Maslow revisited:

Forgotten levels of the pyramid and applications for modern business

By Richard W. Sears
Almost every elementary text on management includes a reference to Maslow's hierarchy of needs. One of the important concepts expressed by this hierarchy is that "basic" needs, such as earning enough money to pay the bills, must be fulfilled before there is any concern about "higher" needs, such as feeling good about doing a job well done.

This article re-examines Maslow's hierarchy of needs, not to provide a set of techniques for subtly coercing higher productivity from employees, but to foster a new culture in the workplace, one that leads to fulfilled workers, in which productivity is an advantageous fringe benefit.

This article will also investigate a revised and expanded version of the pyramid, which includes aesthetic needs, cognitive needs, and the need to find meaning. These needs, originally spoken of by Maslow along with the others traditionally listed, were less easily operationalized and therefore less "scientific". Perhaps for this reason, these levels are almost always omitted in current renditions of Maslow's pyramid. However, an understanding of these needs and the value of fulfilling them in the workplace may add immeasurable long-term benefits in employee well being, and therefore employee productivity and retention.

In presenting this rough outline of a complex theory with much deeper significance and implications than we can explore in this limited space, one must be cautious not to trivialize the subject matter by reducing it to a mere tool, technique, or rhetorical slogans (Montuori & Purser, 2001).

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs: General Considerations
Malsow created a theory to explain motivation that encompassed a hierarchy of needs. That is, he recognized that different human beings have differing needs at different times in their lives. The expression "Man does not live by bread alone" is only true when one has enough bread to eat. If one is has not eaten for several days, the pursuit and consumption of food takes on a very high priority. Once that particular needs is satisfied, other needs begin to emerge, and such needs are often just as urgent as the need for food.

It is important to note that these need levels are not to be thought of as stages that are completely fulfilled and bypassed once and for all. Needs change over time, and each need generally has to be fulfilled on an ongoing basis. However, a satisfied need will not be manifested. That is, a person who has fulfilled his or her need for self-esteem will not act in a way to draw attention to him or herself. Hence, such a person is free to pursue higher teamwork goals (Maslow, 1970).

It is also important to note that certain needs can be forgone for short periods of time. Very spiritual people, having richly fulfilled the "higher" levels of the hierarchy, can go without certain physiological needs for brief periods. However, one can only fast for so long before the need once again becomes urgent, and if left unfulfilled, will lead to the termination of life. Likewise, employees can go without certain needs for a limited time, but may terminate their employment if important needs are left consistently unfulfilled.

Is the manager of a group of individuals responsible for fulfilling all of needs of the employees? Certainly not. However, awareness of what an employees needs are, and a reasonable attempt to fulfill them or to encourage the employee to fulfill them elsewhere (e.g., through Employee Assistance Programs), gives the manager a tremendous advantage in fostering a creative and productive workplace.

Physiological Needs
Employees will be indifferent to the long-term vision of a company when the individual is concerned about providing basic necessities for his or her family. Though it has been noted that recognition is generally considered by employees to be more important than the amount of money earned, this is true only when the employee is living a reasonably comfortable lifestyle. For this reason, managers must consider the ramifications of hiring an individual at low or minimum wages. Though it is considered accepted by society to hire at such wages for unskilled positions, paying a little more will likely be a good long-term investment.

Once an employee's immediate living needs are taken care of, he or she is likely to begin thinking about safety and security needs.

Safety Needs
Having fulfilled the need for basic necessities, the employee will want to make sure that those necessities will continue to be fulfilled. The employee desires the feeling that his or her job will continue to exist into the future. Even though no company can guarantee what the future holds, if the employee feels concern from management, and knows that assistance will be provided even if layoffs do occur, the need for safety is likely to be fulfilled.

Emotional safety is also important. Management must ensure that the office environment is free from stressors such as sexual harassment, and managers should provide a safe means of allowing employees to express their needs and concerns whenever issues arise. When an employee feels safe, he or she will seek to become a contributing member of the community of employees.

