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 Abstract 
All professionals are familiar with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 
typically represented by a pyramid. It is well known that there is 
no relevant empirical support for the model. Still, the needs 
themselves are indisputable at a basic level, so as a generic 
approach, development theorists, motivation researchers, and 
experts are attracted to the verification, validation, or refutation 
of these needs. In this article, the authors summarize what 
Maslow started with his motivational research and where 
subsequent generations of experts have arrived in terms of 
known needs. 

1 Introduction  

We have been part of a global technological and social transformation, which we have felt even more 
acutely since the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Global transformation is a developmental process 
that affects all areas of life at the individual level through fundamental values and collaborative 
dynamics. Companies and other economic associations contribute significantly to the financial 
stability of a country through their performance and efficiency [26] [29] [30] [28]. To demonstrate the 
necessary stability, effectiveness, and future potential, attention must also be paid to the 
organizational structure and management system. Individual suitability and maturity are critical 
factors in achieving secure, future-oriented internal structural stability [35] [43] [65]. The lean 
philosophy also places continuous development on a human-centered foundation based on respect; 
therefore, motivational tools and factors emphasize individuals [22]. It is much more common for 
organizations to use an indicator-based approach, primarily focusing on management plans and 
expectations, which pushes the critical role of human factors into the background [66], underscoring 
the need to refocus on motivational theories. 

Assuming that current global development is linked to individual-level needs-based 
motivations, it is also worth examining theories of human development, as individual-level, model-
based development offers new perspectives. Humans are the key to all change and development, 
as all innovation and implementation originate from humans in both conceptual and technical terms 
[15] [60] [58]. Need-driven motivations determine the direction and speed of these changes and 
developments [47] [59], so it is natural to refer to the work and findings of Maslow. [48] [33] [76].  

It is important to note that this study approaches Maslow’s theory of needs from a management 
science perspective. The work of psychologists is fundamental to understanding the true nature of 
human needs, which management science can only reflect to a limited extent. As Robbins [57] 
emphasizes, the simplified, pyramid-based interpretation of Maslow’s model in an organizational 
context often ignores individual differences and psychological complexity. Nevertheless, the authors 
see potential in the interconnectivity between psychology and management science in relation to 
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human behavior and the functioning of organizational systems. Therefore, in the authors‘ 
interpretation, Maslow’s theory is not primarily diagnostic, but rather a structural and interpretive 
framework through which human needs – as basic psychological phenomena – can be modeled at 
the system (corporate) level. 

In agreement with Maslow, several leading experts note that motivational theories cannot be 
interpreted in the context of developmental theories. At the same time, human motivation contributes 
to human development, and this approach may be sufficient to improve human strategies at the 
corporate level. Kenrick et al. [33] reinterpreted Maslow’s original motivational theory as an 
evolutionary-developmental model, thereby giving a dynamic systems approach to the hierarchy of 
needs. In Wilber’s integrated developmental theory, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs represents levels 
of individual psychological maturation, alongside other classical developmental theories (e.g., 
Piaget, Loevinger, Erikson) [76]. 

Several studies have been published that have attempted to apply Maslow’s need model as a 
framework for motivation and organizational development. Although the theory of the hierarchy of 
needs is widely known and taught, its practical implementation has been moderately successful. The 
reason is the simplification of the theory; the comprehensive psychological interpretation is not 
directly applicable in all organizations, leading to model adaptations for satisfactory decision-making 
[14] [78] [44] [38]. While psychology explores the dynamics and deep structure of individual 
motivations, management sciences examine these phenomena at the levels of organizational 
functioning, cooperation, and development. These two approaches complement each other, 
enabling essential understanding and practical application. According to these, the aim of the study 
is not to reinterpret psychological findings, but to integrate them at the system level so that needs-
based thinking can also be used in organizations to promote internal satisfaction, people-centered 
development, and sustainable motivation. 

