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SUPPORTING ADULTS OVER 65 WITH DEMENTIA IN CARE HOMES USING PYSCHOLOGICAL THEORIES

Introduction

As more people live longer, supporting older adults with dementia has become a key part of health and social care. Dementia affects thinking, emotions and behaviours, which can make daily life hard for residents and staff alike. To help improve their quality of life, professionals need to understand what drives their feelings and actions. Psychological theories give us useful ideas about how people develop and cope with change. This report studies two important theories, ‘Erik Erikson’s psychological development’ and ‘Bowlby’s attachment theory’ alongside explaining how they can be used to support adults with dementia living in care homes. By applying these ideas, staff can create more caring, personalised environments that promote wellbeing and reduce distress.
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Erikson’s theory 
[image: ]

What it is and how it works
Erik Erikson was a psychologist who came up with a model of human development that covers all stages of life. He believed that at each stage, people face a specific challenge that shapes their personality. In late adulthood, the main challenge is called ‘ego integrity versus despair’. This involves looking back on life and feeling satisfied with what you’ve achieved or feeling regret ad disappointment. If someone feels theyve lived well, they tend to be more peaceful and accepting of aging. But if they feel they've missed out or made mistakes they might feel hopeless or upset. (Holmes and Slade, 2017).

How it applies to older adults with dementia
Many people with dementia struggle with their sense of identity and purpose. They may forget the important parts of their lives or feel frustrated about losing independence. Helping them reflect on their past achievements through storytelling or reminisence can support feelings of pride and acceptance. For example, staff might encourage residents to talk about their childhood or past careers. This can help them find meaning and peace, even as their memory fades. It also shows them they are still valued and understood. (NHS 2023).

Strengths and challenges
This theory emphasizes the importance of personal history and social bonds, which are vital in dementia care. It encourages a person-centred approach that respects everyone's life story. However, it can be tricky to apply fully because some residents may have severe cognitive issues that make reminiscing difficult. Also, not everyone will resolve their feelings of satisfaction or regret in the same way, so care plans need to be flexible and creative.
Bowlby’s attachment theory
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What it is and how it works
John Bowlby was a psychologist who studied how early relationships with caregivers' shape how we connect with others throughout life. He explained that secure attachments built through consistent, loving care give people a sense of safety and trust. In contrast, insecure attachments formed through neglect or inconsistency can lead to anxiety or avoidance. These early bonds influence how we seek comfort and handle stress even as adults. (Bowlby 1969).

How it applies to older adults with dementia
For older people, especially those with dementia, attachment needs stay important. When they lose familiar people or routines, they might become anxious or distressed. They often see comfort from staff or familiar objects, trying to reconnect with feelings of safety. Understanding their attachment style can help staff respond more effectively. For example, consistently caring for the same residents or using familiar routines can help them feel secure. If a resident appears anxious or scared, gentle reassurance or familiar objects can calm them down. (NHS 2023).

Strengths and challenges
This theory highlights how emotional bonds are crucial, especially when someone is vulnerable. It supports consistent staffing and familiar routines, which can reduce anxiety. The challenge is that not everyone has a secure attachment style; some may have had difficult early relationships. Also, attachment styles can be complex and may change over time, so staff need to be adaptable and empathetic.

How biology and environment interact in aging

Understanding ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’
Our development is shaped by biology, the physical and genetic changes that happen as we age and our environment the social and emotional experiences we have. As people age, their brains change, which can affect memory and mood. But their surroundings, relationships and activities also play a big role in how well they cope with these changes. (NHS 2023).

What this means for dementia
Research shows that social connections and positive relationships can help slow mental decline and improve mood. For example, residents with strong bonds with staff or family tend to be calmer and happier. Conversely, loneliness and loss of connection often make symptoms worse. Understanding this helps care workers focus on creating environments that foster trust, familiarity and emotional support, which are key to helping residents feel safe and valued. (NIH n/d).

Putting theory into practice in care homes

Understanding behaviour and emotions
Using these theories helps staff see that actions like agitation or withdrawal are often ways residents communicate their needs. For example, a resident refusing care might be expressing fear or frustration tied to attachment needs or feelings of loss. Recognizing these signals allows staff to respond more compassionately. (Holmes and Slade 2017).
Practical ways to support residents
Reminscience therapy, based on eriksons ideas, involves encouraging residents to reflect on their past. This can boost their sense of identity and having consistent staff helps build trust and security, aligning with Bowlby's attachment concepts. When residents see familiar faces regularly, they feel safer and are less likely to become anxious or aggressive. (NHS 2023). Tailoring care to each person's history and attachment might need extra reassurance whilst those with avoidant tendencies may prefer space and independence training staff in these approaches helps them respond better to individual needs.

Overcoming challenges
Implementing these ideas isn't always easy. Staff turnover can break attachment bonds, and some residents might have difficulty engaging in reminiscence due to severe memory loss. Solutions include ongoing staff training, creating routines that promote stability, using creative activities tailored to each person's abilities. Patience and empathy are essential to build trust and comfort. (Holmes and Slade 2017).

The role of culture in care
Understanding that each person's background influences how they form attachments and recall memories is important. Culturally sensitive care involves respecting different traditions, beliefs and preferences. Incorporating familiar cultural elements such as music, stories, rituals can help residents feel more connected and respected, promoting their emotional wellbeing. (department of health and social care 2022).


Conclusion 
Using Erikson's and Bowlby's theories provide valuable insights into how to support adults with dementia. Focusing on helping residents find meaning in their lives and ensuring they feel secure through strong attachments can improve their emotional health. Practical strategies like reminiscence therapy, consistent staffing and cultural awareness make a huge difference. While challenges exist, a flexible compassionate approach grounded in these theories can help residents live with dignity, comfort and happiness.
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