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Background: Theories of human basic psychological needs have been always one of the researchers’
answers to human behaviors. Nowadays, application of existing theories of human basic needs in
other domains is being more trended rather than emergence of a new theory; However, lack of
comprehensiveness in reviewing and analyzing of these theories has always been a fundamental gap
in past research.

Aims: The present study attempts to collect theories of basic psychological needs in first step and
then to analyze them with a metatheoretical approach.

Methods: In this study, a systematic review method has been used to collect theories. The statistical
population of the study is all related Persian and English researches that have been published in valid
scientific databases without time limit. Out of 1152 reviewed studies, 29 valid theories were finally
extracted. Then, based on previous studies, the three variables "theory structure”, "level of theory
analysis" and "provided categories™ were used as the basis of meta-theory analysis.

Results: Most of human basic needs theories follow the structure of independent set of needs, so far,
the three needs of "hedonism”, "survival™ and "belonging" have been considered as root needs in
three different theories and the hierarchical model has not been repeated in any other theory but
Maslow’s. Four theories believe that there are connections between the mentioned components. The
level of "psychological needs "analysis is a common feature of all theories, and finally, less than one-
third of theories have provided categorization.

Conclusion: Each theory of psychological needs has its own unique structure. Applying these
theories to solve various problems inside and outside the field of psychology requires understanding
the structural similarities and differences of these theories and the presented needs in them.
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Introduction

Need is a general and pervasive concept that has
different applications in different sciences (Hassani,
2010). It is a complex concept and perceptions of this
concept are different; When theorists use the word
"need" they have different meanings, which is itself a
source of confusion (Pittman & Zeigler, 2007). Basic
human needs and related theories have always been a
fascinating and controversial topic in the field of
psychology (Mamonov & Koufaris, 2020) A long-
standing debate among anthropologists,
psychologists, and sociologists that, of course, still
continues (Glasser, 1999). When it comes to the
theory of basic psychological needs, Abraham
Maslow's theory of the hierarchy of needs is often
cited as the forerunner of these theories, starting with
biological needs and continuing to address
psychological needs. But this theory is not the only
theory in this area. In the history of psychology, there
are several valid theories on the subject of basic
psychological needs.

Before everything, we should know what we mean by
the "theory of basic psychological need”. In the
psychological and social analyses, attention to the
characteristics of the needs of the organism has a long
history. However, there is disagreement among
theorists in this field as to whether there is a necessity
to provide a clear list of basic human needs in drawing
these characteristics or not. The list of needs began
with the work of McDougall using the concept of
"instinct™ in 1908 and then Henry Murray's list of 20
needs in 1938 which were a pathway to longer lists
(Reiss, 2004).

Despite of all debates, theories of basic psychological
needs have always been one of the researchers'
answers to human behaviors (Robbins & Judge,
2017). In addition to the applications of theories of
basic psychological needs in the field of psychology,
the trend of using them to solve problems of other
fields has grown significantly in recent years.
Examples include social science (Jani & Reisch,
2011), economics (Max-Neef, 2017), political and
law (Wiggins, 1998), organizational behavior
(Elsbach & Pieper, 2019), architecture (EI Nagar,
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2015) and Information Technology (Houghton,
Pressey & Istanbulluoglu, 2020).

However, both research in the field of psychology or
outside of it, encounter the problem of
incomprehensiveness of applied theories. Research in
the field of psychology has often mentioned only a
limited number of theories in their literature review;
Besides, those studies outside the field of psychology
that have addressed their problems with a
psychological approach have merely applied one of
the famous theories of basic human need, such as
Maslow's theory of hierarchical needs or self-
determination theory (See for example (Houghton et
al, 2020; Kakar, 2018; Sun et al, 2017)).

In the present study, while collecting the valid
theories of basic human needs comprehensively and
introducing the needs stated in each theory in the form
of a table, we will examine the similarities and
structural differences of these theories by using a
meta-theoretical approach. The purpose of this
research is that the readers is briefly acquainted with
the theories and then, by understanding the structure
of each theory, gains enough ability to apply these
theories to solve problems of their own field of study.

Method

This study has been done with a qualitative approach
and based on the principles of meta-theory method.
Meta-theory is a kind of meta-study that aims to
analyze theories of early studies (Paterson, Thorne,
Canam & Jillings); In other words, it is a systematic
study of the fundamental structure of the theories of a
field of study (Ritzer, 1998). According to Steven
Wallis (2010) two main approaches in meta-theory
can be applied: 1) Deconstructive approach and 2)
Integrative approach.

