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Part 2: Holistic Child Development and Links to Maslow’s Model and Developmental Theories
Holistic child development refers to the understanding that children develop as whole individuals rather than in separate or isolated areas. This means that physical, emotional, social and cognitive development are all closely connected and influence one another. Development does not occur in a straighforward or isolated way, and progress in one area can affect development in others. Johnston et al. (2018) explain that child development should be viewed as an linked process, as children’s learning, behaviour, wellbeing, and engagement are shaped by a range of factors working together. For example, a child’s emotional wellbeing can affect how they communicate, interact with others, engage in learning and build relationships. This is particularly important when considering children’s development in early childhood, where wellbeing and learning are closely linked.
Looking at development holistically helps to explain why difficulties in one area may affect others. If a child is experiencing emotional distress, this may affect their behaviour, communication or ability to engage. Similarly, physical wellbeing can influence emotional regulation and social interaction. Understanding development in this way allows practitioners to consider the whole child rather than focusing on individual skills or milestones in isolation.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs links closely to holistic child development because it suggests that basic needs must be met before higher levels of development can take place. Maslow (1943) proposed that individuals are motivated to meet their needs in a particular order, starting with basic physiological needs and progressing towards self‑actualisation. In relation to child development, this theory helps to explain why children may struggle to learn or engage if their basic needs are unmet.
Physiological needs such as food, warmth and comfort form the foundation of Maslow’s hierarchy. If children are hungry or tired, they may find it difficult to concentrate, manage their emotions making it difficult to join in activities. This shows how physical needs are closely linked to cognitive and emotional development. Maslow’s theory highlights that learning cannot be separated from wellbeing, reinforcing the holistic view of development.
Safety needs are also an important part of Maslow’s hierarchy. Children need to feel safe and secure in their environment in order to develop confidence and emotional stability. Feeling unsafe or unsettled may cause anxiety, stress or behavioural changes, which can affect learning and social abilities. Maslow’s theory helps to explain why children benefit from predictability, safe environments, consistent care and emotional reassurance. When safety needs are met, children are more likely to feel confident exploring their environment and engaging with others.
Maslow’s theory also includes love and belonging needs, which focus on relationships and emotional connections. Children need to feel accepted, cared for and valued by others in order to develop positive emotional wellbeing. When these needs are met, children are more likely to build relationships and feel confident interacting with peers. If love and belonging needs are unmet, children may experience feelings of loneliness and withdraw, which can affect social development.
Esteem needs relate to confidence, self‑respect. For children, meeting esteem needs supports independence and motivation. When children feel capable and recognised, they are more likely to attempt new challenges and engage in learning. This shows how emotional development supports cognitive growth and learning, further reinforcing the holistic nature of development.
At the top of Maslow’s hierarchy is self‑actualisation, which refers to reaching full potential. In child development, this can be understood as children being able to develop their abilities, explore interests, express creativity and build confidence. Maslow suggested that this level can only be reached when other needs are consistently met, highlighting the importance of supporting children’s overall wellbeing.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory also supports a holistic view of child development by recognising the influence of the environment. Bronfenbrenner (1979) explained that children are influenced by multiple systems, including their family, early years setting and wider community. These systems interact with one another and shape the child’s experiences and development. This theory highlights that development is influenced not only by what happens within the child, but also by the environments and relationships surrounding them.
For example, experiences at home may affect a child’s emotional wellbeing and behaviour in an early year’s setting. Similarly, positive experiences within an early year’s environment can support confidence and emotional development. This shows how development is shaped by a combination of internal and external factors, supporting the holistic approach.
Vygotsky’s theory also links to holistic child development through its focus on social interaction and learning. Vygotsky (1978) suggested that children learn through interaction with others, particularly adults and peers who provide support and guidance. Learning is therefore viewed as a social process rather than an individual one. This highlights the connection between cognitive development, communication, wellbeing and social interaction.
Through shared experiences and interactions, children develop language, thinking skills and social understanding at the same time. This supports the holistic view that development occurs across multiple areas simultaneously rather than separately.
Bowlby’s attachment theory further supports holistic child development by emphasising the importance of emotional relationships. Bowlby (1969) suggested that secure attachments help children feel safe and emotionally secure. When children feel secure, they are more likely to explore their environment and engage in learning activities. Emotional security therefore supports cognitive and social development, showing how different areas of development are closely connected.
Overall, holistic child development recognises that physical, emotional, social and cognitive development are linked and influence one another. Theories such as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, Vygotsky’s social development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory all support this view by highlighting different factors that influence development. Together, these theories help to explain why child development should be understood as a connected and holistic process rather than as separate areas.
