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Using Psychological Theories to Support Older Adults with Psychological Health Conditions in Dementia Care Homes
1. Introduction

· Psychological health conditions among adults aged 65 and over represent a significant challenge within health and social care settings. Older adults are at increased risk of conditions such as depression, anxiety, and dementia-related psychological and behavioural symptoms due to factors including cognitive decline, physical ill-health, bereavement, loss of independence, and social isolation (Age UK, 2023). Within dementia care homes, residents often experience psychological distress that may manifest as agitation, withdrawal, low mood, aggression, or confusion.
· Health and social care professionals working in dementia care homes must adopt evidence-based, psychologically informed approaches to support residents’ mental wellbeing. Psychological theories provide valuable frameworks for understanding behaviour, emotional responses, and coping mechanisms in later life. By applying these theories to practice, professionals can develop person-centred interventions that enhance quality of life, reduce distress, and promote dignity in care.
· This report explores how two psychological theories—Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory of Development and Cognitive Behavioural Theory (CBT)—can be applied within a dementia care home to support adults aged 65 and over who are experiencing psychological health conditions. The report critically evaluates the usefulness of each theory, provides practical examples of application, and discusses challenges faced by professionals, along with strategies to address them.
· It is also important to emphasise that the global population is ageing rapidly, which has led to an increased demand for health and social care services that are equipped to address psychological as well as physical needs. Older adults living in care homes are particularly vulnerable to psychological distress due to reduced independence, separation from family, and adjustment to unfamiliar environments. For individuals with dementia, these challenges are often intensified by cognitive decline and difficulties with communication. As a result, psychological theories and research play a crucial role in helping professionals understand residents’ emotional responses and behaviours. Applying theory to practice enables care staff to deliver evidence-based, compassionate, and person-centred care that promotes mental wellbeing and preserves dignity in later life.




2. Dementia Care Home
· In a dementia care home, residents often rely heavily on staff for both practical and emotional support. Daily routines, environmental factors, and staff–resident interactions can significantly influence psychological wellbeing. Multidisciplinary teams must work collaboratively to manage complex needs, including memory loss, confusion, emotional distress, and behavioural symptoms. A strong understanding of psychological theory supports professionals in interpreting behaviour as a form of communication rather than deliberate non-compliance. This approach encourages empathy and reduces the risk of inappropriate responses, such as the overuse of medication or restrictive practices, thereby improving the overall quality of care provided to older adults.

3. Overview of Psychological Theories

3.1 Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory of Development


· Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory proposes that individuals progress through eight stages of psychosocial development across the lifespan, each characterised by a central conflict (Erikson, 1982). The final stage, Integrity vs Despair, occurs in later adulthood (65+ years) and is particularly relevant in dementia care settings.
· At this stage, individuals reflect on their life experiences. Successful resolution leads to a sense of ego integrity, meaning acceptance of one’s life, achievements, and mortality. Failure to resolve this stage may result in despair, characterised by regret, bitterness, depression, and fear of death (Knight, 2017).
· For older adults with dementia, cognitive decline may complicate life review processes; however, emotional memory often remains intact. Feelings of despair may emerge as residents experience loss of independence, identity, and social roles. Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of supporting older adults in maintaining a sense of meaning, dignity, and self-worth despite cognitive impairment.


3.2 Cognitive Behavioural Theory (CBT)
· Cognitive Behavioural Theory is based on the idea that thoughts, emotions, and behaviours are interconnected, and that psychological distress is often maintained by negative or distorted thinking patterns (Beck, 1976). CBT aims to help individuals identify and modify unhelpful thoughts and behaviours to improve emotional wellbeing.
· Although traditional CBT relies on verbal communication and cognitive insight, adapted forms of CBT have been shown to be effective for older adults, including those with mild to moderate dementia (Spector et al., 2015). In dementia care homes, CBT principles can be simplified and integrated into everyday care practices, focusing on emotional validation, behavioural activation, and routine building.
CBT is particularly relevant for addressing depression and anxiety in older adults, which are common comorbidities in dementia (Livingston et al., 2017).



4. Application in Health and Social Care Practice
4.1 Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory in a Dementia Care Home
Erikson’s theory can be applied through life review and reminiscence-based interventions, which encourage residents to reflect on meaningful life experiences. Care staff can facilitate conversations about past roles, achievements, family memories, or cultural traditions, supporting residents in achieving a sense of integrity.
Practical example:

A care worker engages a resident in regular reminiscence sessions using photographs, music from the resident’s youth, or personal objects. This helps the resident reconnect with positive memories, reinforcing identity and reducing feelings of despair or agitation.
· This approach can also inform person-centred care planning, ensuring that care routines reflect residents’ personal histories, values, and preferences. For example, understanding a resident’s former occupation or hobbies can help staff provide meaningful activities that enhance self-esteem.
Critical evaluation:
· 
While Erikson’s theory is valuable for understanding emotional needs in later life, it may be challenging to apply fully in residents with advanced dementia who struggle with communication. However, research suggests that emotional validation and sensory reminiscence can still promote wellbeing even when verbal recall is limited (Woods et al., 2018).
Challenges and strategies:
· Challenge: Limited time and staffing pressures may restrict opportunities for meaningful interaction.
· Strategy: Incorporate reminiscence into daily care tasks, such as talking during personal care or mealtimes.
· Challenge: Staff may lack confidence in facilitating life review.
· Strategy: Provide training in person-centred communication and dementia awareness.



4.2 Applying Cognitive Behavioural Theory in a Dementia Care Home
CBT principles can be adapted to support emotional wellbeing by focusing on behavioural strategies rather than complex cognitive restructuring. Behavioural activation, routine establishment, and positive reinforcement are particularly effective.
Practical example:
A resident showing signs of depression is encouraged to engage in small, achievable activities they previously enjoyed, such as gardening or listening to music. Staff reinforce positive engagement through praise and emotional validation, helping improve mood and reduce withdrawal.
CBT-informed approaches can also help staff understand behavioural expressions of distress. For example, agitation or aggression may be linked to anxiety-provoking thoughts or environmental triggers. By modifying the environment—reducing noise, maintaining routines, and providing reassurance—staff can reduce distress-related behaviours.
Critical evaluation:

· CBT is evidence-based and adaptable, making it a strong framework for dementia care. However, its effectiveness depends on appropriate adaptation to cognitive ability. Overly complex interventions may increase frustration for residents with advanced dementia (Spector et al., 2015).
Challenges and strategies:
· Challenge: Cognitive impairment limits insight-based techniques.
· Strategy: Focus on behavioural and emotional components rather than thought analysis.
· Challenge: Inconsistent application by staff.
· Strategy: Embed CBT principles into care plans and team communication to ensure consistency.

Conclusion:
· Psychological theories play a crucial role in informing effective care for older adults with psychological health conditions in dementia care homes. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory provides insight into emotional needs related to identity, meaning, and life satisfaction, while Cognitive Behavioural Theory offers practical strategies for managing distress and promoting positive behaviours.
· By integrating these theories into everyday practice, health and social care professionals can enhance person-centred care, reduce psychological distress, and improve quality of life for adults aged 65 and over. Despite challenges such as cognitive decline and resource limitations, appropriate adaptation, training, and teamwork can enable effective implementation. A psychologically informed approach is essential for delivering compassionate, dignified, and effective dementia care.
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