Presenting a new theory from aggregation of previous
theories is the main purpose of Integrative approach
(Ritzer, 2007); While, In Deconstructive approach
which is the approach of this study, examining the
contexts and assumptions of the theory beside
analyzing its structure is considered (Dervin, 1999).
This research is done in two stages. In the first stage,
using the 4-step framework of Silva (2015), a
systematic review method is conducted to collect
valid theories of human basic psychological need.
Finally, 29 theories are listed in Table (1) sorting by
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presentation year. The criterion for placing these
theories in this section, in addition to qualitative
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assessments, was provision of a list of basic (ultimate)
psychological needs in each theory.

Table 1. List of theories of basic psychological needs

No Title Theorist & Year Rg?ll;gyc’f (2%'5?)“0020 Basic Needs in Theory
11 basic instincs: 1-Flight 2-Repulsion 3-Curiosity 4-
An introduction to social Pugnacity 5-Self-Assetion 6-Self-Abasement 7-Parental
1 psychology e s love 8-Reproduction 9-Gregariousness 10-Acquisitiveness
11-Constructiveness
2 Beyond_the_ pleasure Freud, 1920 Psychology 4174 Hedonism (root) and instincts for se_xual desire, physical
principle needs and aggression
1-Dominance 2-Aggression 3-Autonomy 4-Deference 5-
Abasement 6-Achievement 7-Sex 8-Sentience 9-Exhibition
Explorations in 10-Play 11-Affiliation 12-Rejection 13-Nurturance 14-
€ personality MIIIED, S PRI eTY AT Succorance 15-Infavoidance 16-Defendance 17-
Counteraction 18-Harmavoidance 19-Order 20-
Understanding
1-Affection and Approval 2-Partner Who Will Take Over
One’s Life 3-Restrict One’s Life Within Narrow Borders 4-
4 Self Analysis Horney, 1942 Psychology 2899 Power 5-Exploit Others 6-Prestige 7-Personal Admiration
8-Personal Achievement 9-Self-Sufficiency and
Independence 10-Perfection and Unassailability
A theory of human 1-Physiological 2-Safety 3-Love 4-Steem 5-Self-
5 e tion Maslow, 1943 Psychology 35575 Actualization
A Scientific Theory of . . . 1-Metabolism 2-Reproduction 3-Bodily comforts 4-Safety
8 Culture and Other Essays AETEE, (s SeEmlegy 2D 5-Movement 6-Growth 7-Health
. . 1-Meaning Seeking 2-Tension (Noo-Dynamics) 3-Self-
7 Man's search for meaning Frankl, 1946 Psychology 20380 Transcendence
Organizatio
8 The achievement motive McCIeiIggg e nal 7234 1-Achievement 2-Power 3-Affiliation
behavior
1- Physiological 2-Relatedness 3-Transcendence 4-
9 Sane Society Fromm, 1955 Psychology 4597 Rootedness 5-1dentity 6-Frame of orientation 7-Excitation
and Stimulation 8-Unity 9-Effectiveness
1-Physical Security 2-Sexual Satisfaction 3-Expression of
Hostility 4-Expression of Love 5-Securing of Love 6-
Foundations for a theory Curing of Recognition 7-The Expression of Spontaneity 8-
10 of man in relation to Leighton, 1959 Psychology 612 Orientation in Society 9-The Securing and Maintenance of
culture Membership in a Definite Human Group 10-Sense of
Belonging to a Moral Order and Being Right in What One
Does
11 The human _side of MacGregor, 1960 Org&;}n{;lzatlo 17270 1-Physiological 2-Safety 3-_Socia| 4-Ego 5-Self-
enterprise b - Actualization
ehavior
1-Breathe normally 2-Eat and drink adequately 3-Eliminate
body wastes 4-Move and maintain desirable posture 5-
Sleep and rest 6-Select suitable clothes-dress and undress
7-Maintain body temperature within normal range by
adjusting clothing and modifying the environ-ment 8-Keep
; 8 the body clean and well groomed and protect the
12 i FEEE s I Gk, 12k MU e integument 9-Avoid dangers in the environ-ment and avoid
injuring others 10-Communicate with others in expressing
emotions, needs, fears, etc 11-Worship according to one's
faith 12-Work in such a way that there is a sense of
accomplishment 13-Play, or participate in various forms of
recreation 14- Learn, discover, or satisfy the curiosity
13 AAnempirical test of anew Alderfer, 1969 Psychology 2984 1-Existence 2-Relatedness 3-Growth
theory of human needs
14 Personality and Maslow, 1970 Psychology 59586 Adding 1-Cognitive and 2-Aesthetic needs to hierarchy of

