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Applying Psychological Theories to Support Older Adults with Dementia in a Care Home Setting 
1. Introduction 
Loss of memory, language, problem-solving skills, and other cognitive functions that are severe enough to interfere with day-to-day functioning is referred to as dementia. The most frequent cause of dementia is Alzheimer's (Alzheimer's Association, 2025). 
According to research, around 944,000 people in the UK suffer with dementia. In the UK, 1 in 11 adults over 65 suffers from dementia. 
People are living longer, which is leading to an increase in the number of dementia sufferers. Over a million people in the UK are expected to have dementia by 2030 (NHS, 2023).
The task of caregivers of people with dementia is to provide a safe, stable and supportive environment that will help maintain their dignity, autonomy and quality of life. 
The theories that I will present in my work (Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs) play a key role in shaping the correct and effective approach to caring for people with dementia, as it allows us to assess their emotional, social and basic needs and also to identify factors that affect their quality of life and help to adapt support to their individual needs accordingly. 


2. Overview of Psychological Theories 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory 
A theory proposed by the American psychologist and psychoanalyst of German origin, Erik Erikson. His approach expanded the ideas of psychoanalysis by focusing not only on early development but also on the entire life cycle. The theory suggests eight sequential stages of individual human development that are influenced by biological, psychological and social factors that we encounter throughout our lives. 
By describing all eight stages, Erikson showed that each stage represents a conflict that a person must overcome for further healthy development: 
Stage 2 – Early Childhood period: Autonomy vs. Shame, doubt
Stage 3 – Play Age period: Initiative vs. Guilt
Stage 4 – School Age period: Industry vs. Inferiority
Stage 5 – Adolescence period: Identity vs. Identity confusion
Stage 6 – Young Adulthood period: Intimacy vs. Isolation
Stage 7 – Adulthood period: Generativity vs. Stagnation/Self-absorption
In the case of people 65 and older, the Stage 8 – Old Age period: Integrity vs. Despair is especially important (NIH, 2022).
Main concepts of this stage:
Ego integrity – during this period, a person makes sense of their life with feelings of accomplishment and satisfaction. Characteristics of wholeness include a sense of regret, peace, success, and wisdom. 
Despair – a person looks back on their life with feelings of regret, shame, or disappointment. Characteristics include bitterness, rumination, a sense that life is useless, and unproductive, and a sense of depression, and hopelessness. 
Life summary – the desire to analyse the life path, evaluate achievements, losses and relationships (Verywell mind, 2025).
For older people with dementia, this stage can be difficult as they deal with loss of independence, loneliness, physical changes and life losses. 
Erikson’s theory is very important in working with older people because it describes the period of development they are in. They are rethinking their lives and past decisions a lot. Disruption of this process can cause psychological difficulties. Therefore, older people often need support in the process of changes that aging, illness, and loss bring. 
Applying Erikson’ s Psychosocial Theory in Dementia Care Homes 
In the case of people with dementia, cognitive changes can make it somewhat difficult to make sense of their lives because they sometimes cannot completely recall significant events or maintain a sense of identity. However, even with memory impairment, emotional and psychological problems remain relevant. 
Erikson’s theory helps professionals: 
To support a sense of dignity through respect and recognition of the value of human experiences. 
Create a safe, familiar and predictable environment that will reduce the patient’s anxiety. 
Understand changes in behaviour, including the causes of fear, aggression, or sadness. 
Switch a person to a positive emotional experience through music, movies, photos, and even conversation. 
Maintain social connections and engage in activities that can significantly increase the patient’s self – esteem (Aliyahealthcare, 2025).
Thus, the theory helps to combine physical care with a deeper understanding of the person’s inner world, which is very important when working with people with dementia. 
Challenges 
Erikson’s theory is valuable when working with people with dementia but can sometimes cause significant challenges. The main difficulty lies in the eight stage “ego – integrity vs despair”, which involves a person’s ability to rethink and analyse their own lives. However, in many older people with dementia, these cognitive processes can be seriously impaired, which makes it somewhat difficult to fully complete this stage (Hughes, Louw & Sabat, 2006). 
Research also shows that the manifestation of the eight stage can vary significantly between people depending on their health, life experiences, and cultural background. Erikson’s theory is not universal (Brown & Lowis, 2003). 
Furthermore, in real – life setting’s care workers are more focused on physical care, which limits the possibility of improving the psycho – emotional development described in the theory. This means that the theory is useful but needs to be adapted to the limitations of older people. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
The development of the hierarchy of needs to explain human motivation belongs to the American psychologist Abraham Maslow. He argued that people have a low level of basic needs that need to be satisfied. They are organised in the form of a hierarchical pyramid – from basic psychological needs to personal growth needs. 
The hierarchy of needs offered a framework for understanding what motivated people to move beyond mere consumption and focus on more important things like love, self – esteem, and self – actualisation (Verywell mind, 2025). 
Main concepts of this theory (Bite Size Learning, 2025).
Maslow’s model includes 5 levels: 
1. Physiological needs (food, water, health, sleep) 
2. Safety needs (security and predictability)
3. Social and belonging needs (friendship, love, emotional support) 
4. Esteem needs (independence and recognition) 
5. Self – actualisation needs (the needs for development and fulfilment though life) 
When caring for the elderly, professionals most often focus on the first three levels, but it is equally important to consider the needs for self – fulfilment and respect. 
In older age, people are most likely to face problems of limited health, changes in social life and loss of independence. Therefore, using Maslow’s model helps to identify which needs of a person have been violated. This allows care giver to assess the patient’s condition comprehensively, not just from a medical point of view (Age in Grey, 2025). 
Applying Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in Dementia Care Homes. 
Maslow’s pyramid will help formulate an individual approach, as this is especially important for people with dementia, as they often cannot clearly express their needs. 
Supporting physiological needs – regular nutrition, maintaining water balance, taking care of the body and monitoring well – being will help reduce the risk of behavioural problems associated with discomfort. 
Security – establish a structured routine and visual cues to ensure safety in the environment to eliminate patient disorientation and anxiety. 
Social support – organising frequent group activities and meetings with relatives that will help reduce the risk of depression. 
Respect and dignity – create a situation where they have the right to choose and celebrate with them when they achieve something. 
Meaning and self – realisation – focusing on a person’s past interests will help improve their condition and maintain their identity (Dementia Family Support, 2025). 
Challenges  
At times, using Maslow’s pyramid for people with dementia can be a difficult process, as the disease impairs the ability to recognise and express one’s own needs. Problems such as delayed meals, pain or discomfort make “moving” up the hierarchy of needs more problematic (Kitwood, 1997).
Furthermore, in people with dementia, higher needs such as social or emotional needs are often reduced regardless of whether basic needs are met, which contradicts what Maslow said (Brooker, 2007). 
The application of the framework in medical practice for people with dementia requires flexibility and an individual approach. 


Conclusion 
Erikson's psychosocial theory and Maslow's hierarchy of needs, which I have outlined in my work, are extremely important when working with people aged 65+ and those with dementia. Erikson's psychological theory helps to understand the emotional and psychological aspects. Maslow's model describes different levels of needs that must be met to ensure well-being. Together, these approaches ensure the well-being of older people, dignity and quality of life, and consideration for people with cognitive impairments.
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