The research topic of validating an integrative systems approach emerged, which attempts to 
build a bridge between global changes and individual needs, with humans as the source of 
innovation [15] [60] [58], needs → motivation → development [47] [59] [13] [50], and Maslow’s 
legitimacy and contemporary relevance (Maslow’s own book, Kenrick’s reinterpretation, Wilber’s 
embedding in developmental theory) along a logical chain [33] [76]. 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model has been popular among researchers, management, and 
HR professionals from the outset, as evidenced by the numerous critiques, its presence in the 
education system, and the development and spread of other models inspired by it.  

2 Trends in Development Theories 

Human development can be traced throughout history within the framework of values and 
needs [48] [61]. Through trends, regulations, and teachings formulated in political, religious, and 
educational systems [69] [18]. Values and needs defined at the social level, embedded in the daily 
routine of the individual, have shaped humanity as a whole [7] [62]. The key to the development of 
humanity is values and the needs identified and regulated behind them [59] [76], which determine 
individual development [5], the nature and quality of relationships and cooperation between 
individuals [11] [68], and the results, situations, and conditions arising from cooperation [53] [63]. In 
his research on motivation, Maslow contributed to developmental theories by generically identifying 
individual needs, providing a kind of interpretative framework [76] [33]. Maslow himself examined 
the needs he focused on in the context of human development, interpreting them as a system [47]. 
When we talk about developmental theory, four main trends can be distinguished. 

Classic stage theories are characterized by dividing an individual’s development into clearly 
distinguishable phases or stages. The models are usually represented linearly and assume that the 
stage order is fixed and cannot be changed. Such models are primarily suitable for analyzing 
patterns in life stage development of children in psychological studies by age or other grouping 
factors. Table 1 shows the relevant representatives of classic stage theories. 
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Table 1. Classical developmental theory models 

Model Context Empirical method Developmental arc 

Piaget [55] Individual, child 
cognition 

Objective experiments, 
observations 

Linear, stage-based 

Erikson [16] Individual psychosocial Case studies, cultural 
analysis 

Linear, stage-based 

Freud [17] Early psychoanalysis, 
instincts 

Clinical cases Linear, psychosexual 

Loevinger [41] Individual personality Sentence Completion 
Test 

Linear, ego stages 

Kohlberg [36] Individual morality Interview-based 
dilemma analysis 

Linear, moral stages 

Maslow [46] [47] Individual, social, 
professional 

Observations, clinical 
experience, inductive 
logic 

Linear, phased 

Social and contextual models are characterized by interpreting individual development as a 
context-dependent, dynamic process. Context refers to the interaction between the individual and 
communities (family, workplace, cultural environment). The related models examine the processes 
of connection and the changes that occur within them, emphasizing that development is strongly 
embedded in the social and cultural environment. Table 2 summarizes the relevant representatives 
of the social and contextual approaches. 

Table 2. Social and contextual models 

Model Context Empirical method Development curve 

Vygotsky [72] Individual–cultural 
learning 

Theoretical &amp; 
interaction studies 

Continuous, interactive 

Bandura [3] Individual–social 
modeling 

Experimental laboratory 
studies 

Continuous, dynamic 

Bronfenbrenner [10]  Individual–system level 
development 

Natural experiment, 
longitudinal 

Continuous, system-
interactive 

Spiral models are characterized by describing individual development not as a linear path, 
but as a repetitive pattern punctuated by developmental thresholds. Experiencing recurring 
situations and states at a new level is a key element of self-development. In these models, 
development is integrative in nature: previous experiences are incorporated at a higher level. Their 
representation often resembles a practice curve, in which recurrences refer to the gradual nature of 
development. Table 3 summarizes the relevant representatives of spiral/holarchy models. 