Part 3: Early Years Practice Examples Showing the Importance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is important in early years practice because it helps practitioners understand that children need their basic needs met before they can learn and develop effectively. Maslow suggests that needs such as food, safety and emotional security must be met before children can focus on learning or building relationships. In early years settings, children’s behaviour, engagement, wellbeing and emotional responses are often closely linked to whether these needs are being met. If a child is tired, hungry, upset or feels unsafe, this can affect how they interact with others and how they take part in activities. This shows that development is closely connected and cannot be separated into individual areas.
This section will explore three examples from early years practice to demonstrate how Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is applied in real situations. These examples focus on meeting basic physical needs, supporting emotional development and building relationships, and supporting children during transitions.
Example 1: Supporting Basic Needs Through Daily Routines
One of the most common ways Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can be seen in early years practice is through the support of children’s basic physical needs. These include access to food and drink, opportunities for rest, comfort and a clean, safe environment. In early years settings, these needs are usually met through daily routines such as snack times, mealtimes, rest periods and personal care routines. These routines are an important part of the day and help children feel settled and cared for.
If a child arrives at the setting feeling tired or hungry, they may find it difficult to concentrate or join in with activities. They may also become frustrated more easily or withdraw from others. When their basic needs are met, children are more likely to feel comfortable and ready to engage with others and learning. This links directly to Maslow’s theory, which explains that basic physiological needs must be met before children can move on to a higher level of development.
Daily routines also help children feel secure because they know what to expect throughout the day. Predictable routines can reduce anxiety and help children feel safe in the setting. By knowing when snack time will happen or when there will be time to rest can help children regulate their emotions and behaviour. This sense of security supports children’s overall wellbeing and helps them feel more confident to explore their environment. This shows how meeting basic needs supports children’s development in a holistic way.
Example 2: Building Emotional Security and Relationships
Another key part of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is safety and belonging, which is closely linked to children’s emotional wellbeing. In early years settings, children need to feel emotionally secure and supported by familiar adults to feel safe. This is often supported through a key person approach, where each child is assigned a specific practitioner who takes responsibility for their care and wellbeing.
When children feel emotionally secure, they are more likely to take part in activities and build relationships with others. If children do not feel safe or supported, they may show signs of clinginess or withdraw, which can affect their learning and social development. This shows how emotional needs are closely linked to other areas of development.
This example also links to Bowlby’s attachment theory, which explains that secure attachments help children feel safe and confident. In early years practice, children who have a strong bond with a familiar adult are more likely to settle into the setting and feel comfortable taking part in activities. Practitioners support this by being consistent and responsive to children’s needs. Simple actions such as offering reassurance, listening to children and responding to their emotions can help children feel valued and understood.
Supporting emotional security is important because it allows children to feel safe enough to learn and interact with others. This links back to Maslow’s theory, as children need to feel safe and have a sense of belonging before they can fully engage in learning experiences.
Example 3: Supporting Transitions in Early Years Settings
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is particularly important when supporting children through transitions. Transitions in early years settings may include starting nursery, moving between rooms, changes in routine or starting school. These changes can be challenging for children because they often involve new environments, unfamiliar adults and separation from familiar people and new routines. This can affect children’s sense of safety and security.
In early years practice, transitions are supported through a range of strategies designed to help children feel safe and settled. These may include settling-in sessions, gradual attendance, visits to new rooms or schools and opportunities to meet new practitioners. Familiar routines and comfort objects can also help children feel more secure during times of change.
When transitions are well supported, children are more likely to settle quickly and feel confident in their new environment. If transitions are not supported well enough, children may become anxious and unsettled and this can lead to changes in behaviour. This can affect their ability to engage in learning and build relationships with others.
This example links clearly to Maslow’s theory, as transitions can threaten children’s sense of safety and belonging. Supporting children through transitions helps ensure these needs are met, allowing them to feel ready to engage. This links to Vygotsky’s idea that children benefit from support from others when facing new challenges. Practitioners play an important role in guiding and reassuring children during transitions, helping them adapt to change.
Conclusion
In conclusion, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is highly relevant to early years practice because it helps practitioners understand the importance of meeting children’s basic needs before focusing on learning and development. The examples discussed show how supporting physical needs through routines, building emotional security through relationships and supporting children during transitions all contribute to children’s overall wellbeing and development. When children feel safe, secure and cared for, they are more likely to engage in learning and form good relationships. This demonstrates that child development is holistic and that all areas of development are closely connected.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a theory of human motivation which sug%ests that people
are driven to meet certain needs in a specific order. Maslow proposed that basic needs
must be met before individuals can progress to higher levels of development and personal
growth. The model is represented as a pyramid to show how lower needs from the
foundation for all others.

