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Using psychological theories to support adults aged 65+ living in dementia care home









Many adults aged 65 and over who live in dementia care homes experience challenges with memory, identity, and emotional wellbeing. For health and social care professionals, understanding these difficulties is essential for providing effective support. Psychological theories offer helpful frameworks that explain why certain behaviours and emotional responses occur, and they guide staff in delivering compassionate care.
[bookmark: _Int_4o7iE1es]This report focuses on two main theories: Erikson’s Psychosocial theory and Carl Rogers’ Person-centred theory. Erikson’s final stage, Ego Integrity vs despair, explores how older adults make senses of their life story and cope with loss or confusion. Rogers’ theory highlights the importance of empathy, dignity, and treating each person as an individual. Both theories are widely used to support people living with dementia.
[bookmark: _Int_yxYtWmnR]The report will explain each theory in detail, show how they can be applied in a dementia care home, and discuss the challenges professionals may face. It will also draw on recent research to show why theory-based practice improves the quality of care.

Dementia in care homes 
Dementia is a progressive condition that affects memory, reasoning, communication, and daily functioning. Older adults living in dementia care homes often need help with washing, eating, social interaction, and managing distress or confusion. As the condition progresses, people may experience mood changes, increased dependence, or difficulty recognising familiar people and environments. These experiences can influence how residents feel about themselves and how they relate to others.
Health and social care professionals play an essential role in supporting residents’ emotional, physical, and social needs. They must respond to behavioural changes, communicate clearly, and create a safe, calm environment. Since dementia affects each person differently, care must be personalised and guided by a good understanding of the individual's life history, culture, preferences, and strengths.
Psychological theories help professional make sense of why people behave in certain ways and how to respond in ways that reduce distress. When staff understand the link between identity, memory, and emotional needs, they can offer support that improves wellbeing and keeps dignity.

Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory- Stage 8 (Ego integrity vs despair)
Erik Erikson’s theory explains human development across eight stages; each linked to a major psychological challenge. The final stage - Ego integrity vs despair, focuses on older adulthood. During this stage, individuals look back on their life and try to make meaning from their experiences. If they feel a sense of acceptance and fulfilment, they achieve integrity. If they feel regret or unresolved conflict, they may experience despair.
[bookmark: _Int_dJoFwlsA]Recent research shows this stage is strongly linked to emotional wellbeing in later life. For example, van der Kaplan-Deeder et al. (2021) found that older adults who feel integrity report higher emotional wellbeing, while despair is associated with distress and reduced quality for life.
[bookmark: _Int_psRJSUhf]For people with dementia, this life review process can be disrupted by memory loss or confusion. They may struggle to recall major events or keep a stable sense of identity. Understanding Erikson’s theory helps staff recognise why older adults may show frustration, sadness, or anxiety when memory difficulties arise. The theory highlights the importance of supporting identity, emotional safety, and meaningful connection.

Carl Roger’s Person-Centred Theory
[bookmark: _Int_saKdQVzz]Carl Rogers’ Person-Centred Theory is based on empathy, unconditional positive regard, and understanding the person as unique. Rogers believed that people thrive when they feel respected, listened to, and valued. His approach has been widely adopted in dementia care settings, influencing the development of modern person-centred models such as Kitwood’s personhood framework.
Person-centred care emphasises valuing each resident’s individuality, life story, and preferences. It also encourages staff to interpret behaviour as communication. Research supports this approach: Hedman, Sandman and Edvardsson (2022) found that person-centred interactions improve emotional wellbeing and help residents feel recognised and understood.
More recently, Tieu and Matthew’s (2023) highlighted that keeping a person’s selfhood-through relationships, familiar routines, and meaningful occupation is central to person-centred practice.
This theory provides a compassionate framework that helps professionals deliver care that respects dignity and supports emotional needs, even when communication becomes difficult.

Applying Erikson’s theory
Erikson's final stage emphasises the importance of identity, memory, and emotional acceptance. In a dementia care home, staff can support residents by helping them connect with their life story and keep a sense of self.
Life story work is one effective approach. This involves using photos, memory books, and personal objects to encourage residents to share memories. Even when a person cannot recall details, familiar items can create feelings of comfort and belonging. This supports identity and reduces despair.
Reminiscence therapy is another useful method, involving discussions about past events, music, hobbies, or cultural traditions this helps residents connect with meaningful experiences. Research shows that reminiscence can improve mood and reduce anxiety in people with dementia.
Validation therapy also fits with Erikson’s ideas. Instead of correcting a resident who is confused or believes they are living in a different time, staff focus on acknowledging the person’s emotions. This reduces distress, builds trust, and supports emotional integrity.
By using Erikson’s theory, professionals can better understand why memory loss affects self-esteem and how supportive communication can help promote emotional wellbeing.

Applying person-centred theory
[bookmark: _Int_Z83igbjz]Person-centred care is widely used in dementia homes because it emphasises empathy, dignity, and individuality. Professionals can apply Roger’s theory by learning about each resident’s life story, routines, cultural values, and personal preferences. 
Simple actions such as using the resident's preferred name, offering choices, or creating a calm environment help keep autonomy and reduce stress (Hedman et al., 2022).
Person-centred care also encourages staff to interpret behaviour as communication. For example, agitation may signal pain, discomfort, boredom, or confusion by responding with empathy and problem-solving staff can reduce distress more effectively. This aligns with research by Richter et al. (2022), who found that personal knowledge and reflective practice improve care outcomes.
Creating meaningful activities is also central to person-centred care. Tieu and Matthews (2023) emphasise keeping selfhood, which means engaging residents in activities that connect to their identity for example, gardening, music, religious practises, or household tasks.
This approach promotes emotional security, reduces loneliness, and builds trusting relationships.

Challenges and strategies
Applying psychological theories in real care settings can be challenging. Cognitive decline may limit a resident’s ability to express emotions or preferences. Staff can use nonverbal communication, visual prompts, and gentle reassurance to help overcome this.
Staff shortages or limited time can make it difficult to offer personal support. Leadership plays a key role here: Moenke, Handley and Goodman (2023) found that strong leadership improves the consistency of person-centred care in dementia homes. Regular training, reflective practice, and team communication can help staff apply the theories more effectively.
Some staff may lack confidence or experience in using theory-based approaches. Ongoing dementia specific training, supervision, and emotional support can help reduce burnout and improve practise.
By combining Erikson’s theory with person-centred approaches, professionals can provide care that reduces distress, supports identity, and improved quality of life for older adults with dementia.

[bookmark: _Int_oVfulrGd]Supporting adults aged 65 and over in dementia care homes requires empathy, knowledge, and an understanding of psychological needs. Erikson's theory highlights how identity in life review shape emotional well-being, while Rodgers’ person-centred approach emphasises respect, dignity, and individuality. When these theories are applied through life story work, reminiscence, validation, and personalised interactions, residents feel more secure, valued, and understood. Although challenges such as cognitive decline and staffing pressures exist, using psychological theories helps professionals create supportive environments that enhance well-being and keep dignity for people living with dementia.
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