motivation

needs

981




Monthly Journal of

Vol. 20, No. 103, Autumn(October) 2021

. . Realm of Citation . .
No Title Theorist & Year Study (2020 Oct) Basic Needs in Theory
18 Meta-needs: 1-Truth 2-Goodness 3-Beauty 4-Unity,
Wholeness 5-Dichotomy transcendence 6-Aliveness,
Farther reaches of human Process 7-Uniqueness 8-Perfection 9-Necessity 10-
= nature e, e ey e Completion, Finality 11-Justice 12-Order 13-Simplicity 14-
richness 15-Effortlessness 16-Playfulness 17-Self-
Sufficiency 18-Meaningfulness
. 1- Air, water food 2-excrement 3-Balance between activity
16 Nursmgr. aict)iréféepts o R(g;er:ﬁ;?]ylolrg%l Nursing 6642 and rest 4--Balance between solitude and social interaction
P P g 5-Safety 6-Promotion of human functioning
17 Aprelé;(rﬁlnonfhzgra sg;:lal Rotter, Chance & Psvcholo 1270 1-Recognition — Status 2-Protection — Dependence 3-
ne rgo n alityy Phares, 1972 Y 9y Dominance 4-Independence 5-Love 6-Physical Comfort
e ol e
18 revisited: Or a theory of a Epstein, 1973 Psychology 2367 ; ‘3 intain rel pd Y hers 4 g ng
theory experience 3-maintain relatedness to others 4-to maintain a
positive sense of self-esteem
1-motion 2-sexual activity 3-excretion 4-sleep 5-nutrition
19 The economics of the Kamenetzky, Economics 52 6-protection 7-shelter 8-clothing 9-recreation 10-
satisfaction of needs 1981 psychological support 11-knowledge 12-autonomy 13-
participation 14-communication
20 A theory of human needs DoyallgLS(jough, Sociology 3471 1-Physical and mental Health 2-Autonmy
Intrinsic mot!vatl_on gmd Deci & Ryan,
21 self-determination in 1985 Psychology 368 1-Autonomy 2-Competence 3-Relatedness
human behavior
The causes and Greenber
29 consequences of a need PyszCy nskgijy & Psvcholo 2534 1-Survival 2- Direct motives (food, water, etc) 3- self-
for self-esteem: A terror yszezy! Y 9y esteem 4-personal worldview 5-knowledge 6- growth
Solomon, 1986
management theory
E?FI)EII?SSE;SIE;I;%LTE% 1-Self-acceptance 2-Positive relations with others
23 thé Megning of Ryff, 1989 Psychology 14877 3-Autonomy 4-Environmental mastery 5-Purpose in life 6-
Psychological Well-Being PSRl iy
Urllfﬁ\e/glr“ngn?lcgls p;)rl]lé:y: 1-Sustainable life 2-Social relationships 3-Social
24 eory, analysis, Gil, 1990 Sociology 446 participation 4-Security 5-Self-accualization 6-Spiritual
political action towards N
. : eeds
social equality
Development and human Max-Neef, 1-Subsistence 2-Safety 3-Affection 4-Understanding 5-
25 P Elizalde, & Economics 740 Participation 6-Creation 7-Leisure 8-Identity 9-
needs
Hopenhayn, 1992 Transcendence
2% Mi?]tls\éiti'glnlﬁgq ;\Os%r::'igfn Stevens & Fiske, Psvcholo 296 1-To belong 2-To understand 3-To be effective 4-To find
: : p 1995 Y 9y the world benevolent 5-To maintain Self-Esteem
survival perspective
Choice theory: A new . .
27 psychology of personal Glasser, 1999 Psychology 2127 ARSIV AR S Loviﬁﬂd N AT
freedom
. L Effectance 3-, Independence 2-Competence,1-Autonomy
What IS sa_ltlsfylng about Meaning 5-, Belongingness 4-Self-actualizing,Relatedness
satisfying events? Sheldon et al, . -
28 - - Psychology 1923 , Luxury 7-Popularity, Control 6-Money,Security
testing 10 candidate 2001 . 4 J
svchological needs self-, Bodily 9-Self-esteem,Influence 8-Physical Thriving
pSy 9 Stimulation,Respect 10-Pleasure
Multfaceted nature of contact .\engeance T-Honor & Idealsm 5-Physical
29 intrinsic motivation: The Reiss, 2004 Psychology 711 9 Y

theory of 16 basic desires

exercise 10-Romance 11-Family 12-Order 13-Eating 14-
Acceptance 15-Tranquility 16-Saving