Table 3. Spiral/holarchy models 

Model Context Empirical method Development curve 

Graves [21] Individual–collective, 
values 

Inductive logic and 
qualitative methods 

Spiral, cyclical 

Beck & Cowan [4] Corporate, social 
change 

Questionnaire-based 
memetic profiles 

Spiral, holistic 

Washburn [74] Individual, transpersonal Clinical cases Spiral regenerative 

Wilber [75]  Individual–social–
spiritual 

AQAL, qualitative and 
quantitative methods 

Holarchic, mixed 

Quantum cognition, dynamic systems, and epigenetic models adopt an approach that 
interprets development as the interaction of complex, nonlinear systems, in which even small 
changes can cause significant qualitative transformations (emergent phenomena). Quantum 
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cognition describes decision-making and thinking using the probabilistic logic of quantum 
mechanics; the theory of dynamic systems treats development as a self-organizing, continuously 
adapting pattern. At the same time, epigenetic models emphasize the interaction between genetic 
code and environmental influences, pointing out that experiences can have a lasting effect on gene 
expression. Representatives of this school are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4. Quantum cognition, dynamic systems, and epigenetic models 

Model Context Empirical method Development curve 

Quantum Cognition [65] Individual cognition Experimental and 
mathematical models 

Nonlinear quantum 
modeling 

Quantum-like modeling 
[34] 

Individual, language, 
decision 

Concrete phenomena 
and quantum algorithms 

Nonlinear, complex 

Epigenetics [77] Biological development 
in childhood 

Longitudinal MBD 
sequences 

Continuous, dynamic 

Dynamic systems [70] Movement-cognition in 
childhood 

Experiment and system 
analysis 

Emergence, nonlinear 

Dynamic systems 
overviews [64] [40] 

Cognitive + motor 
development 

Experiment, meta-
analysis 

Complex system, 
emergence 

3 Maslow’s motivation theory in the context of developmental theory 

Given that Maslow states that he does not consider his research to be complete, he himself 
did not include his findings among developmental theories. However, Wilber [75] clearly included 
Maslow’s motivation theory and identified needs among the classic stage theories alongside the 
models of Piaget [55], Kohlberg [36], Loevinger [41]. At the same time, Wilber integrated the Spiral 
Dynamics theory into his own AQAL (All Quadrants, All Levels) model, in which developmental levels 
are not linear but holaric, encompassing different dimensions of consciousness. In the AQAL model, 
he developed developmental levels (altitudes) in such a way that they can be compared with other 
developmental models, such as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs [75]. Graves [22] followed the same 
direction, developing the “Emergent Cyclical Levels of Existence” (ECLET) theory. The ECLET 
theory also assumes spiral development in human needs and values. Graves himself drew parallels 
between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and his own spiral model. Beck and Cowan [4] further 
developed the Spiral Dynamics theory based on Graves’ work and marked the different levels of 
development with color coding. The Spiral Dynamics model also shows parallels between Maslow’s 
needs and Graves’ spiral levels. 

4 Maslow and the Pyramid of Needs 

The US psychologist, Maslow, achieved lasting results with his research into human 
motivation, in which he based motivation itself on needs. His basic concept was that people are 
motivated by what they need. His first relevant and published findings were a hierarchy (ranking) 
identifying five human needs, later broken down and supplemented with new items. 
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 Table 5: Maslow’s hierarchy (ranking) of needs 

 Maslow 5 (1943) [47] Maslow 7 (1954) [48] Maslow 8 (1971) [46]  

Level 1 Physiological needs Physiological needs Physiological needs 

D
eficiency-based 

needs
 Level 2 Safety needs Safety needs Safety needs 

Level 3 Sociological needs  Sociological needs  Sociological needs  

Level 4 Esteem needs Need for recognition and 
esteem 

Need for recognition and 
esteem 

Level 5 Self-actualization needs Cognitive needs Cognitive needs 

G
row

th-based 
needs

 Level 6  Aesthetic needs Aesthetic needs 

Level 7  Need for self-actualization Need for self-actualization 

Level 8   Need for self-
transcendence/transcend
ence  

Maslow distinguished the eight needs into two categories: 
• Deficiency needs (D-needs): physiological, safety, love/belonging, esteem. 
• Being needs (B-needs, growth-based needs): self-actualization, and later transcendence. 
It must be noted that Maslow established a hierarchy of human needs and their relative 

positions [42]; the popular pyramid shape of the hierarchy of needs was later elaborated. The first 
known and published pyramid diagram is probably associated with a management consultant, 
McDermid [45], which spread primarily through management and educational handbooks in the 
1960s and 1970s, building the levels of physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-realization 
needed from bottom up. 

