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Introduction
 Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a valuable framework for understanding children’s development in early years settings (Rasmussen University, 2022). The pyramid illustrates how basic needs must be met before higher levels of growth and learning can occur. For practitioners, this model highlights the importance of creating environments that nurture children holistically, from survival and safety through to self‑expression and potential. By applying Maslow’s theory, early years professionals can ensure that provision is inclusive, responsive, and supportive of every child’s wellbeing and development (Care Learning, 2024).
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Physiological Needs
In early years settings, physiological needs such as food, water, rest, warmth, and hygiene are the foundation of children’s growth (Care Learning, 2024). If children arrive hungry, tired, or unwell, their ability to concentrate, engage in play, and build relationships is compromised. For example, a child who has not eaten breakfast may struggle to regulate emotions or participate in group activities. The EYFS framework emphasises the importance of promoting health and wellbeing through nutrition and rest (DfE, 2023). Practitioners therefore play a crucial role in ensuring these needs are consistently met. Providing healthy snacks, opportunities for rest, and a safe, clean environment supports children’s wellbeing and readiness to learn. Meeting physiological needs in early years settings, physiological needs such as food, water, rest, warmth, and hygiene are the foundation of children’s growth (Care Learning, 2024). If children arrive hungry, tired, or unwell, their ability to concentrate, engage in play, and build relationships is compromised. For example, a child who has not eaten breakfast may struggle to regulate emotions or participate in group activities. The EYFS framework emphasises the importance of promoting health and wellbeing through nutrition and rest (DfE, 2023). Practitioners Meeting physiological needs is not only about safeguarding survival but also about enabling children to thrive. When these needs are satisfied, children gain stability and can progress to higher developmental outcomes, such as feeling safe, building relationships, and developing confidence.
Safety Needs
Safety needs involve both physical protection and emotional security. The EYFS statutory framework requires practitioners to safeguard children and maintain safe environments (DfE, 2023). Physical safety includes risk assessments, safe equipment, and adequate supervision. Emotional safety is equally vital: children need consistent routines and trusted caregivers to feel secure (Early Years TV, 2023). When children feel unsafe—through exposure to conflict, neglect, or inconsistent care—they may display anxiety or challenging behaviours, which hinder learning and social development. Practitioners must therefore create secure environments by following safeguarding policies and establishing predictable routines. Meeting safety needs allows children to explore confidently, engage in play, and form positive relationships. Safety is not only a legal responsibility but also a moral imperative, laying the groundwork for belonging, esteem, and ultimately self‑actualisation.
Love and Belonging Needs
Children thrive when they experience secure attachments and feel part of a community (Early Years TV, 2023). Love and belonging are fostered through inclusive practices that value diversity and celebrate individuality. Group play, circle time, and collaborative activities help children develop friendships and learn social skills, reinforcing their sense of inclusion. The UNCRC highlights every child’s right to family life, play, and participation, reinforcing the importance of belonging (UNICEF, 1989). When love and belonging needs are unmet, children may feel isolated or anxious, which can hinder emotional and cognitive development. Practitioners therefore play a vital role in creating welcoming environments that promote mutual respect and partnership with families. Meeting these needs supports resilience, confidence, and readiness to learn, laying the foundation for esteem and self-actualization.
Esteem Needs
Esteem needs are met when children feel capable and valued. Encouragement and opportunities for independence foster confidence and resilience (Early Years TV, 2023). Positive reinforcement helps children build self‑esteem, while constructive feedback supports learning from mistakes. Peer recognition and respect also contribute to self‑esteem, aligning with UNCRC principles of dignity and respect (UNICEF, 1989). Conversely, lack of recognition or repeated failure can lead to low self‑confidence. Practitioners must therefore balance challenge with support, ensuring children experience genuine achievement. Meeting esteem needs motivates children to learn, explore, and progress toward self‑actualisation, the pinnacle of Maslow’s hierarchy.
Self‑Actualisation Needs
Self‑actualisation is nurtured through curiosity, creativity, and self‑expression. Providing opportunities for imaginative play and autonomy supports children’s potential (Curriculum for Wales. 2022)  Activities such as role play, art, music, and storytelling allow children to experiment and innovate. Encouraging autonomy—through choice, independence, and following interests—fosters intrinsic motivation and resilience. When children’s voices are valued and their individuality celebrated, they feel empowered to explore their strengths. This reflects the UNCRC’s emphasis on the child’s right to play and cultural participation (UNICEF, 1989). Meeting self‑actualisation needs in early years practice is about cultivating environments where children can flourish holistically, not only academically but personally. By supporting curiosity and self‑expression, practitioners enable children to begin realising their potential from the earliest stages of development.
Conclusion
By applying Maslow’s hierarchy, practitioners can ensure holistic provision that meets children’s rights and developmental needs (Rasmussen University, 2022; DfE, 2023). Each layer—from physiological survival to self‑actualisation—builds upon the previous, emphasising the importance of inclusive, rights‑based practice. Early years professionals must therefore create environments that nurture resilience, confidence, and curiosity, enabling children not only to learn but to thrive.
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Abraham Harold Maslow (Apiil 1, 1908 - June 8, 1970)
was a psychologist who studied positive
human qualities and the lives of exempla-
ry people. In 1954, Maslow created the
Hierarchy of Human Needs and
expressed his theories in his book,
Motivation and Personality.
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