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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs -A Deeper look
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Figure 1 McLoed, 2025
Maslow’s theory focuses on the process in which people are driven to meet their basic needs before developing and moving on to higher-level ones.  The theory itself is often depicted in the form of a pyramid with the most basic of needs at the bottom.  The pyramid consists of five levels.  Maslow suggests that people must address and satisfy the lower levels before they can be motivated to the needs at the level found at the top.  Due to life events, peoples position on the hierarchy can change causing them to move back and forth between the levels on the pyramid.  

Physiological needs
Physiological needs are at the bottom of Maslow’s pyramid.  Eating, drinking, sleeping, breathing, are all functions related to personal survival.  Maslow states that they are basic, vital needs that are important, and they exceed the need for security and esteem.  Jex, 2002 explains that this represents the need for food, oxygen and water and these are the things that are physiologically necessary to sustain life.  These needs are at the lowest level of the pyramid because they will motivate behaviour only if they are unsatisfied.  This suggests that a person who lacks such basic necessitates will be motivate primarily to obtain them.
Safety needs
Maslow suggests that security needs lead people to prefer what is familiar, rather than the unknown.  Individuals seek safety and security, including protection from physical harm, financial stability a stable environment, health and well-being.  Safety needs provide a sense of predictability and stability in life.  This is further explained by Joshie, 2025 who explains that safety needs encompass’ physical safety, emotional securing, financial stability health and protection from harm or danger.  This includes having a stable environment, employment security access to acceptable healthcare, and a sense of order and predictability in life.
Love and belonging
According to Maslow:
“This need includes both romantic relationships as well as ties to friends and family members.  It also includes our need to feel that we belong to a social group.” Hooper, 2024  
When two types of needs are met, those related to love, affection or social relations may appear.  This layer of the pyramid considers the social nature of human beings.  Research has continued to explore how love and belonging needs impact well-being.  Having social connection is seen to be better for physical health, conversely, feeling isolated has negative impact for health and well-being.

Esteem needs
Esteem needs emphasise the needs relating to status, employment, power and money that defines us within society.  
Peate and Mitchell, 2022 suggests that humans have the need to feel respected, and this includes the need for self-esteem.  The overall need is to be accepted and valued by others. Maslow’s work identified that the relationship between this and the lower levels of the hierarchy is not completely separated but more gently blended from one to the other.
Self-actualization
At the top of Maslow’s pyramid stands the need for personal accomplishment.  While the needs on the lower levels of the pyramids depend on the perceptions of others, the needs at the top of the pyramid are related to the development of the individuai and of their personality.  
According to Pichère and Probert, 2015
‘In Maslow’s theory, you should satisfy the needs of each level, before moving up to the next one.  Would someone fear for the safety of their belongings if they had nothing to eat? Would someone care about their social connections in the middle of a group of looters? What good is the esteem of others without being integrated into a social group? And how accomplished can someone feel without high esteem?
This suggests that Maslow puts individual development into perspective, if all individuals seek a good quality of life.
Joshie, 2025 suggest that Maslow’s theory has been influential, it also faces criticism and limitations.
Cultural variations where the hierarchy may not apply across many cultures, as cultural values, norms and priorities influence the individual needs and motivations differently.  Individual differences, where individuals follow a linear progression through the hierarchy and prioritize certain needs over others based on personality, experience and life circumstances.  Overemphasis on individualism; it’s been suggested that Maslow’s theory has been criticized for its focus on individual needs and self-actualization, neglecting the role of social, cultural, and environmental factors in motivation and well-being.  Complexity of needs; humans needs are multifaceted and interconnected, making it challenging to categorize them into distinct levels.  Finally lack of Empirical support; with some aspects of the Maslow’s theory lacks the empirical evidence, leading to debates and scepticism among researchers and its validity and applicability. 
NeSmith, 2023 suggests that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has undoubtedly contributed to our understanding of human motivation and has influenced us.  
“Maslow’s hierarchy has been criticized for being too rigid and not accounting for individual differences in motivation” (NeSmith, 2023, p. 79).
Not everyone may experience the same level of satisfaction from fulfilling certain needs.  What may be a top priority for one person may not be as importance to another.  This suggests that the hierarchy assumes that people progress from one level to another in a linear fashion, but the process of fulfilling needs is more complex and dynamic.
It must be highlighted that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has become fundamental concept in educational theory helping teachers understand how to create a positive and supportive learning environment that meets the basic physiological and safety needs of students.
In reflection, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is an invaluable tool for practitioners seeing to create a supportive learning environment that meet the basic needs of students.  Practitioners can use Maslow’s work to inform the holistically development of pupils learning environments, furthermore, using strategies such as positive reinforcement, collaborative learning, and creating a safe, warm and welcoming physical space to support children’s learning and wellbeing.
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