Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Esteem

Love/belonging

Safety

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, represented as a pyramid with the
more basic needs at the bottom!"!

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a theory in psychology
proposed by Abraham Maslow in his 1943 paper “A The-
ory of Human Motivation” in Psychological Review.!”)
Maslow subsequently extended the idea to include his ob-
servations of humans’ innate curiosity. His theories par-
allel many other theories of human developmental psy-
chology, some of which focus on describing the stages
of growth in humans. Maslow used the terms “phys-
iological”, “safety”, “belongingness” and “love”, “es-
teem”, “self-actualization”, and “self-transcendence” to
describe the pattern that human motivations generally
move through.

Maslow studied what he called exemplary people such as
Albert Einstein, Jane Addams, Eleanor Roosevelt, and
Frederick Douglass rather than mentally ill or neurotic
people, writing that “the study of crippled, stunted, im-
mature, and unhealthy specimens can yield only a cripple
psychology and a cripple philosophy.”*! Maslow studied
the healthiest 1% of the college student population.!

Maslow’s theory was fully expressed in his 1954 book
Motivation and Personality.® The hierarchy remains a
very popular framework in sociology research, manage-
ment training'®! and secondary and higher psychology in-
struction.

1 Hierarchy

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is often portrayed in the
shape of a pyramid with the largest, most fundamen-
tal levels of needs at the bottom and the need for self-
actualization at the top.!'!l”] While the pyramid has be-
come the de facto way to represent the hierarchy, Maslow

himself never used a pyramid to describe these levels in
any of his writings on the subject.

The most fundamental and basic four layers of the pyra-
mid contain what Maslow called “deficiency needs” or “d-
needs": esteem, friendship and love, security, and physi-
cal needs. If these “deficiency needs” are not met — with
the exception of the most fundamental (physiological)
need — there may not be a physical indication, but the in-
dividual will feel anxious and tense. Maslow’s theory sug-
gests that the most basic level of needs must be met before
the individual will strongly desire (or focus motivation
upon) the secondary or higher level needs. Maslow also
coined the term "metamotivation" to describe the moti-
vation of people who go beyond the scope of the basic
needs and strive for constant betterment.®!

The human mind and brain are complex and have paral-
lel processes running at the same time, thus many differ-
ent motivations from various levels of Maslow’s hierarchy
can occur at the same time. Maslow spoke clearly about
these levels and their satisfaction in terms such as “rel-
ative,” “general,” and “primarily.” Instead of stating that
the individual focuses on a certain need at any given time,
Maslow stated that a certain need “dominates” the human
organism.'”) Thus Maslow acknowledged the likelihood
that the different levels of motivation could occur at any
time in the human mind, but he focused on identifying
the basic types of motivation and the order in which they
should be met.

1.1 Physiological needs

Physiological needs are the physical requirements for hu-
man survival. If these requirements are not met, the hu-
man body cannot function properly and will ultimately
fail. Physiological needs are thought to be the most im-
portant; they should be met first.

Air, water, and food are metabolic requirements for sur-
vival in all animals, including humans. Clothing and
shelter provide necessary protection from the elements.
While maintaining an adequate birth rate shapes the in-
tensity of the human sexual instinct, sexual competition
may also shape said instinct.?!

1.2 Safety needs

With their physical needs relatively satisfied, the individ-
ual’s safety needs take precedence and dominate behav-
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ior. In the absence of physical safety — due to war, natural
disaster, family violence, childhood abuse, etc. — peo-
ple may (re-)experience post-traumatic stress disorder or
transgenerational trauma. In the absence of economic
safety — due to economic crisis and lack of work oppor-
tunities — these safety needs manifest themselves in ways
such as a preference for job security, grievance proce-
dures for protecting the individual from unilateral author-
ity, savings accounts, insurance policies, reasonable dis-
ability accommodations, etc. This level is more likely to
be found in children because they generally have a greater
need to feel safe.