 
1. Figure. Maslow‘s pyramid model of needs, made famous by McDermid (Source: own editing) 

The pyramid became popular as a standard in educational and human resource management, 
eroding and simplifying Maslow’s dynamic line of thought. The development of the pyramid diagram 
is explored in detail by Bridgman, Cummings, and Ballard. Based on their 2017 study, McDermid’s 
work is credited with the first pyramid model associated with the hierarchical representation of needs 
[8] [9], as a result of which management science representatives began to apply this simplified 
approach, forwarding the limited interpretation of motivation. Maslow’s needs (Table 5) and their 
representation in the pyramid shape known today can still be classified as classic, linear theories.  
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Although the research methods behind the identified needs model do not include any 
repeatable methodological approaches, quantitative analysis, or results, it has become popular. 
Observations, case studies, and general conclusions derived from them are even less accepted in 
scientific research; however, the need to understand motivation is still recognized. Critical 
evaluations of Maslow’s work aim to fill such methodological gaps and make measurements 
scientifically valuable, valid, and repeatable. 

5 Critical view of Maslow’s needs 

Professional practice shows that those who deal with individual and/or team motivation in a 
corporate environment, regardless of their qualifications and position, do not know what to do with 
Maslow‘s needs. The general reasoning is that the needs themselves are true, but the pyramid model 
feels distorted, so they are reluctant to rely on it. Work-related needs are further complicated by the 
lack of a globally accepted measurement instrument to yield straightforward, comparable data on 
human behavior and its link to motivation. So, no methods are available to formulate 
recommendations for organizational development purposes. 

Maslow’s legacy, preserved in the Cornell University Library, has been reviewed by several 
scholars. Maslow himself stated in one of his notes that “The hierarchy is too rigid; people are much 
more dynamic” [9]. Hierarchical representation was not characteristic in his work [45]; rather ratios 
and proportions were used (e.g., 85% physiological needs). 

Bridgman et al. [8] in 2017 asked university educators in the abstract of their article to pay 
attention to what they teach students in management science courses and on what historical basis. 

Criticism about Maslow’s work can be divided into two groups: 
1. Maslow’s own criticisms, cited by researchers who actually worked from Maslow‘s 

notes and works, confirm that he did not complete his research 
2. Criticisms by experts who relied on a distorted literature or on the results of the early 

stages of research. These criticisms typically revolve around two main themes: on the 
one hand, the lack of support from quantitative methods, and on the other hand, the 
overly general definition of needs and the lack of specific segmentation (whether 
social, cultural, organizational, or other). This would help the work of experts in the 
field of motivation. 

However, critical opinions related to the lack of qualitative validation have inspired many 
researchers to fill this gap. Remarkable reviews are summarized in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Criticisms of Maslow’s work 

Author Main criticism Comment 

Wahba & Bridwell [73] No empirical confirmation Lack of a qualitative method 

Neher [51] Validity and methodological 
shortcomings 

Lack of a qualitative method 

Gagnidze [19] Individual differences, lack of 
scientific rigour 

Lack of qualitative methods 

Trigg [71] Underestimation of social 
structural influences 

Criticism of segmentation 

Nevis [52] US model, not global Criticism of segmentation 

Bouzenita & Boulanouar [6] Lack of spiritual dimension, 
ethnocentrism 

Criticism of segmentation 

Deci & Ryan [13] Basic needs are parallel Inspiration for the development of 
self-determination theory (SDT) 

Alderfer [1] [2] Multiple levels can be activated 
simultaneously 

Inspiration for the development of 
the ERG model 

Kenrick et al. [31] [32] Dynamic model instead of rigidity; 
hierarchy is not evolutionarily 
realistic 

Inspiration for the development of 
a reformulated pyramid 

Hofstede [26] Ignoring collectivist cultures Culture typology model 

Tay & Diener [67] Culturally variable order Inspiration for developing the 
Dynamic Need Satisfaction 
Model 

Beyond the pure critical approach, many researchers aimed to find the factual basis of 
Maslow’s work. It means that experts, who found Maslow’s work lacking in methodological and 
validation results, promoted empirical validation of the existence, the order and the values of the 
needs (Table 7). 
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Table 7. Verification of Maslow’s work 

Author Agreement Description Justification / Empirical 
Support 

Graham & Balloun [20] They experimentally verify the 
basic validity of the hierarchy. 

