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UNDERSTANDING
THE FOUNDATIONS
OF A THEORY OF
HUMAN
MOTIVATION

What drives us to get
out of bed in the
morning? Why do we
strive for success, seek
companionship, or

push through
adversity? These
questions have

fascinated
philosophers and
psychologists for
centuries, but it was
not until the mid-20th
century that a
comprehensive
framework emerged to

explain the underlying
forces of human
behavior. A Theory Of
Human Motivation,
most famously
articulated by Abraham
Maslow in 1943,
remains one of the
most influential
psychological

frameworks ever
developed. Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs
fundamentally

reshaped how we
understand human
drives, personal
growth, and the pursuit
of  fulfillment. By
examining the layers of
needs that motivate
our actions, we gain a
clearer view of not just
why individuals behave


https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/

as they do, but also
how societies and
organizations can
better support human
flourishing.

At its core, A Theory
of Human
Motivation proposes
that human beings are
driven by a series of
needs arranged in a
hierarchical structure.
These needs range
from the most basic
physiological

requirements to the
highest aspirations of
self-actualization. The
central idea is that
lower-level needs must
be substantially
satisfied before higher-
level needs become
powerful motivators.
This concept has been
applied across fields as
diverse as
management,

education, healthcare,
and marketing.
Understanding this
hierarchy helps explain

why people prioritize
survival over creativity
when resources are
scarce, and why those
who have their basic
needs met can turn
their attention to
deeper questions of
meaning and identity.

The Five
Levels of
Human
Needs

Maslow originally
identified five distinct
categories of human
motivation, each
building upon the last.
These levels provide a
structured way to think
about what drives
human behavior at
different stages of life
and under varying
circumstances.
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PHYSIOLOGICAL
NEEDS

The foundation of A
Theory Of Human
Motivation is rooted
in biology.
Physiological needs
include air, water,
food, shelter, sleep,
and clothing. These are
the most basic and
essential requirements
for survival. When
these needs are
unmet, they dominate
consciousness and
behavior. A person who
is starving is unlikely to
be preoccupied with
social acceptance or
artistic expression.
Their entire
motivational energy is
directed toward finding
food. In practical
terms, this means that
initiatives aimed at
improving higher-level
outcomes, such as
employee engagement
or academic

achievement, are
unlikely to succeed if
foundational
physiological needs are
not first addressed.

SAFETY NEEDS

Once physiological
needs are reasonably
met, the need for
safety and security
emerges. This includes
personal security,
financial stability,
health and well-being,
and a safe
environment free from
physical or emotional
harm. Safety needs
also encompass
predictability and order
in daily life. Individuals
seek stability in their
jobs, relationships, and
living conditions. In
modern society, this
often translates into
concerns about job
security, savings for
emergencies, safe
neighborhoods, and
access to healthcare.



Organizations that
provide a stable work
environment, clear
expectations, and job
security are more likely
to have motivated
employees who can
focus on higher-order
goals.

LovE AND
BELONGING NEEDS

Human beings are

inherently social
Creatures. After
physiological and

safety needs are
satisfied, the need for
love, affection,
belonging, and
meaningful

relationships becomes
a primary motivator.
This includes
friendships, intimate
relationships, family
bonds, and community
ties. Feeling part of a
group, whether it is a
family, team, or social
network, provides
emotional support and

a sense of identity. A
Theory Of Human
Motivation highlights
that unmet
belongingness needs
can lead to loneliness,
social anxiety, and
depression. In
workplaces and
schools, fostering a
sense of community
and inclusion is critical
for maintaining
motivation and well-
being.

EsTEEM NEEDS

The fourth level of
Maslow's hierarchy
involves esteem needs,
which are divided into
two categories: the
desire for respect from
others and the desire
for self-respect.
Esteem from others
includes recognition,
status, attention, and

appreciation. Self-
esteem involves
feelings of

competence,
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achievement, mastery,
and independence.
When esteem needs
are met, individuals
feel confident,
valuable, and capable.
When these needs are
thwarted, feelings of
inferiority,
helplessness, and
insecurity can arise.
Esteem needs are
particularly relevant in
professional settings
where recognition,
promotions, and
opportunities for
achievement serve as
powerful motivators.

SELF-
ACTUALIZATION

At the pinnacle of
Maslow's hierarchy lies
self-actualization, the
desire to become the
most that one can be.
This is the need for
personal growth, self-
fulfilment, and the
realization of one's full
potential. Self-

actualization is not
about external
recognition but about

internal fulfillment. It
involves pursuing
creativity, wisdom,

morality, and problem-
solving for their own
sake. Only after all
lower needs are
substantially satisfied
can a person fully
devote energy to this
level. Maslow
described self-
actualized individuals
as those who are
accepting of
themselves and others,
spontaneous, creative,
and focused on growth
rather than deficiency.
This concept has
inspired countless self-
help approaches,
leadership models, and
educational

philosophies.



Beyond
the

actualization and to
connect with
something beyond the
self. These additions
reflect the evolving

P ure of A Theory Of
Orlglnaal.tman Motivation

its capacity to

H ie ra r&%&@ the complexity

of human aspirations.

- Latercriticisms

Additions

In later years, Maslow
expanded his original

theory to include
additional levels. He
added cognitive

needs such as the
desire for knowledge,
understanding, and
curiosity, as well as
aesthetic needs like
the appreciation of
beauty, symmetry, and
order. He also
introduced
transcendence
needs, which refer to
the desire to help
others achieve self-

and
Refineme
nts

No psychological
theory is without its
critics, and Maslow's
hierarchy has faced
several important
challenges. One major
criticism is that the
hierarchy is too rigid
and culturally specific.
The assumption that
lower needs must be
fully satisfied before

6 A Theory Of Human Motivation 2024-02-01



A Theory Of Human Motivation 7

higher needs emerge
does not hold true in
all cases. For instance,
many artists and
activists have pursued
self-actualization
despite significant
deprivation.

