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Psychological health conditions are common in older adults, particularly those aged 65 and over who are living in dementia care homes. Many residents experience a combination of conditions such as dementia, depression, and anxiety, which can affect their emotional wellbeing, behaviour, and ability to cope with daily life. Supporting psychological health in later life is therefore an important part of health and social care practice, especially as the ageing population continues to grow.
Dementia care homes provide support for individuals with significant cognitive impairment and complex care needs. Residents may experience memory loss, confusion, and difficulties with communication, as well as emotional distress linked to changes in independence and identity. These difficulties can increase feelings of anxiety, low mood, and frustration, particularly when individuals struggle to express their needs. As a result, professionals working in dementia care settings must consider both the psychological and emotional needs of residents, alongside their physical health needs.
Psychological theories can help professionals better understand the behaviour and emotional experiences of older adults living with psychological health conditions. Using theory in practice allows care staff to move beyond task-focused care and instead adopt approaches that are more person-centred and supportive. Psychological theories also provide a framework for understanding how life experiences, identity and emotional wellbeing continue to develop in later life, even in the presence of dementia.
[bookmark: _Int_SzWSnFlK]This report will examine two psychological theories that are relevant to adults aged 65 and over living in a dementia care home. These are Erikson’s psychosocial development theory, focusing on the stage of ego integrity versus despair, and Kitwood’s person-centred theory of dementia care. The report will outline each theory and explore how they can be applied in a dementia care setting to support the psychological wellbeing of older adults, while also considering challenges faced by health and social care professionals and ways these challenges can be managed.

Erikson’s psychosocial development theory suggests that individuals continue to develop psychologically throughout their lifespan, with each stage presenting a specific challenge that must be resolved. In later adulthood, typically from the age of 65 onwards, individuals experience the stage known as ego integrity versus despair. This stage focuses on how older adults reflect on their lives and whether they feel a sense of fulfilment or regret about their past experiences.
Ego integrity is achieved when an individual is able to look back on their life with acceptance and a sense of meaning. Older adults who reach this stage successfully are more likely to experience feelings of satisfaction, wisdom and emotional stability. In contrast, despair may occur when individuals feel that their life has lacked purpose or that opportunities have been missed. This can lead to negative emotions such as regret, hopelessness, and depression, which are common psychological health concerns in later life.
For older adults living in dementia care homes, progressing through this stage can be particularly challenging. Dementia can affect memory, communication, and identity, making it harder for individuals to reflect on their life experiences in a coherent way. As cognitive abilities decline, individuals may experience confusion, frustration, and a loss of self-esteem, which can increase feelings of despair. This highlights the importance of psychological support that helps older adults keep a sense of identity and personal value despite cognitive impairment.
Erikson’s theory is highly relevant to health and social care practice because it emphasises the emotional and psychological needs of older adults, rather than focusing solely on physical health. By understanding the conflict between ego integrity and despair, professionals can recognise why some residents may experience low mood, anxiety or withdrawal. This understanding allows care staff to respond more empathetically and to support residents in finding meaning and reassurance in later life.
[bookmark: _Int_0TYQFozL]Overall, Erikson’s psychosocial development theory provides a useful framework for understanding psychological wellbeing in older adulthood. In dementia care settings, applying this theory can help professionals support residents in maintaining dignity, self-worth, and emotional wellbeing, even as they experience cognitive decline.


Person-centred theory is based on the work of Carl Rogers and focuses on the importance of seeing each individual as a unique person with their own needs, values, and experiences. In dementia care, this approach was further developed by Tom Kitwood, who argued that people with dementia should be supported as individuals rather than being defined solely by their condition. Kitwood introduced the concept of personhood, which emphasises dignity, respect and emotional wellbeing, even as cognitive abilities decline.
[bookmark: _Int_0HRhO23B]According to Kitwood, psychological distress in people with dementia is not only caused by neurological changes but can also result from the way individuals are treated by others. Negative interactions, such as ignoring a person’s preferences or speaking about them rather than to them, can reduce self-esteem and increase anxiety or agitation. In contrast, person-centred care aims to create positive relationships and supportive environments that help individuals feel valued and understood.
In dementia care homes, person-centred theory is particularly relevant due to the complex psychological and emotional needs of residents. People with dementia may experience fear, confusion and frustration, especially when they are unable to communicate their needs clearly. By adopting a person-centred approach, health and social care professionals can adapt care to suit each resident’s preferences, routines and life history. This can help reduce distress and promote a greater sense of comfort and security.
[bookmark: _Int_5YG4Jc34][bookmark: _Int_qlRxBJYo]Person-centred theory also highlights the importance of emotional connection and meaningful interaction. Simple actions such as using a resident’s preferred name, maintaining eye contact, and showing empathy can have a significant impact on psychological wellbeing. By recognising the individual behind the diagnosis, professionals can support older adults in maintaining their identity and sense of self within a dementia care setting.
Overall, Kitwood’s person-centred theory provides a strong framework for supporting the psychological health of older adults living with dementia. When applied effectively in care homes, this approach can improve emotional wellbeing, reduce challenging behaviours, and enhance the overall quality of care.