Questionnaire data (n=148) 
showed that satisfying needs in 
the order of the hierarchy 
increases motivation. 

Hagerty [23] National welfare data support the 
hierarchy. 

Analyzing data from 88 countries, 
he showed that as economic 
development progresses, higher-
level needs (e.g., self-esteem) 
become more important. 

Tay & Diener [67] The hierarchy is fundamentally 
correct, although not entirely 
rigid. 

According to data from 123 
countries, the satisfaction of 
needs generally follows the order 
of the hierarchy (e.g., basic 
material needs precede social 
needs). 

Lester [39] The hierarchy applies in the 
educational environment. 

For students, the satisfaction of 
safety and social needs improves 
academic performance (n=320). 

Caulton [12] Despite Alderfer’s ERG model, 
Maslow’s hierarchy remains valid. 

Meta-analysis: hierarchy 
remained useful in analyzing 
workplace motivation, especially 
in stable environments. 

Martínez-López et al. [49] The hierarchy can be applied in 
digital marketing. 

Analysis of consumer behavior 
(e.g., the impact of security 
needs on online shopping). 

Koltko-Rivera [37] Supports Maslow’s later model, 
which also includes a 
transcendent level. 

Philosophical and psychological 
analysis: the need for 
transcendence complements the 
pyramid. 

Pardee [54] In a comparative analysis, 
Maslow’s theory is the most 
comprehensive. 

Literature review: the hierarchy 
helps to understand the 
complexity of motivation. 

6 Conclusion 

Looking at Maslow’s pyramid today in management applications, the human resource 
management may be confused by the truthfulness of the representation, because it does not fit with 
the experts’ prior studies and knowledge, as well as company needs. As a result of this dissonance, 
representatives of management sciences strive to choose methods that allow quantifiable indicators 
of the development and exploration of patterns of opinions both among staff members and managers 
in corporate applications. The challenge is constant: individual motivations must me managed for 
taking organizational level benefits. Reviewing the opportunities and the critical analysis of Maslow’s 
work, the following conclusion can be drawn: 

• Management representatives (especially outside the academic sphere) distort and simplify 
the theories, thereby exposing economic associations and economic actors to unknown 
effects. 

• Due to the association of motivations with the pyramid shape, Maslow’s needs have been 
included among the classic stage theory models. At the same time, he did not complete 
his research, and it can be assumed that due to the complex forms of needs, it requires 
enhancing the research background to new developmental theories. 
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• According to the criticisms, science does not accept the available observations and 
empirical results, and the inductive logical approach behind them. Further development of 
the measurement methods is a crucial challenge.  

• Proportions of individual needs identified by Maslow were ultimately confirmed in terms of 
cross-cultural [23] [67], area-specific (education, workplace) [39] [12], and spirituality [28] 
deficiencies. 

Maslow’s types of needs, which are also motivational directions related to life, can serve as a 
basis for shaping society, culture, community, and cooperation within companies. Where needs can 
be shaped as motivational tools, a common value emerges that shapes and holds together different 
organizations, which in turn determines the success, business is stable and reliable, it is more likely 
that the economic situation of society and the country will also be stable and reliable. 

The study summarizes some initial considerations for a new model building. Corporations need 
a quantitative management tool that can be coordinated with the indicators about business interests. 
Further research to develop the model, a deeper exploration and supplementation of the theoretical 
basis is required, incorporating the psychological aspects more complete. Another task is 
establishing a management-oriented tools and survey the interested parties to validate the concepts. 
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