The Hierarchy of Needs was first proposed in Abraham Maslow’s 1943 essay ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’ (Foley, 2021). It was within this essay that Maslow outlined the importance of researching an individual’s motivations from a holistic standpoint, incorporating both the physiological and the psychological factors, and embracing the complicated nature of human beings – all without excluding clinical data to maintain a scientific basis that is often absent from humanistic psychology (Green, 2000 pp.370-372). This hierarchy composed of five distinct categories of motives, or needs; physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and finally, self-actualisation (Kenrick et al., 2010 pp.6-9).
According to Maslow (1987 pp.15-17) an individual’s most basal needs, physiological needs such as the need for sleep and food, are diverse and cannot be summarised in a single defining list. Varying between individuals, it is suggested that these needs can be encapsulated in a single word – ‘hunger’. In children and infants these physiological needs are especially crucial for healthy development. Rapid eye movement (REM) sleep for example, is vital for healthy cortical plasticity (Dumoulin Bridi et al., 2015 cited in Alrousan et al. 2022) and in turn synaptogenesis and cognitive development, allowing young children to acquire motor and language skills (St Martin’s Preparatory School, 2025). Similarly, food and proper nutrition provide young children with all the vitamins and minerals necessary for healthy growth and homeostasis (CDC, 2024a). Therefore, ensuring that these physiological needs are met is crucial, and promotes the continued relevance of Maslow’s theories.
Maslow (1987 pp.18-19) suggests that an individual’s safety needs are determined by their values and perception of the world around them, and include concepts such as; stability, freedom from anxieties, order, and limits. The ICCC (2024) describes the vital role that limits play in children’s development, as an absence of consequences and boundaries can result in power imbalances and behavioural difficulties. Writing for the Children’s Commissioner, Barnes (2018) suggests that a consistent and stable environment allows children to ‘flourish’ and ‘feel safe and ready to succeed’. On this note, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) that surround a young child with insecurity, can result in a risk of delayed physical and emotional development, in addition to the potentially heightened risk of viral infections such as pneumonia (Webster, 2022 and ACEs Aware, 2025). From this information it can be concluded that Maslow’s Hierarchy continues to hold relevance, providing essential insight into the importance of that which many take for granted – safety.
A less scientific category of needs, Maslow (1987 p.20) describes the love need as one encapsulating the exchange of affection, and the belonging need as the ‘deep importance of the neighbourhood, of one’s territory, of one’s clan’. The Welsh Government (2025) discusses the role of affection in a child’s development, suggesting that physical affection provides a child with neurotransmitters that are vital for a child’s brain development. Dopamine and oxytocin, for example, are described by UNICEF (2025) as promoting a child’s social and emotional awareness, in addition to potentially boosting creativity and curiosity. Similarly, the National Children’s Bureau (2024) describes the crucial role that a sense of belonging can play in an individual’s social development and academic or professional success, with a compassionate and secure environment fostering a child’s confidence and promoting ambition and positive mental health. It is clear to see the importance of Maslow’s love and belonging needs, and the role they play in development.
Maslow (1987 p.21) separates the esteem needs into two distinct classifications; the first being the need for confidence, achievement, and independence, and the second the need for dominance, reputation, and appreciation. The Department of Education (2025) suggests that allowing and encouraging a child to explore their environment independently inspires self-confidence and provides a child with the motivation to learn and, in turn, achieve. Similarly, praise and rewards, such as toys and activities or experiences that a child enjoys, can be used to promote good behaviour and improve a child’s self-esteem (CDC, 2024b). Ultimately, the often understated but crucial role of self-esteem plays a vital position in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
Describing an individual’s need to be faithful to themselves and reaching their truest potential, Maslow (1987 p.22) suggests that self-actualisation needs are unique and expressed differently from person to person. As the last category of Maslow’s hierarchy, many would assume that these needs apply exclusively to adults. However, Capes (2024) describes the role it may play in education, suggesting that children have the potential to fulfil their self-actualisation needs if provided with an environment that encourages creativity and curiosity, and peers who support their interests. Elaborating on this, Aubrey and Riley (2017, pp.14-15) discuss the important role that educational practitioners play in assisting children and students to reach self-actualisation, stating that educators must aim to create a positive learning experience with individual goals to provide students with a sense of accomplishment. Self-actualisation relies heavily on the other categories of Maslow’s hierarchy, but ultimately promotes Maslow’s theory as a whole.
To conclude, it is clear that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs continues to hold relevance today. It can be applied to all stages of an individual’s life – from birth to late adulthood, and provides a sound framework for understanding why people may behave as they do. Moreover, utilised by the government, child psychologists, and various parties within the educational sector, it acts as a vital aid in understanding child development from a holistic perspective.
From explaining physiological needs to those of self-actualisation, Maslow creates an endlessly useful and ideographic theory that draws from both the nature and nurture perspectives to provide a comprehensive explanation of human behaviour.
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