This is the highest level of the hierarchy and focuses
on reaching full potential, creativity, personal growth
and self-fulfilment. According to Maslow, this level
can only be reached once all other needs are met.
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Esteem needs relate to confidence, self-respect and
feeling valued by others. Meeting these needs helps
individuals feel capable and develop a positive sense
of self.
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This level focuses on social needs such as
relationships, friendships, affection and feeling
accepted. Humans need to feel a sense of belonging
and connection with others.
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Once basic physical needs are met, individuals seek

safety and security. This includes feeling protected,

having stability and routine, and being free from fear
and harm.
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These are the most basic needs required for survival,
including food, water, sleep, warmth and physical
comfort. If these needs are not met, individuals are

unlikely to focus on any other needs.
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Maslow, A.H. (1943) A Theory of Human Motivation
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Understanding Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.

Maslow suggested that human needs are usually met is specific order, beginning with basic
physiological needs and progressing towards self-actualisation. Lower-level needs must
generally be satisfied before individuals are able to focus on higher-level needs. If basic
needs are not met, attention is often directed towards meeting those needs rather than
personal growth.
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How the Hierarchy Works

Maslow explained that people can move up and down the hierarchy depending on their
circumstances. For example, if a person’s safety or physical needs are no longer met, their
focus may return to these lower levels. This shows that hierarchy is flexible rather than fixed.
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Movement Through the Hierarchy

Why Maslow Used a Pyramid

Needs are prioritised rather than equal
Lower needs support higher needs

Motivation changes as needs are met
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Key Features of the Model
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Individuals may experience the hierarchy differently

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a general model and does not apply to everyone the same
way. Cultural background, personal experiences and individual differences can influence
how needs are prioritised. This means the hierarchy should be viewed as a guide rather than
astrictrule.

Brief Limitations of the Model

The pyramid shape represents the importance of basic needs as the foundation for
development. The wider base shows that physiological and safety needs are essential for
everyone, while the narrow top shows that fewer people reach self-actualisation. The
pyramid helps to visually demonstrate progression and priority.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Child
Development

(Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs helps to explain child development \
by showing that children’s learning, behaviour and emotional
wellbeing are influenced by whether their needs are being met.
Maslow (1943) suggested that basic needs must be satisfied

before individuals can focus on higher levels of development.

When applied to children, the model highlights how physical,
\emot'\onal and social development are closely connected. j
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Physiological needs form the base of the hierarchy and are
essential for children’s survival and development. These needs
include food, water, sleep, warmth and physical comfort. If these
needs are not met, children may struggle to concentrate, regulate
emotions or engage in learning. This shows how physical wellbeing
supports children’s cognitive and emotional development.
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Safety needs are also important for child development. Children
need to feel safe and secure in their environment in order to
develop confidence and emotional stability. When children feel
unsafe or unsettled, they may experience anxiety or stress, which
can affect their behaviour and learning.
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/Love and belonging needs focus on relationships and emotional
connections. Children need to feel accepted, cared for and connected to
others to support emotional wellbeing. When these needs are met, children
are more likely to form positive relationships and feel confident interacting
with others. If these needs are unmet, children may become withdrawn or
experience difficulties with social development.
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Esteem needs relate to confidence, self-respect and feeling valued. For
children, meeting esteem needs supports independence and a positive
sense of self. When children feel capable and recognised, they are more
likely to engage with learning and develop confidence in their abilities.
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At the top of the hierarchy is self-actualisation, which refers to reaching full
potential. In child development, this can be understood as children being
able to explore interests, show creativity and develop skills fully. Maslow
suggested that this level can only be reached when other needs are met,
highlighting the importance of supporting children’s overall wellbeing.
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Maslow also recognised that children may move up and down the hierarchy
depending on their circumstances, showing that child developmentis a
continuous and holistic process
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