
Introduction 
Abraham Maslow was a pioneer in the development of the motivational theory of child development in the early 20th century. Maslow (1943) proposed that human needs are organised into a hierarchical structure that progresses from basic physiological needs to the polished pursuit of self-actualisation. The theory implies that the lower-order needs must be fulfilled before children can engage into higher-level aspirations.
 Johnston (2018) argues that Maslow extended the homeostatic principle to development as the tendency for the internal environment of the body to remain constant and balanced despite external conditions.
Within the context of childhood development, the hierarchy proposes a child must satisfy their basic needs of food, safety and belonging before they can advance to the higher-level tiers such as self-esteem and self-actualization. Maslow’s theory provides organised, motivational layers into distinct sub-genres to understand the development in children in the early stages of their development. Maslow’s model continues to be a principle for understanding motivation in education.

Physiological
Maslow identified the first needs to be satiated as the physiological needs- sleep, nutrition, sleep and hydration, as the most essential for survival. Maslow (1943) states that these physiological needs are the most pre-potent of all needs as they are directly linked to survival. He further claims that a person lacking all the tiers such as food, safety, love and esteem would suffer the most from the lack of food. This is relevant as it progresses rapid development in childhood.
Haartsen et al (2016) highlights that brain development in the early years help identify infants at risk for later difficulties in cognitive performance. Following the importance of Maslow’s hierarchy this shows the physiological stability is supporting basic survival and directly influences brain development.
Weinburg, D.R (2012) also claims that the physiological health of the child is the most important. Maslow's emphasis on physiological foundations clearly remains highly relevant as it aligns with the contemporary understandings of neuroplasticity in early experiences.



Safety
“A want that is satisfied is no longer a want” Maslow (1943). following the satisfaction of physiological needs, children then seek safety, shelter and stability. Maslow states that a child has a preference and need for some kind of “undisruptive routine and rhythm” as a child in pain is seen as instability. This is seen as important as it is reinstated through Weinburg (2012) as they reinstate that when a child's life becomes “less predictable” the results may be a “lifelong psychological quest”. 
The environment a child is in, is an important necessity to childhood development and success in adolescence as Bronfenbrenner (1975), also focused on the change of environments and the implications of change for human beings. The safety created by parents is crucial in development as the “quality of the parents” has the biggest influence on a child’s life (Halpenny et al. 2017), which impacts their safety and quality of shelter.

Social
Continuation of the tiers lands on the social aspects of human development. Maslow (1943) states that a child will feel “hunger for affectionate relations” and will “strive with great intensity to achieve this goal.” This is also reflected by Bowlby (1969) through his attachment theory claiming it is essential for a child to have a “warm, intimate and continuous relationship with his mother to gain satisfaction.” Bronfenner (1975) further supports this theory and states that “every child needs at least one adult who is irrationally crazy about him or her.” These theories interconnect and show that it is vital for a child to have close personal relationships to make progressions in development.
Vygotsky claimed that “adult or peer intervention was a much more important contributor to the developmental process” (OpenLearn, n.d). The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study (Sylva et al., 2004) provides support, showing high quality peer and adult interactions significantly enhance development.
Emerging neuroscientific research deepens this understanding. Evidence from ResearchGate (2025) shows that children experiencing neglect exhibit atypical synaptic development which is difficult to reverse in adulthood, demonstrating the biological impact of social connections. Whitters, H.G (2020) further notes that social influences begin “prebirth and describes inter-generational and epigenetic influences from the mother and extended family”.
Together, these insights affirm that social connection in childhood development is an essential factor of this hierarchal stage.

Ego
The esteem needs include respect for others and self-respect. Maslow (1943) argued that esteem needs come from wanting “confidence in the world and for independence and freedom, as they have desire for reputation and prestige.” 
According to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, children acquire the preoperational stage of viewing other perspectives on their own at the age of 8, although “overcoming egocentrism may be a lifelong development” (Gateshead, 2021). This developmental shift supports the capacity to engage confidently in social interactions.
The importance of self-esteem and confidence is further shown through the act of play. (Education Wales, n.d.) show that “play based learning is a fundamental right for all children...as they explore emotions...become self-aware in learning social behaviours.” Through structured play, they gain self-esteem and is dictated as avital part of modern education to allow the progressive development of these skills to gain confidence.

Self-actualisation 
At the apex of the hierarchy is self-actualisation, which Maslow described as the formation of personal experience and reaching one’s fullest potential. Self-actualisation involves the pursuit of pure creativity, autonomy and purpose. Maslow (1943) stated that “what a man can be, he must,” establishing that differing from person to person, self-actualisation is an imperative in human development. 
The exploration of Goldstein (1934/95) by (Whitehead, 2017) shows that similarly, self-actualisation was conceptualised through all living things. Both Maslow and Goldstein show that the final state a human should achieve is that of self-actualisation after becoming a self. Montessori also emphasised the societal importance of potential arguing that “waste of human talent affects the whole world” (Weinburg, 2012). 
Weinburg (2012) further emphasises Maslow’s importance as it was a “break from traditional thinking... showing positive orientation of growth”. Maslow’s contribution was significant as it shifted the focus of childhood development from psychoanalytic to humanism.


Conclusion
Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs remains an influential perspective for understanding early childhood development through a clear, holistic, structure of biological, emotional and social growth. The theories strength is rooted in how it brings together different aspects of growth into one sustained model. Modern research continues to support Maslow’s fundamentals, reinforcing the importance of secure relationships and basic needs. This  shapes the way the educational system is manufactured to fit the needs of every child in an environment where thye can reach their fullest potential.
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