Additionally, the theory
was developed
primarily based on
Maslow's observations
of Western,
individualistic cultures.
In collectivist societies,
belongingness needs
may rank higher than
esteem needs.
Researchers have also
pointed out that the
ordering of needs can
vary between
individuals and across
contexts. Despite these
limitations, A Theory
of Human
Motivation remains a
valuable heuristic for
understanding human
drives and has been
refined over decades
to accommodate

cultural and individual
differences.

Another limitation is
that Maslow’s original
research relied on a
small, non-
representative sample
of individuals he
considered self-
actualized, such as
Albert Einstein and
Eleanor Roosevelt. This
raises questions about
the generalizability of
the theory. However,
subsequent empirical
studies have provided
partial support for the
hierarchical nature of
needs. Modern
adaptations of the
theory often treat the
hierarchy as a general
tendency rather than
an absolute law,
recognizing that
human motivation is
influenced by a
complex interplay of
biological, social, and
contextual factors.



Practical
Applicatio
ns in
Modern
Life

The enduring
relevance of A Theory
of Human

Motivation lies in its
practical applications
across various
domains. In the
workplace, managers
use the hierarchy to
design compensation
packages, create safe
work environments,
foster team cohesion,
and offer opportunities
for recognition and
professional

development.

Companies that
prioritize employee
well-being at every

level tend to have
more engaged,
productive, and loyal
workforces.

In education, teachers
and administrators
apply Maslow's ideas
by ensuring students
are well-fed, safe, and
socially connected
before expecting them
to excel academically.
Schools that provide
free meal programs,
mental health support,
and inclusive
classroom
environments are
applying the principles
of the hierarchy to
improve educational
outcomes.

In healthcare, patient
motivation is better
understood when
considering the full
spectrum of needs. A
patient struggling with

chronic pain or
financial insecurity
may have difficulty

adhering to treatment
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plans for chronic
diseases. Addressing
lower-level needs can

improve health
outcomes more
effectively than

focusing solely on
medical interventions.

In personal
development, the
hierarchy  offers a
roadmap for self-
assessment and
growth. Individuals can
use it to identify which
areas of their lives
require attention. For
example, someone
feeling unmotivated at
work may realize that
their social needs are
unmet due to a lack of
camaraderie, or that
their esteem needs are
undervalued due to
insufficient recognition.
By addressing these
gaps, they can reignite
their motivation.

Modern
Theories
Building
on
Maslow

Contemporary
psychology has built
upon Maslow's
foundation to create
more nuanced models
of motivation. Self-
determination
theory emphasizes

the importance of
autonomy,

competence, and
relatedness as

universal psychological
needs. Goal-setting
theory examines how
specific,  challenging
goals enhance
performance.

Expectancy theory
looks at how



individuals make
choices based on
expected outcomes. A
Theory Of Human
Motivation serves as
an umbrella under
which these more
specific theories can be
understood. Each of
these modern
frameworks draws on
the idea that human
motivation cannot be
reduced to simple
rewards and
punishments but must
account for deeper
psychological needs.

The rise of positive
psychology has also
renewed interest in
Maslow's work. Martin
Seligman's PERMA
model, which includes
positive emotion,
engagement,

relationships, meaning,
and accomplishment,
echoes the higher
levels of the hierarchy.
The humanistic
tradition that Maslow
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helped establish
continues to influence
coaching, therapy, and
organizational
development.

Common
Misconce
ptions

Several misconceptions
surround A Theory Of
Human Motivation.
One common
misunderstanding is
that needs must be
100 percent satisfied
before moving up the
hierarchy. In reality,
Maslow suggested that
people are motivated
by multiple needs
simultaneously, and
that lower needs can
be partially satisfied
while higher needs
begin to emerge.
Another misconception
is that the hierarchy is
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a ladder to be climbed
once and then
abandoned. In truth,
life circumstances can
cause individuals to
move back down the
hierarchy. A job loss or
divorce may reactivate
safety and belonging
needs even after a
person has previously

experienced self-
actualization.
There is also a

tendency to view self-
actualization as a final
destination. Maslow
himself described it as
an ongoing process of
becoming rather than a
static state. Self-
actualized individuals
continue to grow and
face new challenges;
they do not simply
arrive at perfection.
Understanding these
nuances is essential for
applying the theory
effectively without
oversimplifying the
human experience.
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Conclusio
n

A Theory Of Human
Motivation remains a
foundational pillar of
psychological thought,
offering a compelling
and accessible
framework for
understanding what
drives human behavior.
From basic survival
needs to the highest
aspirations of personal
growth and meaning,
Maslow's hierarchy
illuminates the
spectrum of human
motivation in a way
that feels both intuitive
and profound. While
modern research has
introduced refinements
and critiques, the
central insight that
human needs are
organized
hierarchically
continues to inform



how we design
workplaces, schools,
healthcare systems,
and personal
development plans. By
recognizing that
motivation is not a
single force but a
layered interplay of
needs, we can create
environments that
support the whole
person. Whether you
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are a leader seeking to
inspire a team, an
educator guiding
students, or an
individual on a path of
self-discovery,
revisiting the principles
of A Theory Of
Human Motivation
offers timeless wisdom
for fostering growth,
resilience, and
fulfillment.
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