Evaluation of Sociocultural Theory
Strengths 
· Emphasises Strengths and remaining abilities.
· Promotes inclusion, dignity, and participation.
· Strong alignment with rehabilitate dementia care.
Limitations 
· Less effective in advanced dementia stages
· Requires skilled staff and reflective practice
· Can be difficult to implement in under resourced settings
· Despite these challenges, sociocultural theory offers a valuable framework for supporting engagement and identity in dementia care.


Integrating Bowlby and Vygolsky in Dementia Care
Attachment and sociocultural theories are complementary. Attachment theory prioritises emotional security, while sociocultural theory focuses on supported participation and meaning making.
Research suggests that emotional security enhances engagement particularly beneficial in care homes (Magai & Cohen, 1998)


Conclusion
This report has shown that Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory remain highly relevant for understanding and supporting older adults with dementia in care home settings. Attachment-informed approaches address emotional security, while sociocultural approaches sustain participation and identity. Supported by evidence from Walsh et al. (2019), De Vries and McChrystal (2010), Davies-Abbott (2021), and Perrin et al. (2015), these theories contribute to compassionate, person-centred dementia care when critically applied.
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