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Component 2 
This essay aims to discuss and answer the prompt; To what extent does Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs support holistic childhood development, and how significant of a role does the model play? In order to do so, the nature of a holistic approach to childhood development will first be defined and evaluated, exploring the many factors that impact a child’s development. This process will then be repeated, albeit centred upon Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.
The Cambridge Dictionary (2025), defines holistic as ‘dealing with or treating the whole of something or someone and not just a part’. In the context of child development and education, Queen Margeret University (2023) describes a holistic approach as playing a ‘pivotal role’ during early childhood, and comprising of three central areas of development; physical, psychological, and social. Similarly, UNICEF (n.d.) approaches the concept of holistic child development from the perspective of providing children with a healthy foundation for growth and maturation; for example through adequate nutrition and ‘responsive caregiving’ centred around the exchange of affection and communication.
However, is this holistic approach to child development beneficial or damaging?
Foundation Education (2023) describes a holistic approach to child development as one that highlights the importance of a child’s mental and emotional health. Rani et al. (2023, pp.2176-2179) supports this perspective, suggesting that an educational system that encourages children to explore and develop personally will allow them to navigate their environment in a healthy manner. Similarly, a child with positive emotional and mental health is more likely to achieve academically, in addition to developing improved interpersonal and coping skills. In contrast, Amir-Behghadami et al. (2025, pp.2-3) calls attention to a cultural perspective, discussing the Iranian education system and the absence of a holistic view of children’s development. This article states that, in addition to a lack of governmental legislation supporting the country’s health and educational framework, inadequate funding prevents programmes supporting early childhood development from being successfully implemented. These limitations are not confined to Iran and surrounding areas, such as Egypt (Human Rights Watch, 2025) but also to countries within sub-Saharan Africa (Geneva Global Hub for Education in Emergencies, 2025) and South Asia (Education International, 2023). To summarise, the benefits of a holistic approach to child development are unmistakable and beyond doubt, however cultural and financial factors create an outstanding obstacle for numerous countries.
A theoretical model commonly associated with a holistic approach to human development is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Describing the model, Rojas et al. (2023, p.1) highlight the manner in which Maslow categorises an individual’s needs; grouping them into the classifications of physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation needs. These holistic categories are often displayed in a ‘cognitively contagious’ (Kenrick et al., 2010, p.1) pyramid icon, with physiological needs at the base and self-actualisation needs at the summit. Providing a flexible framework for numerous applications, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can be implemented in a professional context, utilised by employers to motivate employees and improve performance (BBC, 2025). However, Berg (2023) offers an opposing perspective, suggesting that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is too linear and the hierarchies themselves too ambiguous in nature. Too linear, Kenrick et al. (2010, pp.3-11) argues, describing the classifications as more disordered than the pyramid imagery would suggest, with multiple needs being fulfilled or dissatisfied at once as opposed to being more logical and sequential. Similarly, Maslow himself cannot clearly define the categories of physiological needs and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1987, pp.15-16 and p.22), leaving descriptions vague and ultimately decided by an individual’s interpretation of his work.
With this in mind, to what extent does Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs support holistic childhood development, and how significant of a role does the model play?
As previously mentioned, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs takes a holistic approach to human development, and can be applied to a wide array of contexts and situations. With the base of Maslow’s hierarchy centred upon physiological needs, Brodie (2018, pp.58-69) describes the importance of physical development, stating that physical activity encourages curiosity and discovery as children develop their cognitive and motor skills. Ainsworth et al. (2015, cited in NSPCC, 2021) describe curiosity as a personality and behavioural trait that stems from a secure attachment with caregivers and suggests an individual feels a sense of stability, which in turn fulfils Maslow’s safety category. Satisfying their physiological needs with the sleep and nutrients necessary to support physical development, and their safety needs with positive relationships. Wang (2022, pp.5-6) describes the way in which a child may improve their social and emotional awareness, reacting in a more positive manner to new people and overall displaying greater mental well-being, through play and interactions with peers and caregivers alike. In doing so a child may fulfil their esteem and belonging needs. To summarise, it can be concluded that by simply following the basal concepts of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, children can develop positive social, physical, and emotional skills that will prove invaluable as they mature into adolescents and beyond. Similarly, one might also conclude that Maslow’s model connects numerous areas of development to create a roadmap that parents and caregivers alike may utilise to understand and encourage childhood development from a holistic standpoint.
In contrast, as mentioned above, Maslow’s model is not without limitations. In addition to a cultural bias, economic factors, and ambiguity, the Hierarchy of Needs only accounts for a fraction of factors which may motivate an individual to behave in a certain manner (BiteSize Learning, n.d.). Similarly, it should be noted that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs neglects environmental factors. Antony (2022, pp.245-246) discusses Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory, which, whilst interactionist in nature, focuses primarily upon external factors and how they impact development as opposed to internal needs – as is part of Maslow’s interactionist focus. In this regard, it may be argued that neither approach is wholly holistic in nature, as both neglect or underestimate certain internal and external factors in favour of calling others to the foreground.
To conclude, in answering the prompt regarding the significance of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in supporting a holistic approach to childhood development, it can be determined that the model is certainly a significant aid in reinforcing an educator or caregiver’s ability to understand a child’s needs. However, the model is not without fault, and can be considered most effective when employed in tandem with other frameworks, such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, as was discussed above.
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