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During the 1950s Maslow was the founder of a branch of
psychology known as ‘humanistic psychology’. This humanistic
psychology emphasized the study of the whole person and can
be seen as rebellion against behaviourist psychology (e.g. B. F.
Skinner) and psychodynamic psychology (e.g. Sigmund Freud). This
eventually led to many of the ideas still evident in the professional
practice of psychotherapy and the modern self-help industry.
Maslow introduced his theory of motivation in his 1943 paper,
A Theory of Human Motivation. At the time, psychology was
mainly focused on the negative or troubled side of the human
mind, and Maslow was attempting to produce a positive
(humanistic) theory of motivation. Maslow’s theory was an
important shift in psychology: rather than focusing on abnormal
behaviour, Maslow’s humanistic psychology was focused on the
development of healthy individuals.
Maslow theorized that there is a natural process whereby
individuals fulfilled needs in ascending order from most
immature to most mature. His ‘hierarchy of needs’ theory is
most often displayed as a pyramid, as can be seen in the next
illustration. Maslow himself never used the pyramid figure and
this came from later writers.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Selfactualization
Esteem Needs

Social Needs

Safety Needs

Physiological Needs

Figure 6.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Source: Maslow, 1943; 1954)
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1. Self-actualization: growth, achieving one’s potential and selffulfilment
2. Esteem: self-respect, autonomy, achievement, status and
recognition
3. Social (Love): belongingness, acceptance and friendship
4. Safety: security and protection from physical and emotional
harm
5. Physiological: hunger, thirst, shelter, sex and other bodily needs
According to Maslow, progression through the need hierarchy
is seen as a sequence where the individual must have satisfied
the lower level before advancing to a higher level need. The
awareness of the need higher up is a function of having fulfilled
the preceding need. Only satisfactory fulfilment of this need will
allow the person to deal with the new need (Maslow, 1970).
According to Maslow, no need is ever completely satisfied; rather,
there must be at least partial fulfilment before an individual can
become aware of the higher-order need and be able to pursue
it (p 373). For Maslow, only unsatisfied needs are a source of
motivation (Maslow, 1954).

Questioning the needs hierarchy
Maslow’s need hierarchy theory is well known, particularly
among managers and corporate trainers. However, most research
has not been able to substantiate the idea of a needs hierarchy.
Maslow himself provided no empirical substantiation for his
theory and several studies that sought to validate his theory failed
to do so (Wahba & Bridwell, 1976; Lawler & Suttle, 1972).
Maslow’s research on self-actualization was based on a tiny
sample, including people he knew personally and on the written
biographies of famous individuals that Maslow himself believed
to be self-actualized (e.g. Albert Einstein). He had great difficulty
even writing a precise definition of self-actualization.
He did not display the level of academic rigour in his work
as would be required today. This was evident in the lack of
standard definitions of concepts or keywords used (‘needs’,
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‘self-actualization’, etc.). Maslow was not interested in the
ideas of ‘empirical verification’ of theory and believed in a more
‘humanistic’ approach to research.
There is little scientific evidence for Maslow’s ranking of needs
and even less evidence that these needs are organized in a
hierarchical order (Miner & Daehler, 1973; Wofford, 1971).
Mahmoud Wahba and Lawrence Bridwell were researchers from
The City University of New York who in 1976 were concerned
about ‘the uncritical acceptance of Maslow’s need hierarchy
theory despite the lack of empirical evidence’. They set out to test
his theories – in particular, how they hold up in a work setting.
They found little support for Maslow’s theories and even
question whether self-actualization is a basic need, suggesting
that it may be better described as a wish to be something, rather
than a need to be something. The researchers also point out that
Maslow was not even clear about what he meant by the concept
of need. They concluded:
This literature review shows that Maslow’s Need Hierarchy
Theory has received little clear or consistent support from the
available research findings. Some of Maslow’s propositions are
totally rejected, while others receive mixed and questionable
support at best. The validity of Maslow’s Need Classification
scheme is not established, although deficiency and growth needs
may form some kind of hierarchy (p 233).
Consider a person who is living in a refugee camp, this person
has limited food and shelter (physiological needs not met), is in
constant danger of attack or harm (no safety needs met) and may
have lost all their family and friends when escaping persecution
(social needs not met). Do you think it is possible for this person
to have self-respect (esteem needs) or spiritual calm (selfactualization)? Of course they can – needs are not hierarchical,
life is simply more complicated than that.
Also, what about the mountain climber who ignores his or her
need for safety in pursuit of the summit? Or the two French
BASE jumpers (parachuting from a fixed structure or cliff) who
climbed the 828-m (2,716-ft) Burj Khalifa tower in Dubai and
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jumped? There are many other human examples that all question
Maslow’s theory (starving artist, spiritual hermit, etc.).
Unfortunately, Maslow’s work is all too often put forward as
fact, not unsupported theory. His work had major historical
significance, but it is often used for inappropriate justification of
strategy and decisions, ranging from third-world development
to corporate reward systems. If we believe that needs are
hierarchical, then we may make serious miscalculations and poor
decisions.
Self-actualization is also a vague and undefined concept. The
pyramid suggests an ascension up the hierarchy towards selfactualization. However, not everyone wants, needs or is able
to be self-actualizing. Not everyone wishes to be a leader or to
‘reach the top’, and the Maslow need hierarchy suggests this is the
ultimate goal of humankind. This is a particularly ‘Western’ view
of life and has serious limitations, both in practice and theory.
As Indian business professor, Anil Gupta in a TED Talk (2009),
said:
There could be nothing more wrong than the Maslowian model
of hierarchy of needs. … Please do not ever think that only
after meeting your physiological needs and other needs can you
be thinking about your spiritual needs or your enlightenment
(Gupta, 2009).
Regardless of these criticisms, Maslow’s theory was a groundbreaking study at the time. He moved people away from the
negative side of human motivation and thought towards a
positive view of people. While he never operationally defined
‘self-actualization’, the focus on this positive construct was
necessary at the time and remains so today.

So what are the big takeaways here?
• Maslow’s Need Hierarchy Theory has little clear or consistent
support in the psychological literature.
• Some of Maslow’s propositions, such as the hierarchy of needs,
can be rejected, while others have very limited support at best.
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• If you see someone using the famous Maslow pyramid in a
training course or to argue a position on human motivation,
question them.
Have they read his original work? Do they understand the
limitations of his work and the lack of empirical support
for the fundamental ideas? Are they quoting Maslow as a
theory or fact?
• Maslow’s theory was a ground-breaking study at the time.
He moved people away from the negative side of human
motivation and thought towards a positive view of people.

Source
Maslow, A. H. (1943), ‘A Theory of Human Motivation’,
Psychological Review, Vol. 50 Issue 4 pp 370–96
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