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Part A: Annotated Bibliography

Theory 1: Erik Erikson – Psychosocial Development

Source one
Erikson, E.H. (1950). Childhood and Society. New York: Norton.
Summary

Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains eight developmental stages across the lifespan, each characterised by a central psychological conflict. For older adults, the Integrity versus Despair stage involves critical processes of life review, meaning making, and acceptance of one’s past (Erikson, 1950). During this stage, individuals systematically evaluate their achievements, relationships, and contributions to form a sense of coherence and fulfilment. Successful resolution is associated with integrity, manifesting as wisdom and emotional stability, while unresolved regrets may precipitate despair, reduced well-being, and social withdrawal. Erikson’s theoretical framework is widely used in health and social care for its ability to elucidate the emotional needs of older adults, especially during significant transitions such as bereavement or relocation to residential care.

Critical Comment

Despite its influence, Erikson’s theory has attracted criticism for its linear, universal structure, which presumes a uniform progression through specific stages. Recent research shows that adult development is more dynamic, shaped by unpredictable life events, trauma, and social inequalities. The theory also embodies Western cultural values that prioritise autonomy and individual achievement, which may not be globally applicable. Furthermore, Erikson’s emphasis on a single dominant conflict may oversimplify the multifaceted challenges of later life, in which older adults commonly encounter intersecting difficulties. Nonetheless, Erikson’s work remains instrumental in advancing understanding of identity, meaning-making, and emotional adjustment in older adulthood.

Source two
Kinsella, K. & Phillips, D.R. (2020a) ‘Social and psychological changes in later life: The role of Erikson’s psychosocial stages’, Journal of Gerontology, 75(4), pp. 857–867.

Summary
Kinsella and Phillips (2020a) critically assess Erikson’s theory as applied to contemporary ageing, examining how older adults engage with issues of identity, purpose, and life review. The authors argue that the Integrity versus Despair stage remains salient, particularly within care settings where older adults may contend with loss of independence, declining health, or diminished social roles. They underscore the importance of supportive relationships, meaningful engagement, and structured opportunities for reflection in fostering integrity and psychological well-being.
Critical comment
Kinsella and Phillips (2020a) strengthen the relevance of Erikson’s model through its practical application in modern health and social care; however, they also address its analytical limitations. Specifically, they note that Erikson insufficiently considers structural determinants such as poverty, discrimination, and unequal access to care, which bear considerable influence on the lived experience of older adults. Furthermore, the universalistic lens of Erikson’s model inadequately accounts for cultural diversity, given the variability in concepts of identity, success, and fulfilment across societies. Despite these shortcomings, the article offers a contemporary reinterpretation of Erikson’s framework and endorses its continued value for practice.

Theory 2: John Bowlby – Attachment Theory

Source one
Bowlby, J. (1988). A Secure Base: Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human Development. London: Routledge.

Summary

Bowlby’s attachment theory posits that humans have an innate biological imperative to form emotional bonds with significant others. Early attachment relationships shape internal working models that subsequently inform individuals’ beliefs of relationships, emotional regulation, and stress response patterns (Bowlby, 1988). Although originally focused on the parent-child dyad, attachment theory has since been extended to encompass adulthood. Current research demonstrates that attachment styles classified as secure, anxious, avoidant, or disorganised continue to shape adult well-being, coping mechanisms, and relational dynamics. For older adults, secure attachment is positively correlated with resilience, robust social networks, and effective adaptation to transitions such as illness, bereavement, or institutional relocation.

Critical Comment

Attachment theory has been subject to critique for its reductionist tendencies, particularly its overemphasis on early childhood at the expense of later-life experiences. Scholars contend that attachment patterns show greater flexibility than originally posited by Bowlby, with adult relationships and therapeutic interventions capable of reshaping internal working models. Additionally, the theory's limited attention to cultural variation limits its cross-cultural applicability, as constructs of emotional closeness and autonomy differ across cultures. Nevertheless, attachment theory continues to provide a substantive framework for interpreting emotional needs and relational dynamics during adulthood.

