 Infographic Explanation – Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, first written about in 1943, is still one of the most well known theories used in education and childcare today. The idea is basically that people have different levels of needs, and the lower, more basic ones need attention before the higher, more complicated ones can properly develop. Even though Maslow mainly focused on adults, the model has been adapted a lot for early years settings because it gives a simple way of thinking about what children need in order to grow and learn. Having an infographic helps make the hierarchy easier to understand visually, showing each layer of needs and reminding practitioners to look out for gaps in children’s wellbeing.

At the bottom of Maslow’s pyramid are the physiological needs, which are things like food, sleep, warmth and drinking enough water. For young children, these are constant and very immediate. Lots of studies have shown that when children are hungry, tired, or not comfortable, it often leads to emotional difficulties, challenging behaviour, or trouble focusing (Whitebread & Bingham, 2014). On an infographic, this level is usually shown as the biggest part of the pyramid because everything else relies on it. In an early years setting, practitioners support these needs through things like snack times, access to drinks, spaces to rest, warm clothing when needed, and chances to move around. The main idea here is that if these basic needs are not met, children cannot properly join in or make progress with anything higher up the hierarchy.

The next layer above that is safety, which includes both physical protection and emotional security. For children, feeling safe means having predictable routines, trusting relationships with adults, and an environment where they are not stressed or worried. Neuroscience research shows that when children face unpredictable situations or ongoing stress, their brains go into “survival mode,” which makes learning much harder (Gerhardt, 2004). An infographic might show safety with symbols like fences, calm areas, or routine charts. In daily practice, safety is supported by clear boundaries, consistent staffing, a key person system, and play spaces that are set up with both stimulation and security in mind. When children know what to expect and who to rely on, they build trust and confidence to explore more freely.

Above safety is love and belonging, which focuses on relationships feeling connected and included. Children need warm interactions with adults, friendships, and the feeling that they are part of a group. An infographic might stand for this tier with pictures of children playing together or cuddles between children and adults. Bowlby’s attachment theory (1988) fits well here, because it shows how strong attachments help children become more resilient and socially confident. Practitioners help children feel a sense of belonging through small group activities, shared experiences, emotional responsiveness, and by making sure every child feels noticed and valued.

The fourth level is esteem, which includes confidence, independence, and feeling recognised by others. Children grow in esteem when they master new skills, take pride in their achievements and feel trusted to take on small responsibilities. Maslow believed this level can only develop properly when the earlier needs are met. Bandura’s concept of self efficacy (1997) helps explain why: children need to believe in themselves in order to stay motivated. Practitioners support esteem through praise, giving children achievable challenges, offering responsibilities (like helping tidy or being a helper), and encouraging problem solving. An infographic might show this with symbols like badges, completed tasks or children helping with classroom routines.

At the very top is self actualisation, which is basically children reaching their full potential. In early childhood, this often appears through imaginative play, creativity, curiosity and deeply engaging in activities they enjoy. Some people assume self-actualisation only applies to adults, but children can definitely experience it, especially during play and self directed learning. An infographic may show this through pictures of exploring, building, drawing or open ended play. Maslow (1954) said that self actualisation only happens when the lower needs are secure, and in early years settings this shows when children confidently take the lead in their own learning or express their ideas independently.

Many modern infographics also try to show that the hierarchy is not always a straight ladder. Children do not always move neatly from one stage to the next. For example, a child may have strong friendships but not always eat well at home, or they may feel safe in the classroom but struggle with selfesteem. So some infographics show arrows between levels or overlapping layers to show how children move back and forth depending on circumstances.

Another important part of using the hierarchy is looking at cultural differences. Maslow’s model has sometimes been criticised for focusing too much on Western ideas of individual success (Hofstede, 2011). In some cultures, belonging to the group or family might be more important than individual achievement. A useful infographic can make notes about these cultural differences, so practitioners remember to interpret the hierarchy flexibly, rather than as a fixed set of rules.

Lastly, the infographic can link Maslow’s ideas to current early years frameworks like the EYFS or the Welsh curriculum. Ideas such as wellbeing, relationships, belonging, creativity, and holistic learning connect naturally with the different levels of the hierarchy. This helps show that Maslow’s model is not just theory it can be used to guide everyday practice and decision making.

In conclusion, an infographic of Maslow’s hierarchy offers a clear and simple way for early years practitioners to understand children’s needs. It highlights how each level connects: meeting physiological needs creates a base for safety; safety supports belonging; belonging supports esteem; and esteem leads to self actualisation. When children’s needs are met with care and consistency, they are more able to learn, explore and grow in all areas. Maslow’s theory therefore continues to be a helpful reminder that wellbeing and learning are closely linked.