Belonging and Social Needs
Employees need to feel that they belong where they work. Managers can go a long way to fulfill this need by expressing pleasure whenever greeting the employee in the morning or when crossing paths with the employee throughout the day. Respect should also be shown for the employee as a human being. If an employee feels respected as a person, the manager can more freely criticize the employee (in a constructive way), without the risk of causing the employee to withdraw from continuing to try to improve performance.

Managers should be cautioned about forcing employee to be more social. Many employees fulfill their social needs outside of the workplace and will feel resentment against participating in frivolous events against their will. The goal is not to make the office a place for social gathering, but to foster a sense of belonging and teamwork wherein the employee feels valued.

Once the employee feels valued, he or she will seek to grow in competence and self-esteem.

Esteem Needs
Note that all of the preceding levels are important to foster competent workers. An employee may come into the workplace with self-esteem, but this self-esteem will be difficult to maintain if the employee is concerned about paying bills, the stability of the job, and if coworkers are competing against or de-valuing the employee's work.

Employees need to have some feeling of control over what they do. This does not mean managers should give employees free reign, but that they should have some control over at least minor things. This may perhaps best be fostered by giving the employee parameters regarding performance expectations. The focus should be on results, allowing flexibility in means. Even if, due to the nature of the work, employees cannot be given much flexibility or individual creativity, the employees should feel that their ideas are heard and respected by management.

Recognition, both from management and from coworkers, provides external reinforcement for an individual's developing competence and self-esteem. Once an employee begins to feel good about him or herself, that employee will want to continue to grow.

Cognitive Needs
Cognitive needs refer to the curiosity of human beings, to the need to know and understand. An environment must exist wherein curiosity is valued, and information is freely available and willingly exchanged. Secrecy, censorship, dishonesty, and blocking of communication threaten not only this need, but all of the previous needs as well (Maslow, 1970).

Learning and growing are natural events for all human beings. Opportunities for advancement, in-house workshops, and tuition reimbursement not only fulfill these needs for employees, but foster increased productivity for the company. Education is thought to contribute approximately 25% to the annual increase in U.S. Gross Domestic Product.

When an employee is continuously learning and growing, he or she will begin to organize this knowledge, often in new and creative ways.

Aesthetic Needs
Armed with both knowledge and competence, and employee can now begin to find or create structure and organization. The work the employee done now has the potential to be literally a work of art, something produced by a true "professional".

The employee’s work now has the potential to become a means of self-expression.

Self-actualization Needs
Though some jobs are more facilitative than others in producing fulfillment, if an employee has basic needs met, feels secure in his or her position, feels valued, feels competent, has a broad base of knowledge and experience, and organizes all of his or her talent into the work done, the employee can now feel that his or her work is something in which he or she can take pride. Given the amount of time people spend working, the employee self-concept and identity is intimately tied to the work they do. A person with all of the previous needs met now feels productive and useful, and feels that his or her work has meaning.

Once a person feels that he or she has achieved his or her potential, that person will begin to feel a need for a connection with something greater.

Need for Transcendence
Even a person who is "self-actualized" may still feel that something is missing. The person may feel a longing for connection with the surrounding community, and for the environment in which we all live. The need for transcendence does not refer to leaving the "material world" behind, but rather refers to the transcendence of the sense that the individual is an isolated, lonely being.

A company can help to fulfill this need by allowing employees to participate in the long-range vision of the company. If an employee is in touch with the far-reaching impact of his or her work on the community, the work takes on a grander, more fulfilling meaning. Likewise, if the employee is aware of contributing to environmental pollution, the fulfillment of this need is likely to be stifled. Hence, investment in community, the environment, and charities is also an investment in employee productivity.

When an employee's work is imbued with grander meaning, he or she will be less likely to indulge in short-term unethical behavior. The employee will also be internally motivated to keep doing good work, with continuous improvement.
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Figure 2. More Inclusive Needs Hierarchy (after Maslow, 1970)

Figure 1. Traditional Needs Hierarchy (after Maslow, 1970)
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