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 “Dementia is the loss of cognitive functioning of thinking, remembering, and reasoning, to
such an extent that it interferes with a person’s daily life and activities. Some people with
dementia cannot control their emotions, and their personalities may change. Dementia
ranges in severity from the mildest stage, when it is just beginning to affect a person’s
functioning, to the most severe stage, when the person must depend completely on others
for basic activities of daily living, such as feeding oneself” (National Institute on Aging, 2022).
Alzheimer’s disease is one of the most common forms of dementia.
To support this care, the psychological theories offer useful frameworks. To preserve dignity
and meaning in later life they help practitioners, design interventions, interpret behaviour,
and foster empathy.
This report analyses how Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Vygotsky’s Sociocultural
Theory can direct practice in dementia care homes.
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[bookmark: _Toc217044586]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
According to Simple Psychology “John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory emphasizes the importance of early emotional bonds between a child and their caregiver.
He proposed that these bonds are vital for survival and emotional development, serving as a foundation for future relationships.
Bowlby believed that children are biologically programmed to form attachments, which help them feel secure and navigate their environment.” (McLeod, 2025)
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Attachment theory, most developed and applied to the early years, has relevance to our understanding of dementia and its impact on people and their family carers. Understanding attachment helps us to understand behaviours and responses to dementia. 
(Beattie and West, 2021)
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Vygotsky’s Theory argues that human development and learning are social and cultural
processes. Individuals are shaped through interaction with others and through the
internalisation of cultural tools and signs, such as language which facilitate their relationship
with the world. Essentially, culture shapes the mind, and learning comes before and drives
development by operating within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), the distance
between what a person can do independently and what they can do with support. (McLeod,
2025)
Within the ZPD, adults support learners who cannot yet complete a task on their own.
Because of this, instruction from people with more knowledge plays a central role in helping
learners develop their cognitive and practical skills. Students who fall behind academically
often do so because the support or instruction they receive from teachers or peers is not well
matched to their needs (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky’s work highlights the close
interdependence between social activity and individual development, viewing mental growth
as the transformation of shared social actions into internal psychological processes
(Panhwar, 2016).
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Even with cognitive decline, residents can sometimes do more with the right support than
they can alone. Staff, family, peers, routines, objects, and language act as cultural tools that
mediate functioning. Helping residents participate, communicate, and maintain identity.
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Using Vygotsky’s theory, social engagement in dementia care can be strengthened by
scaffolding interactions within each resident’s Zone of Proximal Development. This can be
achieved through tools like photos or familiar objects, which create shared attention and
provide residents with an easier starting point for talking with peers. Over time, structured
turn-taking activities and buddy pairings encourage peer-to-peer communication, supporting
inclusion and sustained participation in everyday social life.
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Create familiar routines, share family stories and use photos, music, and meaningful objects
to trigger memories and encourage interaction.
Offer tasks that are slightly challenging but achievable with support, such as preparing a
simple recipe together or organising a photo album.
Encourage communication even when it is fragmented, as a way to maintain connection and
support thinking.
See the older person as capable of adapting and reinventing themselves, finding new ways
to express and interact, focusing on what they can do, not only on the limits created by the
illness.
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Communication for people with dementia and for all those involved in their care, including
family members, medical staff, therapists, and community members, can be extremely
challenging. Adapting communication styles is often necessary to minimise stress and
negative feelings in individuals with dementia. As the disease progresses, communication
difficulties become more pronounced. Caregivers and therapists frequently find themselves
in situations where their verbal and nonverbal communicative behaviour must ensure
adequate support, compassion, care, and a genuine desire to assist (Banovic, Punic and
Sinanovic, 2018).
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Bowlby and Vygotsky both show that development is shaped through relationships, but they
explain this in different ways. Bowlby’s attachment theory emphasises that a secure bond
with a caregiver provides emotional safety, helping the person manage stress and explore
the world with confidence. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory highlights that learning and
development is built through social interaction, where language, routines and guidance
from others help individuals achieve more than they can alone, the Zone of Proximal
Development.
Together, the theories suggest that effective care and education should combine emotional
security from Bowlby with supported learning and participation from Vygotsky. In practice,
especially in settings like dementia care, trusted relationships reduce distress and build
confidence, while sensitive scaffolding, clear communication, and meaningful social activities
help maintain skills, independence, and identity.
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