Holistic Development and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Understanding how children grow and learn is central to effective early years practice. Contemporary approaches emphasise holistic development, which views the child as an integrated whole rather than a collection of separate domains. Holistic development recognises that physical, emotional, social, and cognitive growth are closely interconnected, with progress in one area influencing development in others (Queen Margaret University, n.d.). This perspective challenges fragmented approaches to education, highlighting the importance of nurturing children in ways that consider their overall wellbeing.
Brodie (2018) explains that children learn and develop as whole human beings, with growth in one domain continuously shaping and supporting progress in others. In practice, holistic approaches ensure that physical wellbeing, emotional security, cognitive growth, and creative expression are nurtured simultaneously. This is reflected in modern curricula such as the Curriculum for Wales, which places the Four Purposes at the heart of learning and wellbeing. The Four Purposes aim to develop ambitious learners, creative contributors, ethical citizens, and healthy, confident individuals. Each purpose targets distinct developmental areas, yet the curriculum encourages practitioners to design experiences that cultivate all domains concurrently. This aligns with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, in which fulfilling basic physical and emotional requirements provides a foundation for confidence, self-esteem, and ultimately, self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943).
Emotional wellbeing is a cornerstone of holistic development. Children who feel secure, valued, and emotionally supported are more able to concentrate, explore, and engage with learning (Johnston et al., 2018). In contrast, stress, insecurity, or poor emotional health can hinder self-regulation, attention, and risk-taking. Bowlby’s attachment theory (1997) emphasises that a child’s emotional bond with primary caregivers is crucial, with disruptions potentially causing long-term impacts on wellbeing and future relationships (NSPCC, 2021). Although secure attachment is important, a systematic review found that children in foster care or institutional settings often develop different attachment patterns, with outcomes heavily influenced by the quality of care, caregiver‑child interactions, and broader environmental context (van Ijzendoorn, Bakermans‑Kranenburg & Dobrava‑Krol, 2016). This suggests that secure attachment is beneficial but not the sole pathway to social and emotional development.
Vygotsky (1978) further highlights the role of social interaction in learning, with imitation, guided instruction, and collaboration shaping development within cultural contexts (Cherry, 2009). From this perspective, children develop social and cognitive skills simultaneously through meaningful exchanges with adults and peers. Behaviourist approaches, such as Bandura’s social learning theory, complement these ideas by showing that modelling and reinforcement can also cultivate social skills. Bandura found that learning through observation requires attention to the model and their behaviour. People focus more on models who are attractive, similar, or prestigious, especially if rewarded, which explains why children may imitate athletes or successful adults. Observational learning can also have negative consequences; for instance, children who see gang members gaining status or money may copy these behaviours to achieve similar rewards (Britannica Editors, n.d.).
Together, these perspectives illustrate that social development is multi-faceted and influenced by caregivers, peers, and broader environmental factors. Emotional wellbeing and physical health directly impact social engagement: children who are healthy and supported participate more readily, whereas stress or illness can restrict social and cognitive growth (Johnston et al., 2018). These insights connect closely to Maslow’s hierarchy, which positions belonging and connection as prerequisites for higher-order learning, self-esteem, and self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943).
Physical health is another integral component of holistic development. Children who are physically well have more energy, stamina, and confidence to engage with peers, explore their environment, and participate in learning experiences. Chronic illness, fatigue, or poor nutrition can limit engagement and result in missed opportunities for development. Maslow (1943) emphasises that physiological needs—such as food, rest, and safety—must be met before children can focus on higher-order goals such as confidence, learning, and social integration. Piaget’s stages of cognitive development also demonstrate that physical growth underpins learning: sensorimotor experiences in infancy, for example, form the basis for later problem-solving and abstract thinking (Cherry, 2019). Thus, physical wellbeing supports both social and cognitive development, reinforcing the interconnected nature of holistic learning.
Cognitive development is inseparable from emotional and social contexts. Children construct knowledge through active exploration, problem-solving, and interaction with others. Piaget (Cherry, 2019) describes four stages—sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational—that illustrate how reasoning and understanding evolve over time. However, Piaget’s model has been critiqued for underestimating the role of social and cultural context, which Vygotsky (1978) emphasised. The integration of these theories demonstrates that cognitive skills develop most effectively when supported by social engagement, emotional security, and physical wellbeing. For example, children who feel safe and supported are more likely to engage in collaborative learning, experiment with new ideas, and persist in challenging tasks.
Holistic development in practice requires educators to nurture all domains simultaneously. Early years settings that encourage cooperative play, creative projects, and supportive adult relationships allow children to develop empathy, communication, social understanding, and problem-solving skills together. By embedding social, emotional, physical, and cognitive learning into daily experiences, practitioners ensure that development is mutually reinforcing rather than compartmentalised. This mirrors Maslow’s hierarchy, where progression from physiological needs to belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualisation occurs alongside and through engagement in meaningful learning experiences. Nevertheless, Maslow’s model assumes a linear progression, which may not reflect the reality for all children; some may pursue learning and self-expression even when certain basic needs are unmet, highlighting the importance of context-sensitive practice.
In conclusion, holistic development recognises that children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive growth are deeply interconnected. Theories such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Piaget’s cognitive stages, Vygotsky’s sociocultural framework, Bowlby’s attachment theory, and Bandura’s social learning model collectively provide a nuanced understanding of how development occurs. Emotional wellbeing, secure relationships, physical health, and social engagement create conditions for children to achieve their potential. Early years practitioners play a critical role in fostering these conditions, ensuring that children are supported as whole individuals. By embracing a holistic approach, educators enable children to progress across interconnected domains, promoting meaningful learning and supporting each child’s journey toward self-actualisation.
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