 Holistic Child Development with Links to Maslow’s Model 

Holistic child development means looking at children as whole people, not just focusing on one part of their growth. It recognises that physical, emotional, social, cognitive, and even spiritual or creative development all influence each other. This approach fits well with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs because both frameworks suggest that children need strong foundations to develop more advanced skills. Both also show that wellbeing and learning cannot really be separated.

A main part of holistic development is prioritising wellbeing. If children are hungry, tired, stressed or emotionally unsettled, they cannot fully take part in learning. This links clearly with the physiological and safety levels of Maslow’s hierarchy. Holistic approaches emphasise meeting these basic needs first so that children can take part in activities and stay engaged. Brain research supports this, showing that stress and insecurity affect attention and decision-making (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).

Physical development in holistic models includes health, nutrition, sleep, growth, and movement skills. These map directly onto Maslow’s physiological level. Without enough rest or food, or without chances to move, children can struggle with concentration or emotional control (Blair & Raver, 2015). Holistic practice treats physical wellbeing as a foundation for all the other areas. When children’s physical needs are met, they are generally more settled, curious, and able to join in.

Emotional development links mainly to Maslow’s safety and belonging levels. Holistic models highlight secure relationships, recognising emotions, and supporting children to develop emotional strength. Children who feel safe and supported are more confident in trying new things and relating to others (Bowlby, 1988). Maslow also pointed out that emotional safety is needed before children can develop esteem or reach their full potential. Practitioners use strategies like emotion coaching, predictable routines, and strong attachment-based practice to help children feel secure.

Social development things like communication, cooperation, empathy, and relationship building connects strongly to the belonging tier. Holistic approaches see social interaction as a big part of learning, not something separate. When children feel included and valued, they are more willing to join in and take risks socially and intellectually. Maslow’s work helps explain why belonging is so important: feeling connected helps children grow socially and emotionally.

Cognitive development includes problem solving, memory, language, and reasoning. Sometimes educational settings focus on cognitive skills most of all, but holistic approaches remind us that these abilities grow best when emotional and physical needs are also met. Maslow places cognitive engagement higher in the pyramid, suggesting children learn best when they feel confident and secure in themselves. This matches the comprehensive approach, which views learning as deeply connected to wellbeing.

Holistic models also include spiritual and creative development, which relate to self actualisation in Maslow’s hierarchy. Children express this through imagination, creative activities, exploring ideas and engaging in things that feel meaningful to them. These opportunities help children build a sense of identity and purpose. Research shows creativity is linked to healthy early development (Robson, 2019), and this fits well with Maslow’s idea that reaching one’s potential involves exploring interests and expressing oneself.

Although Maslow’s model is useful, it has been criticised when applied to holistic development. One issue is the idea that needs must be met in strict order before children can progress. In reality, children often make progress even when some needs are not fully met, showing resilience and adaptability (Ungar, 2011). Holistic approaches take this into account by recognising development as more flexible. Another criticism involves cultural variation. Some cultures place more value on community, family responsibility, or spiritual life, which does not always fit neatly into Maslow’s structure. Holistic approaches encourage practitioners to understand each child’s background when considering their development.

Holistic development also stresses how important environments and relationships are. Maslow focuses mainly on inner motivation, but ecological theorists like Bronfenbrenner highlight the wider systems—family, community, and society that influence development. Maslow does recognise the importance of relationships within the safety and belonging levels, which links the two frameworks together.

Overall, using holistic development alongside Maslow’s hierarchy gives a fuller picture of how children grow. Maslow provides a clear structure for thinking about needs, while holistic approaches allow more flexibility and cultural sensitivity. Together, they help practitioners create environments that support the whole child.

In summary, Maslow’s hierarchy and holistic development work well together. Both stress the importance of meeting physical, emotional, social, and cognitive needs in a joined up way. Holistic practice offers flexibility, while Maslow offers clarity. When used together, they help early years practitioners support children to become confident, creative, and capable learners.

Three Early Years Practice Examples Showing Maslow’s Significance 

Example 1: Addressing Unmet Physiological Needs to Improve Emotional and Cognitive Engagement

In a nursery, a three-year old child (called Child A for this example) often arrived upset, tired and hungry. He struggled to settle, became emotional during transitions, and had difficulty joining in with activities or interacting positively with other children. Practitioners realised that these behaviours were probably linked to unmet physiological needs, which sit right at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy.

After speaking with the family, staff found out that his home routine had become irregular due to shift work and limited access to regular meals. The nursery put several supports in place: they offered a healthy breakfast each morning, kept track of his hydration, and provided a quiet rest area where he could relax or nap if needed. Staff also focused on offering calm, predictable emotional support.

Over the next few weeks, Child A became more settled. His energy levels improved, his social interactions increased and he began showing more interest in both adult led and child led activities. His emotional outbursts reduced, and he began making friends. This example shows how meeting basic needs can help children access higher levels of wellbeing and development. It also highlights how early years settings can help close gaps when families face challenges.

