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Applying Psychological Theories to Support Adults Aged 65 and Over in Dementia Care Homes

[bookmark: _Toc213277603]1 Introduction
As a Health Care Assistant working in a dementia care home, it is important to understand some psychological theories to support residents aged 65 years and over who face cognitive and emotional challenges. Dementia refers to the loss of memory, reasoning, and behaviour that impairs an individual's ability to recognise their environment or communicate with others (Shabnam and Raunkiaer, 2025). Understanding these processes through the application of psychological theories will help professionals to provide person-centred, compassionate, and evidence-informed care.
The following report looks at how Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory and the Behavioural, Attitude, and Social Learning Theory can be applied to enhance practice in dementia care settings. Each of these theories will be explained in relation to how they can help the care professional to understand thinking and behaviour, promote positive engagement, and effectively manage behavioural changes. The discussion also reflects upon challenges that professionals might face while applying these theoretical perspectives and suggests strategies toward overcoming these.
[bookmark: _Toc213277604]2 Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory
Jean Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory explains how one acquires and organises knowledge through active interaction with the environment. Though it was focused on the cognitive growth of children, its concepts are highly relevant to understanding changes in thinking, memory, and reasoning in older adults. Piaget believed that people progress through stages in cognitive development, moving into the formal operational stage characterised by logical and abstract thinking. In older age, especially in people living with dementia, such abilities decline and may lead to confusion, loss of memory, and difficulties with daily activities. 
The use of this theory within a dementia care home helps the Health Care Assistants understand the influence of decline in cognition on the resident ability to process information and respond to environmental stimuli. Disruption in the schemas produces anxiety, disorientation, and unfamiliarity with tasks or environments for many residents. Recognising this helps staff tailor their routines to care for each resident according to their level of comprehension and physical capability. Breaking down larger, more involved tasks into small, clear steps enables residents to follow instructions more easily and gives them a sense of accomplishment (Pakpahan and Saragih, 2022).
Piaget's concepts of assimilation and accommodation also have resonance here. When residents are doing everyday activities such as folding laundry or helping to set the table, existing knowledge is used to interpret and handle the tasks. These activities reinforce memory and provide a sense of normality. Reminiscence activities, including looking at photographs or discussing past events, may encourage long-term memory and emotional stimulation. For instance, a resident who always becomes apprehensive when activities are introduced became non-anxious when she was given a routine to perform before mealtimes-folding napkins (Javed and Kakul, 2023). Over time, this activity enhanced her mood and confidence as structured and repetitive activities maintain engagement and identity.
As a Health Care Assistant, Piaget's theory encourages me to communicate in ways that match the residents' cognitive levels. This helps lower frustrations by understanding and minimising their occurrence, using simple language, visual cues, and positive reinforcement. When assisting a resident during mealtime, giving one-step-at-a-time guidance and demonstrating each action enables him to follow more easily and take part in the process of getting his food. The approach, instead of pointing out mistakes, reassures and gives structure to understand and make one feel confident (Kumbar et al., 2023).
Piaget's valuable theory has its limitations when applied to older adults: it does not include how illness or ageing directly can cause cognitive decline. However, its emphasis on how people adapt to new experiences remains valuable. On this basis, Health Care Assistants can apply the principles of this theory to develop daily routines that provide consistency, maximise independence where possible, and minimise stress. The theory supports professionals to view behaviour as not resistance to care but a response to a changing cognitive ability and enables much more empathetic and supportive care.
[bookmark: _Toc213277605]3 Behaviourist-Conditioning, Attitude and Social Learning Theory
Albert Bandura's Behavioural Attitude and Social Learning Theory describes how new conduct is learned from observing others, imitated, and reinforced. This approach integrates factors of behavioural learning and cognitive understanding. It shows how behaviour can be modified not only by rewards and punishments but also by the environment and social interaction. Within the dementia care home, this is quite valuable in understanding how residents may respond to the actions of the staff and the emotional atmosphere that surrounds them (Rumjaun and Narod, 2025). 
