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though, we also need to feel relatedness, or a sense of being securely connected to others (Ryan, 
Deci, & Grolnick, 1995). When these needs are supported in our environment, we feel a sense 
of self-determination, or a freedom to pursue goals and activities that are personally relevant 
and interesting to us. These needs are important for psychological well-being of individuals in 
Western cultures and Eastern collectivistic cultures, including Bulgaria, South Korea, Russia, and 
China (Vansteenkiste et al., 2010).

Self-determination theory’s focus on needs may remind you of Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs. In Abraham Maslow’s (1943, 1987) theory, individuals are motivated by basic human 
needs:

1.	 physiological needs (food, water, shelter, and clothing),

2.	 safety needs (feeling nonthreatened and having a sense of order and stability),

3.	 love and belongingness (a need to give and receive love and to experience friendship, 
appreciation, and belonging),

4.	 esteem needs (desire for achievement and for respect from others), and

5.	 self-actualization, a need to satisfy their full potential.

Maslow proposed that the needs are organized according to their biological urgency, with 
the most urgent ones needing to be satisfied first. Lower level needs, such as physiological and 
safety needs, need to be at least partially satisfied for an individual to focus on higher level 
needs. The four basic needs (physiological comfort, safety, love, and self-esteem) are all defi-
ciency needs (Maslow, 1954), meaning we are motivated to obtain them when they are lack-
ing in our environment. The fifth, self-actualization, is a growth need, because individuals are 
continually motivated from within by a need for growth, maturation, and fulfillment (Maslow, 
1954). Even though Maslow never used a pyramid or triangle to depict the hierarchy, these 
needs are often shown in this way, as in Figure 16.2 (Wininger & Norman, 2010).

A common misconception of Maslow’s theory is that individuals need to fully satisfy one 
need before addressing the next need in the hierarchy (Wininger & Norman, 2010). However, 
the hierarchy is not rigid; the order in which needs are met may vary (Maslow, 1954, 1987). For 
example, a student who desires to do well in school and attend a prestigious college may spend 

FIGURE 16.2      Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Maslow’s hierarchy provides 

teachers with an understanding that when certain needs are extremely deficient in a 

student, these can become obstacles to learning and self-fulfillment.
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