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⸻

Part A: Annotated Bibliography

Understanding psychological development in later life is essential for providing effective and compassionate care to older adults. As people age, they often face emotional, social, and physical challenges. The following sources explore attachment theory and its relevance in supporting wellbeing in health and social care settings.

⸻

Bradley, J.M. and Cafferty, T.P. (2001)

Full Reference:
Bradley, J.M. and Cafferty, T.P. (2001) ‘Attachment among older adults: current issues and directions for future research’, Attachment & Human Development, 3(2), pp. 200–221.

Summary of Key Arguments:
This article argues that attachment theory remains important throughout the lifespan, including in older adulthood. The authors explain that ageing often involves significant life changes such as bereavement, declining health, and increased dependence on others. These experiences can activate attachment needs, leading older adults to seek emotional security and reassurance.

Critical Comment (Relevance to Practice):
This source is highly relevant to health and social care as it helps professionals understand behaviours such as anxiety, dependency, or withdrawal as emotional needs rather than problematic behaviour. This supports more empathetic and person-centred care. However, the article is based on a review of existing research and does not provide new empirical data, which limits the strength of its conclusions.

⸻

Browne, C.J. and Shlosberg, E. (2006)

Full Reference:
Browne, C.J. and Shlosberg, E. (2006) ‘Attachment theory, ageing and dementia: a review of the literature’, Aging & Mental Health, 10(2), pp. 134–142.

Summary of Key Arguments:
This article examines how attachment theory applies to older adults living with dementia. It suggests that individuals with secure attachment styles cope better with stress, while those with insecure attachment may experience increased anxiety and distress. Dementia can also disrupt a person’s sense of security, particularly in unfamiliar environments.

Critical Comment (Relevance to Practice):
This source is particularly relevant for residential care settings, as it highlights the importance of consistency, routine, and familiar relationships in reducing distress among individuals with dementia. However, as a literature review, it relies on existing studies and does not provide detailed practical guidance for implementation.

⸻

Momeni, K. et al. (2022)

Full Reference:
Momeni, K. et al. (2022) ‘Attachment styles and happiness in the elderly: the mediating role of reminiscence styles’, BMC Geriatrics, 22, 349.

Summary of Key Arguments:
This study explores the relationship between attachment styles and happiness in older adults. It finds that individuals with secure attachment styles tend to experience higher levels of wellbeing. The study also highlights the role of reminiscence, showing that reflecting on positive life experiences can improve emotional wellbeing.

Critical Comment (Relevance to Practice):
This source is valuable because it provides empirical evidence linking attachment and wellbeing. It supports the use of reminiscence therapy in care settings to promote emotional wellbeing and a sense of identity. However, limitations such as sample size and cultural context may affect how widely the findings can be applied.

⸻

Rodway, C. (2025)

Full Reference:
Rodway, C. (2025) ‘Attachment in old age: a fundamental pillar for public health and wellbeing’, International Journal of Public Health, 70, 1607770.

Summary of Key Arguments:
This article links attachment theory with positive psychology, emphasising strengths such as resilience, emotional connection, and wellbeing. It argues that strong relationships and positive emotional experiences can improve both mental and physical health outcomes in older adults.

Critical Comment (Relevance to Practice):
This source encourages a holistic and person-centred approach to care by focusing on strengths rather than deficits. It is useful for shaping attitudes in health and social care practice. However, it is largely theoretical and lacks detailed empirical evidence.

⸻

Part B: Short Report

Using Attachment Theory to Improve Wellbeing in Residential Care

Moving into a residential care home is often a significant and emotional transition for older adults. It can involve leaving behind familiar surroundings, routines, and relationships, which may lead to feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and loss of identity. Understanding these emotional responses is essential for providing high-quality care.

Attachment theory suggests that individuals have a natural need to form close emotional bonds, which provide a sense of safety and security. In later life, particularly during times of change, these attachment needs can become stronger. Older adults in residential care may therefore show behaviours such as withdrawal, distress, or increased dependence.

In practice, applying attachment theory involves prioritising relationship-based care. One effective approach is assigning a key worker to each resident to ensure consistency and build trust. Familiarity with caregivers helps residents feel more secure and comfortable.

Providing emotional support is also essential. Staff should listen actively, acknowledge residents’ feelings, and respond with empathy. For example, when a resident asks to go home, this should be understood as an emotional need rather than simply confusion.

Maintaining family connections is equally important. Encouraging visits and communication helps reduce isolation and supports emotional wellbeing. Creating a familiar environment through personal belongings can also help residents maintain their identity.

Case Example

Mrs Ahmed, an 82-year-old woman, moved into a residential care home following a fall. She became withdrawn, anxious, and repeatedly asked to go home. Staff recognised this as an attachment-related response.

A key worker was assigned to provide consistent care, and staff spent time building a relationship with her. Her family was encouraged to visit regularly, and her room was personalised with familiar items.

Over time, Mrs Ahmed became more comfortable, engaged in activities, and showed reduced anxiety. This demonstrates how attachment-informed care can improve wellbeing.

Challenges and Strategies

One major challenge in applying attachment theory is staffing constraints, including high staff turnover and limited time. This can make it difficult to build consistent relationships.

To address this, care homes can implement key worker systems and provide staff training on attachment theory. Integrating emotional care into daily routines can also help build trust.

Conclusion

Attachment theory provides valuable insight into the emotional needs of older adults in residential care. By focusing on relationships, consistency, and emotional support, care professionals can significantly improve wellbeing. Despite challenges, practical strategies can support the delivery of compassionate, person-centred care.

⸻
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