Safety and Security needs include:

Personal security

Financial security

Health and well-being

Safety net against accidents/illness and their adverse
impacts

1.3 Love and belonging

After physiological and safety needs are fulfilled, the third
level of human needs is interpersonal and involves feel-
ings of belongingness. This need is especially strong in
childhood and can override the need for safety as wit-
nessed in children who cling to abusive parents. Defi-
ciencies within this level of Maslow’s hierarchy — due to
hospitalism, neglect, shunning, ostracism, etc. — can im-
pact the individual’s ability to form and maintain emo-
tionally significant relationships in general, such as:

e Friendship
e Intimacy

e Family

According to Maslow, humans need to feel a sense of
belonging and acceptance among their social groups, re-
gardless whether these groups are large or small. For
example, some large social groups may include clubs,
co-workers, religious groups, professional organizations,
sports teams, and gangs. Some examples of small social
connections include family members, intimate partners,
mentors, colleagues, and confidants. Humans need to
love and be loved — both sexually and non-sexually — by
others.?! Many people become susceptible to loneliness,
social anxiety, and clinical depression in the absence of
this love or belonging element. This need for belonging
may overcome the physiological and security needs, de-
pending on the strength of the peer pressure.

1 HIERARCHY

1.4 Esteem

All humans have a need to feel respected; this includes
the need to have self-esteem and self-respect. Esteem
presents the typical human desire to be accepted and val-
ued by others. People often engage in a profession or
hobby to gain recognition. These activities give the per-
son a sense of contribution or value. Low self-esteem or
an inferiority complex may result from imbalances during
this level in the hierarchy. People with low self-esteem
often need respect from others; they may feel the need
to seek fame or glory. However, fame or glory will not
help the person to build their self-esteem until they ac-
cept who they are internally. Psychological imbalances
such as depression can hinder the person from obtaining
a higher level of self-esteem or self-respect.

Most people have a need for stable self-respect and self-
esteem. Maslow noted two versions of esteem needs: a
“lower” version and a “higher” version. The “lower” ver-
sion of esteem is the need for respect from others. This
may include a need for status, recognition, fame, prestige,
and attention. The “higher” version manifests itself as the
need for self-respect. For example, the person may have a
need for strength, competence, mastery, self-confidence,
independence, and freedom. This “higher” version takes
precedence over the “lower” version because it relies on
an inner competence established through experience. De-
privation of these needs may lead to an inferiority com-
plex, weakness, and helplessness.

Maslow states that while he originally thought the needs
of humans had strict guidelines, the “hierarchies are in-
terrelated rather than sharply separated”.!” This means
that esteem and the subsequent levels are not strictly sep-
arated; instead, the levels are closely related.

1.5 Self-actualization
Main article: Self-actualization

“What a man can be, he must be.”l'” This quota-
tion forms the basis of the perceived need for self-
actualization. This level of need refers to what a per-
son’s full potential is and the realization of that poten-
tial. Maslow describes this level as the desire to accom-
plish everything that one can, to become the most that one
can be.!'!'! Individuals may perceive or focus on this need
very specifically. For example, one individual may have
the strong desire to become an ideal parent. In another,
the desire may be expressed athletically. For others, it
may be expressed in paintings, pictures, or inventions. !?!
As previously mentioned, Maslow believed that to under-
stand this level of need, the person must not only achieve
the previous needs, but master them.
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1.6 Self-transcendence

In his later years, Maslow explored a further dimen-
sion of needs, while criticizing his own vision on self-
actualization.!'3! The self only finds its actualization in
giving itself to some higher goal outside oneself, in al-
truism and spirituality.['

2 Research

Recent research appears to validate the existence of uni-
versal human needs, although the hierarchy proposed by
Maslow is called into question.[!31[16]

Following World War II, the unmet needs of homeless
and orphaned children presented difficulties that were of -
ten addressed with the help of attachment theory, which
was initially based on Maslow and others’ developmen-
tal psychology work by John Bowlby.[!”] Originally deal-
ing primarily with maternal deprivation and concordant
losses of essential and primal needs, attachment theory
has since been extended to provide explanations of nearly
all the human needs in Maslow’s hierarchy, from suste-
nance and mating to group membership and justice.[!®]

3 Criticism

In their extensive review of research based on Maslow’s
theory, Wahba and Bridwell found little evidence for the
ranking of needs that Maslow described or for the exis-
tence of a definite hierarchy at all.['”!

