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Ageing theories provide valuable insights into the challenges and transitions experience in later life. Theories help to understand how older adults experience ageing which is essential for providing high quality care in health and social care settings. The theories can help professionals recognise different patterns of ageing and support them in planning care to meet individual needs. Applying these theories can cause challenges which this assignment will explore how the theories can be applied and suggest effective strategies to manage the challenges.
One psychological theory relevant to adult development is Social Disengagement Theory. This theory was developed by Elaine Cumming and William Henry in 1961. It shows as people grow older, they naturally withdraw from social roles, activities, and relationships. "Social structural change is defined as disengagement if it involves a reduction in the number of members in the social structure surrounding the individual, a diminishing of interactions with those members, and a restructuring of the goals of the system." (Charlotte Nickerson, November 9, 2023) The key features of this theory older adults may have reduced social interactions, meaning they may take part in fewer social activities, hobbies and community roles. Ageing can also have a decline in physical ability as aging can bring physical or cognitive changes which can makes social engagement harder, this can contribute to withdrawal. This theory leaves older adults having to emotionally adjust as the theory suggests withdrawing helps older adults reflect, conserve energy, and adjust emotionally to later life. The strengths of social disengagement theory was one of the first theories to focus on ageing as a natural and universal process, it’s able to recognise older adults may choose quieter lives. It also highlights the impact of social roles and the expectations on the ageing experience. The criticism of the theory consists of not all older adults to disengage as many stay active and social. The theory implies that older people should withdraw, that they have less value, and ignores individual differences. 
The Activity Theory was proposed by Robert Havighurst in early 1960s. This theory suggests maintaining roles and activities is crucial for wellbeing in later life. "Activity Theory centres on the idea that continued engagement in meaningful activities contributes significantly to life satisfaction and positive adjustment in older adulthood." (Socio.Health, May 21, 2024) The propositions include role continuity which is maintaining midlife activities and finding substitutes for lost roles. An active lifestyle means remaining active not only physically but mentally, and socially which helps to preserve health and cognitive function. Identity preservation means continued activity can help maintain a sense of self and purpose despite any age-related challenges. The evidence that supports the activity theory is research has shown there is a higher life satisfaction as more older adults have reported greater happiness. Older people who are active have shown fewer health problems, mental, and social engagement appears to help preserve cognitive abilities. One key struggle for older adults is loneliness and depression which often gets confused with social disengagement, but research shows active older adults have lower rates of depression and anxiety. The activity theory challenges social disengagement theory as it suggests that withdrawal is natural and a part of ageing. Whereas the activity theory believes engagement leads to healthy ageing. An example of this theory is is an older adult in a care home attends weekly community groups and helps with small chores which helps them to feel useful, values and happy.

The Social Disengagement theory is now considered outdated but can still be used to support as it can be applied in a health and care setting as the theory suggests that many older people can naturally withdraw from social engagement and activities which can be part of the ageing process. When the theory is used respectfully and carefully, it can guide practitioners to notice individual preferences, emotional needs, and changes in social engagement. One way this theory can be applied is by supporting engagement by encouraging older adults to engage in different activities, find hobbies, and join community events. Another way is by utilizing resources and implement educational programs which can teach older adults the importance of social engagement and the benefits. "By applying the Social Disengagement Theory, health and social care professionals can create a supportive environment that acknowledges and respects the natural process of disengagement."(Charlotte Nickerson, November 9, 2023) By providing comfort to older adults such as keeping daily routines, offering quiet spaces, limiting overwhelming situations can support older adults’ wellbeing and reduce their anxiety or overstimulation. A practical example of this theory being used in health care settings is care homes allowing their residents to have time alone. This means allowing residents to stay in their room reading rather than joining in social clubs. The staff should respect this choice and check regularly to ensure the withdrawals is by choice and not due to loneliness. This reflects the theory’s idea that some older adults naturally withdraw from social interaction as part of ageing. The activity theory suggests staying active helps older adults maintain their identity, mental health, and sense of purpose. In health and social care setting, the theory can be applied in practical ways to promote independence, wellbeing, and confidence. Health and social care settings such as care homes can help to provide encouraging social interactions by implementing activities such as board games, singing and festival which help older adults to engage and feel valued. Care homes can also promote meaningful activities as "activities that are meaningful and fulfilling can help older adults socialise and regenerate a sense of purpose in life."(NAPA Blogs, July 22, 2024) Health and social care settings can adapt activities by adjusting them to meet changing needs of older adults. Active participation can foster empowerment as they can enhance autonomy and self-management among individuals. The application of the active theory in health and social care setting can allow a happier and engaged life for older adults, which contributes to their overall wellbeing and quality of life.
Applying these theories can cause challenges for professionals working with older adults. Theories can be useful, but they must be applied carefully to avoid assumptions, stereotyping, or reducing independence and wellbeing. One risk is stereotyping or making assumptions as some of the theories generalise how adults behave. Such as, Social Disengagement Theory suggests older adults withdraw from social activities. However not everyone experiences this, this can lead to assumptions such as older adults prefer to be alone. Professionals may struggle to know which theory fits best so this results in a risk of conflict between theories. Another challenge professionals may face with theories is cultural and individual diversity, most theories were developed many years ago and were often based on Western social norms. This means they do not always reflect on different cultural, spiritual, or family values of diverse communities. There are some strategies that Professionals can use to help support and manage the theories. Such as making sure to use the theories as a guide and not rules, making sure to assess individual needs, preferences and history before planning care. Observe different patterns over time rather than relying on one behaviour, encourage gentle engagement and see how individuals respond. Professionals can also face challenges when applying the activity theory such as limited opportunities for engagement as many older adults have health issues which limit their ability to join in with the activities. "The activity must be physically and mentally suitable for the individual, which may not always be the case due to health issues." (NAPA Blogs, July 22, 2024) Activities most hold significance to individuals benefiting their wellbeing, some older adults may prefer quieter lifestyles rather than active engagement. Some strategies to help support these challenges can be adapting activities so all can access such as using chairs for exercise for those with limited mobility. Offering choices and allowing to choose to join activities or not, giving choices such as reading, gardening and puzzles. This can ensure that older adults are able to remain active, engaged, and valued which is the reason for the theory.

In conclusion ageing theories can help professionals to understand common patterns and challenges which can be faced later in life. The main challenge is to apply the theories without making assumptions by using reflective practice, person centred care, cultural awareness and regular assessment. By combining theoretical knowledge with compassionate and responsive practice, health and social care workers can provide support that promotes dignity, independence, and high quality of life for older adults.  
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