Source two
Fraley, R.C., Roisman, G.I. & Haltigan, J.D. (2013) ‘The role of adult relationships in developmental psychopathology: Attachment and the family’, Development and Psychopathology, 25(4), pp. 1097–1110.

Summary
Fraley et al. (2013) provide an in-depth analysis of the enduring influence of attachment patterns on psychological functioning throughout adulthood. The authors argue that adult relationships, including those with romantic partners, close friends, and family, play a critical role in shaping emotional regulation, coping strategies, and mental health outcomes. Their findings contest the notion that attachment is immutable after early childhood, demonstrating that adult experiences can significantly alter attachment security.

Critical Comment


This article offers a nuanced and contemporary extension of attachment theory by addressing criticisms of its flexibility. Nevertheless, it retains a primary focus on dyadic relationships, limiting consideration of broader social networks, community resources, and cultural influences. While acknowledging these constraints, the article strengthens the application of attachment theory in adult developmental contexts and provides valuable insights for practice in health and social care.

Part B: Short Report
Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory in Residential Care Homes

Introduction

Older adults residing in care homes experience significant life transitions, such as retirement, health impairments, and loss of autonomy, all of which may substantially affect psychological well-being. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory offers a framework for understanding these psychological needs, particularly through the Integrity versus Despair stage (Erikson, 1950). The following report systematically examines the application of Erikson’s theory in residential care, provides a practical example, and analyses related challenges and strategies.

Application of the Theory in Practice

Erikson posits that the pursuit of integrity in older adulthood involves reflective engagement with life experiences. Health and social care professionals help this process by implementing reflective interventions that foster self-acceptance and life satisfaction. Reminiscence therapy, which involves structured discussions about personal histories (Chin, 2007), helps individuals in recognising and valuing their achievements.

Care facilities frequently employ reminiscence through group discussions focused on shared memories or through structured activities such as listening to nostalgic music or viewing historical photographs. Providing opportunities for residents to demonstrate previously acquired skills, such as enabling a former teacher to organise reading groups or a former cook to assist with meal preparation, further reinforces personal identity.

Real-World Example

For example, Mrs Grant, aged 94, moved to a care home following the death of her husband and initially reported persistent feelings of sadness, loss, and diminished independence. To facilitate her adjustment, staff supported her involvement in a weekly reminiscence group designed to promote social connection through the sharing of personal histories.

During one session, Mrs Grant described her former career as a tailor, highlighting a period of her life associated with competence, identity, and pride. Recognising the therapeutic value of this narrative, staff encouraged her participation in a craft-based activity, enabling her to demonstrate her sewing skills and contribute to the group in a meaningful way. This intervention enhanced her social engagement, strengthened her sense of purpose, and promoted feelings of achievement.

This example illustrates the practical application of Erikson’s stage of ego integrity, whereby opportunities to reflect on life achievements and maintain a sense of usefulness can support psychological well-being in later life. By valuing an individual’s life story and enabling continued contribution, care staff can help foster integrity rather than despair.

Challenges and Strategies

Although Erikson’s theory informs interventions to promote well-being, practical challenges may arise. Some residents experience discomfort when asked to recall adverse memories. Care staff should adopt a sensitive approach, allowing residents to engage in reminiscence at a pace appropriate to each individual.

Limited staff availability for reflective activities, often due to heavy workloads and staffing constraints, presents an additional challenge. To address this, care homes may integrate reminiscence into daily routines, such as encouraging residents to share stories during mealtimes or organising brief group discussions. Training staff in effective communication and active listening can further improve the quality of interactions with residents (Jack et al., 2019). These skills enable professionals to provide emotional support and assist residents in reflecting on their life experiences within a positive and supportive environment.

emotional support and help residents reflect on their life experiences in a positive, supportive environment. 

Conclusion

Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides important insights into the emotional needs of older adults in care homes. Encouraging reflection, meaningful activity, and recognition of achievements enables care professionals to foster integrity rather than despair. Although emotional and time-related challenges persist, the implementation of practical strategies can enhance the psychological health of older adults.
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