After collecting the theories, the second stage begins
with the aim of meta-theoretical analysis of the
theories. Although no specific framework or tool for

conducting a meta-theory
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research has

been

introduced so far, reviewing past studies can be
helpful to obtain the variables of analysis. Appling the
model of "building blocks of a scientific theory"
(Pickett, Meiner & Cadenasso, 2011) and framework
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of analyzing a theory (Walker and Avant, 2005),
besides using the dimensions introduced to analyze a
theory by Pittman and Ziegler (2007), Finally, three
variables were introduced for the analysis of collected
theories: 1) theory structure 2) level of analysis and
3) Classification of components.

Results

29 Theories were extracted from 5 different fields of
research between 1908 and 2004. Therefore, the
analysis of theories based on the three defined
variables will be as follows:

A. Theory structure: This variable refers to the
relationship between the components of need
mentioned in each theory. Studying the theories, four
types of structures are presented:

1) Independent needs: In theories of independent
needs, basic human needs are a set of basic needs that
are independent of each other. Most of the theories
presented in Table (1) follow this model.

2) Hierarchical needs: In this structure, needs take
precedence over each other which means more basic
needs must be met before other needs. In this model,
man is instantly overwhelmed by a need that has the
greatest impact on shaping his behavior. The concept
that Maslow refers to as the "prepotent need".
Undoubtedly, Maslow's hierarchical model (1943) is
at the forefront of theories that follow this structure.
3) Root need: In this structure, one need is identified
as the most important need which other needs are
either dependent on or derived from the root need.

4) Related needs: In this structure, needs are related to
each other; the theorist may not consider this
relationship between all the components introduced
in the theory; Besides, the theorist may consider one-
way or two-way relationship between needs. In this
type of structure, the satisfaction of one need may be
linked to the satisfaction of another one.

The findings show that most theories of basic human
needs follow the structure of an independent set of
needs. The three needs of "hedonism", "survival" and
"belonging" have been considered as root needs in
three different theories so far, and the hierarchical
model has not been repeated in any other theory
except Maslow's theory. Finally, four theories believe
in relationship between the mentioned components.

Vol. 20, No. 103, Autumn(October) 2021

B. Level of analysis: Each component of need that is
presented in a theory is placed at a specific level of
analysis which refers to a specific aspect of human.
Examining the theories, four levels of analysis is
presented:

1) Body level: needs such as food, water, temperature
regulation, oxygen and excretion fall into this
category. Needs that, if not met, can lead to physical
harm and eventual death of organism.

2) Mind level: Most of the needs mentioned in the
relevant theories are located at this level. These types
of needs refer to individual’s mind and behavior
Regardless of whether the person is in social
relationships or not. The main origin of science of
psychology was to solve problems related to this
level.

3) Soul Level: Many psychologists consider man to be
a set of body and mind; However, some believe in
third dimension in their theories independent of body
and mind which is the human soul. Theories that
address needs related to the needs of spirituality,
communication with God, life after death, salvation
in the afterlife, fall into this level.

4) Social level: This level includes the needs that
depend on the individual's placement in a social
environment. The main difference between this level
and the mind level is the necessity of having a social
group; Needs such as communication, belonging or
love fall into this level.

findings indicate that the mind level is a common
level of all theories. Despite of high importance of
body level, it is not mainly the focus of theories;
However, it has appeared in most theories. Moreover,
the social level is reflected in most theories as well.
Soul level has occurred in only two theories;
However, there are other theories about man's
spiritual needs that deal specifically with this aspect.
C) Classification of Needs: It refers to presented
classification of needs in the theory. These
Categorization of need can help readers to grasp the
similarities and differences of needs which lead to
better understanding of them. Findings show that less
than one third of theories have presented
classification of needs.

Therefore, table (2) shows the results of examining
each of the theories presented in Table (1) from the
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perspective of three aforementioned variables of analysis.