Applying psychological theories in dementia care homes can help health and social care professionals better support the emotional and psychological wellbeing of older adults. Both Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Kitwood’s person-centred theory provide useful frameworks for understanding residents’ behaviour and emotional needs, and for developing effective, compassionate care practices.
Erikson’s stage of ego integrity versus despair can be applied in dementia care homes through practices that support identity, meaning and self-worth. One way professionals can do this is through life story work and reminiscence activities. Encouraging residents to talk about past experiences, achievements and relationships can help them maintain a sense of identity and promote feelings of ego integrity. This may reduce feelings of despair, low mood and anxiety, which are common among older adults with psychological health conditions.
Health and social care professionals can also support residents by acknowledging their emotions and providing reassurance during periods of confusion or distress. For individuals with dementia, emotional memory is often kept even when factual memory declines. Responding with empathy and validation can help residents feel understood and emotionally secure, which aligns with Erikson’s emphasis on emotional wellbeing in later life.
Kitwood’s person-centred theory can be applied through individualised care planning that takes into account each resident’s preferences, routines and personal history. For example, understanding a resident’s preferred daily routine or favourite activities can help reduce anxiety and agitation. Using respectful communication and involving residents in decisions about their care, where possible, also supports dignity and personhood.
Person-centred approaches are particularly effective in managing behavioural and psychological symptoms of dementia, such as aggression or withdrawal. By identifying potential triggers, such as unfamiliar environments or unmet needs, professionals can adapt care to better support residents. This approach encourages staff to view behaviour as a form of communication rather than as a problem, which can lead to more compassionate and effective care.
Despite the benefits of applying psychological theories, professionals in dementia care homes face several challenges. Cognitive impairment and communication difficulties can make it hard for residents to express their needs, while time constraints and staffing pressures may limit opportunities for personalised care. In addition, supporting residents with complex psychological needs can be emotionally demanding for staff.
To manage these challenges, ongoing training in dementia care and psychological approaches is essential. Training can help staff develop confidence in using person-centred communication and understanding behaviour through a psychological lens. Multidisciplinary working, including collaboration with mental health professionals, can also support effective care planning. Creating consistent routines and familiar environments can further reduce distress and support emotional wellbeing.
Overall, applying Erikson’s and Kitwood’s theories in practice allows health and social care professionals to deliver care that is both psychologically informed and person-centred. By addressing emotional, psychological and social needs alongside physical care, professionals can improve the quality of life for older adults living in dementia care homes.



This report has explored how psychological theories can be used to support older adults aged 65 and over living with psychological health conditions in a dementia care home. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Kitwood’s person-centred theory were discussed as relevant frameworks for understanding the emotional and psychological needs of individuals in later life. Both theories highlight the importance of identity, emotional wellbeing and dignity, particularly for those experiencing cognitive decline.
Erikson’s theory helps explain how older adults may experience feelings of ego integrity or despair as they reflect on their lives, while Kitwood’s person-centred approach emphasises the importance of recognising personhood beyond a dementia diagnosis. When applied in practice, these theories can guide professionals in delivering care that is empathetic, respectful and tailored to individual needs.
Although professionals may face challenges such as communication difficulties, time pressures and complex care needs, using psychologically informed and person-centred approaches can improve residents’ emotional wellbeing and quality of life. Overall, the application of psychological theory in dementia care is essential in supporting holistic and compassionate care for older adults. 
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