ABRAHAM MASLOW: HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

5.    

SELF – 

ACTUAL

-IZATION

4.  ESTEEM

3. LOVE ACCEPTANCE

    AND BELONGINGNESS

(Emotional Security)
2.  SAFETY & SECURITY

(Physical Security)
Hergenhan, B.R., 1992

According to Maslow we must know that our lower level need will consistently be met before we can begin to attend to any higher level need.

Sometimes right now the only thing you know for sure is that you will be able to meet your need for food and water – and that, in and of itself, brings a sense of security and comfort.  Food is nurturing.  Food is comfort.  When we restrict food – certain types or quantities - regardless of our hunger or craving level we are restricting ourselves the nurturing and comfort we legitimately need without offering ourselves any other way of getting that need met.  That is punishment.  That is cruelty.   That is no way to meet our need for safety and security and it will only keep you stuck in the need for food for comfort.

For all of us the need for safety and security is a legitimate need. When viewed from Maslow’s model, the needs for food, water, safety and security are clearly basic needs and it makes sense that until we feel confident that these needs will be met, we will not be able to focus our efforts on higher pursuits such as self-awareness and mature love relationships. 

Many of us were raised in environments where we could not be certain that our basic needs for protection and belongingness would be met and maintained. At the very least, imagine the trials of your childhood. How often did you experience rejection and ridicule from peers, siblings, or other significant individuals. In those instances, your basic needs for acceptance and love were not met. The world seemed a very unjust and unsafe place in those times. Some of us are still trapped there, trying to gain the acceptance of those around us. We ache to have our basic need for approval and belonging met. And some of us are still struggling in unhealthy relationships to have our needs for safety and security or love and belongingness met. It is clear that until you attend to the fulfillment of these needs you will not be free to explore all that life has to offer. 

Where do you think you sit on Maslow’s hierarchy? Are your basic needs for health, food, safety and security, being met at all times? Remember, if you are restricting yourself around food and what your body truly wants you are not meeting your most basic physiological need. Therefore, you are not free to experience your full potential. 

Can you think of experiences in your past when your basic needs were not met? 

How old were you? 

What did you experience?

 What basic need was not met at that time? 

What impact has that experience had on your feelings of safety, or belonging? 

The degree to which you feel your basic needs are unmet will be the degree to which you feel the need for something outside of yourself such as another person, alcohol, and / or food to help you cope with life’s stresses. This is why I say that a trusting relationship with yourself, in which you feel that you can be counted on to deal with life’s problems successfully and with integrity, is the most important relationship you will ever have. 

When you know that you can trust yourself to look out for and to meet your needs to the best of your ability at all times, you can peacefully attend to advancing yourself in all areas of your life.

Right now you may be more aware of needs for safety and security or love and acceptance that are taking precedence over your need for esteem and self-actualization.  This makes perfect sense.  Although we have some regard for ourselves and a sincere desire to be self-actualized we must acknowledge that our need for the more basic needs of love, acceptance, safety and security will always outweigh the higher level needs.  This is why, although we often find ourselves berating ourselves for eating when we aren’t hungry or for looking as we do, we do not stop.  At these times it is of paramount importance to acknowledge the behaviour of overeating or bad body thoughts and to identify that these behaviours do not meet your need for esteem.  It is then equally important to ask yourself what needs are being met at this time with this behaviour.  What need is it that you are seeking to meet with food? At that moment, the awareness that you are seeking to meet your need for love and acceptance or safety and security will provide you with the capacity for compassion for yourself and invite a redirection of your behaviour.  It will become clear that you will not find lasting love and security in food and that you will get much closer to fully meeting that need if you risk feeling the feelings and being present with the situation that has elicited them.

Take a moment and make yourself a list of things in your life that feel out of control right now? 

Where do you feel that you cannot count on yourself to do what is right or best for you? 

This unmet need for control has now taken on a life of its own and in this place, we have very little peace from feelings of guilt and anxiety.  

What would have to happen for the feeling of anxiety/unease that you feel within to dissipate or lessen significantly? 

Beginning to attend to your unmet needs and offer yourself compassion, love, acceptance, security and safety to the best of your abilities will have a dramatic and immediate impact on your use of food for coping and comfort and on your experience of the feelings of guilt and anxiety.  It will deepen your connection with yourself and therefore enhance your ability to identify your needs in the moment and to trust that you are capable of meeting those needs.  
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