The order in which the hierarchy is arranged (with self-
actualization described as the highest need) has been
criticized as being ethnocentric by Geert Hofstede.*"!
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs fails to illustrate and ex-
pand upon the difference between the social and intel-
lectual needs of those raised in individualistic societies
and those raised in collectivist societies. The needs and
drives of those in individualistic societies tend to be more
self-centered than those in collectivist societies, focusing
on improvement of the self, with self-actualization being
the apex of self-improvement. In collectivist societies,
the needs of acceptance and community will outweigh the
needs for freedom and individuality.?!!

The term “Self-actualization” may not universally convey
Maslow’s observations; this motivation refers to focusing
on becoming the best person that one can possibly strive
for in the service of both the self and others.!”) Maslow’s
term of self-actualization might not properly portray the
full extent of this level; quite often, when a person is at the
level of self-actualization, much of what they accomplish
in general may benefit others or, “the greater self”.

The position and value of sex on the pyramid has also
been a source of criticism regarding Maslow’s hierarchy.
Maslow’s hierarchy places sex in the physiological needs

category along with food and breathing; it lists sex solely
from an individualistic perspective. For example, sex is
placed with other physiological needs which must be sat-
isfied before a person considers “higher” levels of moti-
vation. Some critics feel this placement of sex neglects
the emotional, familial, and evolutionary implications of
sex within the community, although others point out that
this is true of all of the basic needs.!??1?3]

4 Changes to the hierarchy by cir-
cumstance

The higher-order (self-esteem and self-actualization) and
lower-order (physiological, safety, and love) needs clas-
sification of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is not universal
and may vary across cultures due to individual differences
and availability of resources in the region or geopolitical
entity/country.

In one study,?*! exploratory factor analysis (EFA) of a
thirteen item scale showed there were two particularly
important levels of needs in the US during the peacetime
of 1993 to 1994: survival (physiological and safety) and
psychological (love, self-esteem, and self-actualization).
In 1991, a retrospective peacetime measure was estab-
lished and collected during the Persian Gulf War and
US citizens were asked to recall the importance of needs
from the previous year. Once again, only two levels of
needs were identified; therefore, people have the ability
and competence to recall and estimate the importance of
needs. For citizens in the Middle East (Egypt and Saudi
Arabia), three levels of needs regarding importance and
satisfaction surfaced during the 1990 retrospective peace-
time. These three levels were completely different from
those of the US citizens.

Changes regarding the importance and satisfaction of
needs from the retrospective peacetime to the wartime
due to stress varied significantly across cultures (the US
vs. the Middle East). For the US citizens, there was only
one level of needs since all needs were considered equally
important. With regards to satisfaction of needs during
the war, in the US there were three levels: physiologi-
cal needs, safety needs, and psychological needs (social,
self-esteem, and self-actualization). During the war, the
satisfaction of physiological needs and safety needs were
separated into two independent needs while during peace-
time, they were combined as one. For the people of the
Middle East, the satisfaction of needs changed from three
levels to two during wartime.[>31(2¢]

A 1981 study looked at how Maslow’s hierarchy might
vary across age groups.l>”) A survey asked participants
of varying ages to rate a set number of statements from
most important to least important. The researchers found
that children had higher physical need scores than the
other groups, the love need emerged from childhood to
young adulthood, the esteem need was highest among
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the adolescent group, young adults had the highest self-
actualization level, and while old age had the highest level
of security, it was needed across all levels comparably.
The authors argued that this suggested Maslow’s hier-
archy may be limited as a theory for developmental se-
quence since the sequence of the love need and the self-
esteem need should be reversed according to age.
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(2]

(3]

(4]
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See also

Energy hierarchy

Engel’s law, an economic model for how well basic
needs are met

ERG theory, which further expands and explains
Maslow’s theory

Fundamental human needs, Manfred Max-Neef's
model

John Curtis Gowan

Juan Antonio Pérez Lépez, spontaneous and rational
motivation

Metamotivation
Murray’s psychogenic needs
Need

Need theory
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