Older adults with dementia typically mirror the behaviours and emotions of others around them. If staff are calm, patient, and positive, the residents are more likely to be relaxed and cooperative. Conversely, if staff appear frustrated or anxious, the residents may respond with agitation or confusion. Reinforcement also plays an important role in developing behaviour. Positive reinforcement may include praise or a warm smile that encourages desirable actions and strengthens self-confidence. Acknowledging residents when they complete something or participate in activities reinforces positive ways of engaging and cooperating. One resident who usually became agitated with personal care began responding better when staff spoke softly to him and used gentle encouragement, praising him at each small step (Matovic et al., 2024). Over time, he became cooperative and less anxious; in this case, showing that constant modelling and positive reinforcement help the residents feel secure and capable. 
Bandura's theory also introduces the concept of self-efficacy, or belief in one's ability to succeed. It is important for older adults to feel independent and have a sense of purpose. Realistic and achievable goals, such as assisting with personal care or participating in group activities, build residents' confidence and motivation. It is when residents are able to do small tasks that their self-esteem rises and they are more likely to relate well with others. The ability to show simple tasks, like brushing hair or using utensils, lets residents learn through observation and imitation (Firmansyah and Saepuloh, 2022). 
The application of this theory is not without challenges in the field of dementia care. For instance, cognitive decline may limit the ability of residents to observe and recall behaviours accurately. Therefore, professionals have to incorporate frequent repetition and consistent modelling. Besides that, communication difficulties may make understanding more difficult; hence, patience and flexibility must be held by the staff. Consistency from all care team members is of much importance since there are possibilities of confusion when there is a conflicting approach or inconsistency in communicating with the residents (Islam et al., 2023). Training in positive communication and reinforcement provides a unified approach for all in the care home environment. 
Overall, Behavioural, Attitude, and Social Learning Theory emphasises the role of environment, role modelling, and reinforcement in influencing behaviour. To the Health Care Assistant, it simply verifies that their tone, actions, and attitudes have a direct impact on the emotional and behavioural responses of the residents. Through an application of this knowledge, a calm, supportive, safe environment is promoted, where the resident feels assisted and appreciated.
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The nature of dementia and the pressures of care work make applying psychological theories in real care settings complex. Cognitive decline can manifest as difficulties in following instructions, remembering routines, or learning new behaviours, while emotional changes such as fear, frustration, and sadness can make participation in activities very challenging. These, among others, make it difficult for professionals to apply theoretical principles consistently in daily interactions.
Workload pressures, emotional fatigue, and a lack of training impede the effective application of theory from the professional perspective. Practitioners might not have enough time or other resources to practice the psychological strategies or reflect on their practice. Communications among the team also tend to be inconsistent; thus, reinforcement and modelling techniques become less effective (O'Donnell et al., 2022).
Dementia care homes may address these issues by providing regular training that enables staff to understand how psychological theories apply to everyday practice. Consistency and confidence among staff can be facilitated through training in communication skills, empathy, and behavioural management. Routines, visual reminders, and relaxed environments also promote security and support cognitive stimulation for the residents. Teamwork and reflection also allow the Health Care Assistants to share experiences, learn from one another, and adapt the methods that best meet the needs of each resident.
Of equal importance is the promotion of staff well-being. Supervision and emotional support prevent burnout, thus allowing the professional to be patient and compassionate. If staff feel valued and supported, they are likely to employ consistent use of the theory-based approaches. Professionals who are able to meld theoretical knowledge with practical approaches have the potential to provide a stable and respectful environment that encourages good emotional health among residents and employees alike (Mihaylova and Alakidi, 2023).
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An understanding of psychological theories underpins the work of a Health Care Assistant and others working with older adults in dementia care. Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory helps explain how cognitive decline impacts thinking, memory, and resultant behaviours, enabling staff to adjust their communications and supports appropriately. Behavioural, Attitude and Social Learning Theory pinpoints an understanding of environment, modelling and reinforcement in influencing behaviours and emotional responses. 
These theories help practitioners apply care with competence and sensitivity, promote independence, confidence, and well-being. Integrating theoretical knowledge with reflective and person-centred practice will help in creating an enabling environment where residents with dementia are supported to live with dignity and security and have a sense of belonging.
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