Table 2. Analysis of theories based on three variables

No Theorist & Year A) Theory structure B) Level of Analysis C) Classification of Needs
1 McDougall, 1908 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social ===
2 Freud, 1920 Root need (Hedonism) Body, Mind, Social Life instincts and Death instincts
1) Primary needs and Secondary needs
. . 2) Focal needs and Diffuse needs
3 Murray, 1938 Related needs Mind, Social 3) Reactive needs and Proactive needs
4) Manifest needs and Latent needs
Compliance needs,
4 Horney, 1942 Independent needs Mind, Social Expansion/Aggression needs and
Detachment/Withdrawal needs
1) Deficiency needs (D-needs)
5 Maslow, 1943 Hierarchical needs Body, Mind, Social and Being needs (B-needs)
2) Higher needs and Lowers needs
6 Malinowski, 1944 Independent needs Body, Mind =
7 Frankl, 1946 Independent needs Mind, Soul =
8 McClelland et. al, 1953 Independent needs Mind, Social -
9 Fromm, 1955 Independent needs Body, Mind, Soul, Social Primary needs and Secondary needs
10 Leighton, 1959 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social -
11 MacGregor, 1960 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social =
12 Henderson, 1964 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social =
13 Alderfer, 1969 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social =
14 Maslow, 1970 Hierarchical needs Mind -
15 Maslow, 1971 Independent needs Mind, Social -
Orem. Tavlor & Renpennin Universal self-care requisite,
16 1y 1971 P g Independent needs Body, Mind, Social Developmental self-care requisites and
Health deviations self-care requisite
17 Rotter, Chance & Phares, 1972 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social -—
18 Epstein, 1973 Related needs Mind, Social —
. . Biological needs, Bio-psychological needs,
19 Kamenetzky, 1981 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social Psychological needs and Sociocultural needs
20 Doyal & Gough, 1984 Related needs Body, Mind, Social Basic needs, Intermediate needs and Satisfiers
21 Deci & Ryan, 1985 Independent needs Mind, Social —
Greenberg, Pyszczynski & : . Direct motives, Symbolic-Defensive Motive
== Solomon, 1986 Root need (Survival) Body, Mind Self-expansive desires and
23 Ryff, 1989 Independent needs Mind, Social ===
24 Gil, 1990 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social ===
Max-Neef, Elizalde, & : . -
25 Hopenhayn, 1992 Related needs Body, Mind, Social
26 Stevens & Fiske, 1995 Root need (Belonging) Mind, Social -—
27 Glasser, 1999 Independent needs Mind, Social ===
28 Sheldon et al, 2001 Independent needs Mind, Social -
29 Reiss, 2004 Independent needs Body, Mind, Social ===
Conclusion their satisfaction is considered as a source for creating

Basic psychological needs, along with other
psychological  concepts such as attitudes,
personalities and values are researchers' answers to
questions about human behavior. It is now embedded
in the concept of "growth" in positive psychology and

positive emotions.

So far, several theories of the basic psychological
needs have been proposed, and each has been
presented with a specific structure, level of analysis,
and sometimes specific classification of needs.
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Applying theories of basic psychological needs to
solve problems related to the field of psychology or
any other fields, depends highly on right perception
of the concept of "basic psychological need" beside
knowing all the relevant theories and their structure.
Therefore, by presenting a complete list of theories
along with introducing the origin of the theory and its
needs, this research will provide the researcher with
analysis of theory structure, level of analysis and
classification presented in them in order to
demonstrate similarities and differences of theories.
For example, the "need for belonging” presented in
Maslow's hierarchical model (1943) must be
conceived differently from the one that Stevens and
Fiske (1995) mentioned in their theory which is used
as a root need or the one that Deci and Ryan (1985)
used in their self-determination theory as an
independent need. Or for example, considering the
"soul" dimension for human as a separate dimension
from the body and mind, creates different theories.
However, there were some limitations for applying
meta-theory in this research. First, there is no known
scientific framework by which a researcher could be

Vol. 20, No. 103, Autumn(October) 2021

able to assess this method; Second, there are several
interpretations and definitions of meta-theory that
make its use ambiguous. Third, specific
implementation methods, such as framework of
Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) for meta-synthesis
research, have not been introduced yet. Finally, a few
studies has been conducted using meta-theory.
Increasing the maturity of meta-theory and the
removal of the mentioned limitations can facilitate its
application in meta-studies and bring valuable results.
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