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[bookmark: _Toc592543160]               Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_l9pomGtk]The global population is ageing rapidly, leading to an increased demand for health and social care services that support the psychological wellbeing of older adults. In particular, adults aged 65 and over living in dementia care homes often experience complex psychological health conditions, including depression, anxiety, identity loss and behavioural changes associated with cognitive decline. Health and social care professionals therefore require a strong theoretical foundation to understand and respond effectively to these challenges. Psychological theories offer valuable frameworks for interpreting behaviour, supporting emotional wellbeing and promoting dignity in later life. This report aims to provide guidance on how two key psychological theories – Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs – can be applied within a dementia care home setting to support older adults experiencing psychological health conditions. By critically evaluating the relevance, application and limitations of these theories, the report seeks to enhance professional practice in health and social care.
[bookmark: _Toc241833104]Context: Dementia Care Homes and Psychological Health
Dementia care homes provide long-term residential care for older adults who experience cognitive impairment severe enough to affect daily functioning. Dementia is not only associated with memory loss, but also with psychological and emotional difficulties such as confusion, agitation, depression, anxiety and changes in personality (Alzheimer’s Society, 2023). Furthermore, living in a care home can challenge an individual’s sense of autonomy, identity and purpose, particularly for those who previously lived independently. Therefore, psychological theories that focus on emotional needs, motivation and life-stage development are highly relevant to this setting. Erikson’s and Maslow’s theories are particularly useful because they emphasise meaning, dignity and the fulfilment of psychological needs, all of which are central to person-centred dementia care.
[bookmark: _Toc959790912]Overview of Erik Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development
Erik Erikson proposed a lifespan theory of psychosocial development, suggesting that individuals progress through eight stages, each characterised by a central psychosocial conflict (Erikson, 1980). The final stage, which is most relevant to adults aged 65 and over, is ego integrity versus despair. This stage involves reflecting on one’s life and evaluating whether it has been meaningful and fulfilling. When individuals achieve ego integrity, they develop a sense of acceptance, wisdom and peace with their life experiences. In contrast, failure to resolve this stage may result in despair, regret, fear of death and feelings of worthlessness.
For older adults living in dementia care homes, this stage can be particularly challenging. Cognitive decline may interfere with autobiographical memory, making life review more difficult. Additionally, losses such as bereavement, declining physical health and reduced independence may intensify feelings of despair. However, Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of supporting older adults to maintain a sense of identity and value, even when cognitive abilities are impaired. Through emotional support, validation and opportunities for reminiscence, professionals can help residents move towards ego integrity rather than despair.
[bookmark: _Toc1661259861]Overview of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a motivational theory that suggests human behaviour is driven by the desire to satisfy a series of hierarchical needs, ranging from basic physiological needs to self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943). The five main levels are physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. According to Maslow, lower-level needs must be at least partially satisfied before individuals can focus on higher-level psychological needs.
In the context of older adults aged 65 and over, particularly those living in dementia care homes, Maslow’s theory provides a useful framework for understanding wellbeing. While physiological and safety needs such as nutrition, comfort and protection are essential, psychological needs such as belonging, self-esteem and meaning remain equally important in later life. Dementia can compromise an individual’s ability to express these needs verbally; therefore, professionals must be attentive to behavioural cues. Maslow’s theory reinforces the idea that high-quality dementia care should not only focus on physical health, but also on emotional fulfilment and dignity.
[bookmark: _Toc2483006]Application of Erikson’s Theory in Dementia Care Homes
Erikson’s theory can be effectively applied in dementia care homes through person-centred approaches that support identity, life meaning and emotional wellbeing. One practical application is the use of reminiscence therapy, which encourages residents to reflect on past experiences using photographs, music or personal objects. This approach aligns closely with the concept of ego integrity, as it allows older adults to reconnect with their life story and achievements (Woods et al., 2018). For example, care staff might facilitate group discussions about past occupations or family life, helping residents feel valued and understood.
Furthermore, validation therapy, which involves acknowledging and accepting a resident’s emotional experience rather than correcting factual inaccuracies, supports Erikson’s emphasis on dignity and acceptance (Feil, 2002). By validating emotions such as sadness or fear, professionals help reduce distress and promote psychological comfort. This is particularly important for residents with advanced dementia who may struggle to articulate their feelings clearly.
However, there are challenges in applying Erikson’s theory in dementia care. Cognitive impairment can limit reflective thinking, and some residents may experience fragmented memories. Additionally, time constraints and staffing pressures may reduce opportunities for meaningful one-to-one interactions. To address these challenges, care homes can provide staff training in communication skills and life-history work, ensuring that psychosocial support is embedded into daily routines rather than treated as an additional task.
[bookmark: _Toc1010068981]Application of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in Dementia Care Homes
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is highly applicable in dementia care homes because it emphasises a holistic approach to care. Therefore, professionals must ensure that physiological needs such as nutrition, hydration, pain management and sleep are consistently met. Failure to meet these needs can exacerbate psychological distress and behavioural symptoms, such as agitation or aggression (Kitwood, 1997).
Equally important are safety needs, including a secure environment and predictable routines. For individuals with dementia, unfamiliar surroundings can increase anxiety and confusion. Therefore, maintaining consistent staffing, clear signage and safe physical layouts can enhance feelings of security. Once these foundational needs are met, professionals can focus on higher-level needs such as belonging and esteem. For example, encouraging social interaction through group activities and fostering positive relationships between residents and staff can support emotional wellbeing.
Maslow’s concept of esteem is particularly relevant, as dementia often leads to loss of confidence and self-worth. Providing opportunities for choice, such as selecting clothing or participating in simple tasks, can help residents maintain a sense of autonomy. Finally, while self-actualisation may seem less attainable in dementia care, activities that promote creativity, spirituality or enjoyment can still offer meaning and fulfilment. Nevertheless, a limitation of Maslow’s theory is its rigid hierarchy, as individuals with dementia may experience fluctuating needs. Professionals must therefore apply the theory flexibly and responsively.
[bookmark: _Toc612956236]Challenges and Strategies for Professionals
Both Erikson’s and Maslow’s theories present practical challenges when applied in dementia care settings. Cognitive decline, communication difficulties and behavioural symptoms can complicate psychological support. Moreover, organisational constraints such as limited resources and high staff turnover may hinder consistent implementation. However, strategies such as multidisciplinary teamwork, ongoing professional development and the adoption of person-centred care models can help overcome these barriers. By integrating psychological theory into everyday practice, professionals can enhance both the quality of care and the emotional wellbeing of residents.
[bookmark: _Toc1917834379]                         Conclusion
In conclusion, psychological theories play a vital role in guiding health and social care professionals working with older adults aged 65 and over in dementia care homes. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development highlights the importance of supporting identity, dignity and life meaning, while Maslow’s hierarchy of needs emphasises a holistic approach to wellbeing that extends beyond physical care. Although there are challenges in applying these theories within dementia care, their principles remain highly relevant and valuable. By adopting flexible, person-centred strategies informed by psychological research, professionals can better support the complex psychological needs of older adults, ultimately improving their quality of life.
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