Example 2: Building Emotional Safety Through Attachment Informed Practice

A four-year-old (called Child B) joined a preschool after several foster placements. Her behaviour showed signs of disrupted attachment she avoided eye contact, kept her distance from adults, and struggled with emotional regulation. She often chose solitary play and avoided group activities.

Practitioners recognised that Child B’s needs in safety and belonging were not being fully met. Maslow explains that emotional security is essential before children can build confidence or take part socially. The preschool put a key person system in place so she had one consistent adult she could rely on. They also used emotion coaching, helping her identify feelings and modelling calm responses. Visual timetables and predictable routines helped reduce her anxiety around transitions.

Gradually, Child B began to engage more. She started making eye contact, accepted help from her key person, and began joining in with group play. By the end of the term, she had made friends and was expressing her needs verbally. This example shows how Maslow’s hierarchy supports trauma informed approaches by focusing first on emotional safety.

Example 3: Facilitating Self Actualisation Through Child Led Creative Exploration

In an outdoor preschool area, a group of children were building structures with crates, planks, and natural materials. Practitioners did not direct the activity but stayed nearby to observe and support when needed. They provided extra materials and asked open ended questions to encourage problem solving.

This activity shown self actualisation, the highest level of Maslow’s hierarchy. The children were showing creativity, independence, teamwork, and resilience. They negotiated roles, discussed ideas, experimented, and used rich language. Practitioners supported without taking over, using approaches linked to sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).

The activity also showed how other parts of the hierarchy are involved: children supported one another emotionally when structures collapsed, they felt a sense of belonging through teamwork, and they gained esteem from completing their designs. This example shows how higher level development happens when basic emotional and social needs are already supported.

In conclusion, these three examples show how Maslow’s hierarchy helps practitioners understand children’s needs and behaviours. Meeting physiological needs supports engagement, building safety and belonging supports emotional and social development, and offering child led opportunities supports self actualisation. Maslow’s theory remains a valuable tool for linking wellbeing and learning in early years settings.
Another helpful way of looking at Maslow’s hierarchy in early years practice is to think about how it supports the day to day decisions practitioners make. Even though the hierarchy is often shown as a simple pyramid, its real value comes from how it helps us understand children’s behaviour and needs in a more thoughtful way. Instead of seeing a child as “difficult” or “not listening,” Maslow reminds us to pause and think about what might be happening underneath. Often a child who is upset or unable to join in is showing us that something important is missing, such as feeling safe, being rested, or needing connection.

Maslow’s ideas are especially useful when working with children who have had challenging experiences. Some children may not always have consistent routines, stable relationships, or calm home environments. This means they may move back and forth between the lower levels of the hierarchy more often. For example, a child who arrives tired or unsettled may find it harder to feel safe or ready to join in with friends. Early years practitioners often notice these things very quickly, and Maslow’s model helps them understand that progress in other areas will only happen once the child feels secure again. This fits well with trauma informed practice, where the focus is on helping children feel emotionally safe and supported before expecting them to engage in learning.

Maslow’s hierarchy is also useful when thinking about how we work with families. It can give practitioners a gentle way to talk about concerns without sounding critical. For example, if a child regularly comes in hungry or tired, practitioners can explain how these basic needs affect their ability to join in and enjoy the day. Using Maslow’s ideas in conversations like this helps families understand how small changes at home can make a big difference to their child’s wellbeing. It also helps build trust, because families feel that practitioners are trying to support rather than judge them.

The hierarchy can also guide planning in the learning environment. When practitioners think about the different levels of need, they often design spaces that help children feel calm, included, and confident. Cosy areas, predictable routines, quiet corners, outdoor play, sensory spaces and opportunities for creativity all link to different levels of Maslow’s model. For example, calm spaces help children feel safe; group activities help them feel they belong; and creative or challenging tasks help them build confidence and move towards their potential. When children feel secure, they are more willing to explore, try new things and express themselves.

Another important part to think about is staff wellbeing. Maslow’s model applies to adults just as much as children. Practitioners need to feel valued, supported, and part of a team in order to build positive relationships with children. When practitioners feel confident and emotionally secure, the whole environment becomes calmer and more nurturing. This has a direct impact on children’s behaviour and their ability to learn. If staff feel respected and encouraged to develop their skills, they are more able to create the kind of supportive atmosphere that helps children thrive.

Overall, Maslow’s hierarchy continues to be a useful tool in early years settings because it helps practitioners look at the whole child. It encourages us to see children’s behaviour as communication, to support families with understanding and care, and to create environments where children feel safe, included and ready to learn. When used alongside holistic practice, Maslow’s ideas help build settings where children can grow with confidence and develop at their own pace.
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