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Maslow’s Significance in Understanding Holistic Child Development: A Critical Exploration
Introduction
Holistic child development requires attention to physical, emotional, cognitive, and social needs. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943; 1954) remains a powerful framework for understanding how unmet needs can hinder growth. In early years practice, Maslow’s model helps practitioners prioritise children’s well‑being before expecting academic achievement. However, to fully appreciate child development, Maslow must be considered alongside other theorists such as Skinner, Bandura, Vygotsky, and Bowlby, who emphasise behaviour, social learning, cultural mediation, and attachment. This essay explores Maslow’s significance, supported by three practical examples from early years settings, mapped to the EYFS statutory framework, and critically analyses his model in relation to other perspectives.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Child Development
Maslow’s hierarchy outlines five levels: physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self‑actualisation. In early years, this means:
· Physiological needs (nutrition, rest) must be met for children to engage in learning.
· Safety (secure environments) underpins emotional regulation.
· Belonging (relationships, attachment) fosters resilience. 
· Esteem (recognition, confidence) supports exploration.
· Self‑actualisation reflects creativity and thriving.
Recent scholarship confirms Maslow’s relevance. Main and Whatman (2023) argue that hunger or insecurity undermines concentration, while Else (2025) highlights belonging and resilience as prerequisites for thriving. However, critics note that Maslow’s hierarchy is culturally biased and overly linear (Gladden, 2020). Children may pursue creativity or belonging even when basic needs are unmet, suggesting flexibility is required.
Example 1: Meeting Basic Needs in Early Years Settings
In nurseries, practitioners often provide healthy snacks and rest areas to ensure physiological needs are met. This reflects Maslow’s lowest tier. Without adequate nutrition or rest, children struggle to engage in play or learning activities (DfE, 2021).
EYFS Link: Physical Development — ensuring children have opportunities for healthy eating, rest, and exercise.
Skinner’s behaviourist perspective complements this: reinforcement strategies, such as praise for eating or resting, encourage positive routines (Skinner, 1953). However, Maslow goes further by explaining why these routines matter — they form the foundation for higher‑order development. Thus, early years practice demonstrates Maslow’s significance in prioritising basic needs before expecting cognitive or social growth.
Example 2: Creating Safe and Secure Environments
Safety is critical in early years. Practitioners establish consistent routines and safeguarding measures to help children feel secure. For example, predictable transitions between activities reduce anxiety, enabling children to focus on exploration.
EYFS Link: Personal, Social and Emotional Development — supporting children to manage feelings, build trust, and develop secure relationships.
Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) reinforces this point: secure attachments with caregivers provide a “safe base” for exploration. Maslow and Bowlby converge here — both stress that emotional security is essential for development. However, Maslow situates safety within a broader motivational hierarchy, while Bowlby focuses specifically on attachment bonds. In practice, combining these perspectives helps practitioners understand both the environmental and relational dimensions of safety.
Example 3: Promoting Belonging and Esteem through Play
Play‑based learning fosters belonging and esteem. For instance, group storytelling or cooperative play allows children to feel included and valued. Practitioners who celebrate children’s contributions build confidence and social identity.
EYFS Link: Communication and Language and Personal, Social and Emotional Development — encouraging interaction, collaboration, and recognition of children’s voices.
Bandura’s social learning theory (1977) explains how children model behaviours observed in peers and adults. Vygotsky (1978) adds that social interaction within the “zone of proximal development” enables children to achieve more with support than alone. Maslow’s belonging and esteem needs align with these theories: children require relationships and recognition to progress. However, while Bandura and Vygotsky emphasise social processes, Maslow highlights the motivational significance of belonging and esteem. Together, they illustrate why inclusive, supportive play is vital in early years practice.
Critical Analysis of Theories
· Maslow’s strengths lie in highlighting the foundational role of needs. However, his hierarchy is criticised for cultural bias and rigidity (Gladden, 2020).

· Skinner’s behaviourism explains how reinforcement shapes routines, but it neglects internal motivation. Maslow adds depth by considering why behaviours matter for holistic growth.
· Bandura’s social learning theory highlights modelling and observation, complementing Maslow’s belonging and esteem tiers. However, Bandura focuses on external influences, while Maslow emphasises internal motivation. 
· Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory stresses cultural mediation and scaffolding, offering a dynamic view of learning. Maslow’s model, however, provides a motivational foundation for why children engage in social learning.
· Bowlby’s attachment theory underscores emotional bonds, aligning with Maslow’s safety and belonging needs. However, Bowlby focuses narrowly on attachment, while Maslow situates it within a broader hierarchy.
Together, these theories show that Maslow’s model is significant but incomplete. Holistic child development requires integrating motivational, behavioural, social, and relational perspectives.
Contemporary Perspectives
Recent research confirms the importance of holistic approaches. Gladden (2020) argues that Maslow’s hierarchy must be reframed to include digital competence and global citizenship. Main and Whatman (2023) stress integrated approaches addressing both needs and systemic inequalities. Else (2025) highlights resilience, belonging, and creativity as essential for thriving. UNICEF (2016) emphasises equity in meeting children’s basic needs globally, while Siraj‑Blatchford and Sylva (2019) stress policy frameworks that support holistic provision.
However, these perspectives also show that theories must evolve with societal changes. Maslow’s hierarchy remains significant, but practitioners must adapt it to diverse contexts, integrating insights from Skinner, Bandura, Vygotsky, and Bowlby.
Conclusion
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs remains highly significant in understanding child development, particularly in early years practice. Examples such as providing nutrition and rest (Physical Development), creating safe environments (Personal, Social and Emotional Development), and fostering belonging through play (Communication and Language and PSED) illustrate how practitioners apply Maslow’s model daily. Yet, critical analysis shows that Maslow’s framework must be integrated with other theories: Skinner’s reinforcement, Bandura’s modelling, Vygotsky’s scaffolding, and Bowlby’s attachment. Together, these perspectives provide a comprehensive understanding of holistic child development.
Ultimately, Maslow’s significance lies not in offering a complete theory but in reminding practitioners that children’s needs must be met before they can thrive. Early years practice demonstrates this truth vividly, making Maslow’s hierarchy a cornerstone of child development theory and application.
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