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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on Maslow’s theory of hierarchy of needs, which has been criticized for 
lacking scientific evidence towards an effective municipal infrastructure management system. To 
ameliorate this, we contend that 21st-century management is not limited to the cardinal direction of 
motivation from the bottom hierarchy to the top hierarchy, as indicated by Maslow. We also argue 
that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory did not take cognizance of innovations and situational 
advancements embedded in societal dynamism. Our argument is located within the principles 
of the interpretive paradigm. This paradigm enables us to analyze the deficiencies inherent in 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs within the 21st-century needs assessment perspective and re-establish 
the necessity for the novel motivation needs theory to cater for the changing world. In doing this, 
we engaged conceptual analysis as a method of analyzing or making sense of perceived complex 
concepts towards meaning-making. We conclude that an inclusive infrastructure needs assessment 
must be geared towards a reformed approach of people’s satisfaction, which informs the necessity 
to reconstruct Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory. The needs satisfaction of the populace or 
community should be of prime importance, in addition to ensuring that people’s satisfaction is met 
towards enhancing and promoting socio-economic growth and development.
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1. Introduction 

As long as people and organizations remain inseparable in society, 
the place of motivation for infrastructure development projects cannot 
be underrated. This is in line with the argument that motivation is the 
life wire of people and how they react to organizational productivity and 
performance (Lohela-Karlsson et al., 2022; Triswanto and Yunita, 2022). 
Not only organizations but people also act on a particular driving force 
in relation to needs satisfaction (Sulistiawan et al., 2022). That is, every 
action and inaction could be traced to people’s interests and the endpoint 
of such stimulations, which many theories of motivation have addressed. 
Motivation theorists have attempted to explain why people behave the 
way they do. Prominent among these theories is the expectancy theory 
by Victor H. Vroom in 1984, the equity theory named after behavioral 
psychologist John Stacey Adams, and the needs satisfaction theory 
(Adams and Freedman, 1976; Maslow and Lewis, 1987; Vroom, 1964). 
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The expectancy theory suggests that people are motivated by the desire 
to achieve desired outcomes (Nikulina and Wynstra, 2022). They will 
be more motivated to work if they believe their efforts will achieve the 
desired outcomes. Equity theory suggests that people are motivated by 
a desire for fairness. They want to feel that they are being treated fairly 
compared to others. The needs satisfaction theory promoted by Abraham 
Maslow suggests that people are motivated by a desire to meet their 
needs (De Tasya et al., 2022). They will be more motivated to work if 
they believe their efforts will satisfy their needs. 

Maslow’s theory suggests that people are motivated by a hierarchy 
of needs. The most basic needs, according to Maslow, are the needs for 
food, shelter, and belonging. Self-esteem must be met before people 
can be motivated by higher-level needs, such as the need for self-
actualization (Bozyiğit, 2021; Hopper, 2020; Valliani, 2021). This article 
puts forward the notion which recognizes that motivation theorists 
proposed many ways in which people could be motivated. However, 
none of them, including Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, unravel 
the danger of demotivation within motivation and address ways to 
sustain motivators. Therefore, this study aims to foster needs satisfaction 
in infrastructure projects usually managed by municipal infrastructure 
agencies. Unlike other business organizations with unique organization 
and management structure systems, for infrastructure projects managed 
by government agencies, there is a depleting output value in the level 
of performance of infrastructure projects by municipal infrastructure 
agencies to meet community-based needs. Although, there is a need 
to improve infrastructure project impact and effectiveness towards 
sustainable development, this will greatly result in the accountability 
of stakeholders assigned to infrastructure projects. For this reason, it is 
essential to develop a robust intelligent platform to account for the ever-
changing needs within each community.

Hence, the overarching need to improve efficiency and ensure 
satisfaction according to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is a question still 
to be resolved in the present dispensation. Following the dynamics of 
people’s behavior and complexity in infrastructure projects, loopholes 
and weak triggers may arise and render Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
theory within the municipal infrastructure management system 
ineffective. The loopholes may be exacerbated by a couple of reasons 
that will be considered in the study. 

This article focuses on Maslow’s theory, which has been criticized 
for lacking scientific evidence and for generalizable importance in the 
identified hierarchies (Dutil, 2021; Navy, 2020). However, it remains 
one of the most popular theories of motivation due to its intuitive 
appeal, but the theory’s intuition and assumptions seem to have been 
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defeated by the mirage of time and situations. What was obtainable when the theory was postulated 
may have informed the theory. Hence, this paper argues that 21st-century people’s management is 
not limited to the cardinal direction of motivation from the bottom hierarchy to the top hierarchy. 
We, therefore, argue that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory did not take cognizance of innovations 
and situational advancements embedded in societal dynamism. This is consistent with Reynolds 
(2015), who holds that the technological age has changed people in the way they think and react to 
issues and the level to which they find solutions to a problem. That is, life is a product of inevitable 
change and development, which informed the focus of this theoretical exploration of Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. This study presents Maslow’s theory of needs, identifies the lacuna, and offers a 
complementary idea towards developing a holistic motivation theory. 

1.1. Research question 

In order to achieve the above aim, the following research questions were raised to pilot the study: 

• What are the loopholes in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory on infrastructure projects 
managed by municipal infrastructure development agencies?

• How can the identified loopholes be resolved to advance needs satisfaction, while enhancing 
motivation and efficiency within the municipality?

1.2. Research objectives 

In order to answer the above research questions, the following objectives were raised to guide the 
process of answering the questions:

• To identify the weakness and/or loopholes of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory on 
infrastructure projects within the municipal infrastructure management system.

• To develop a conceptual framework on the hierarchy of needs to meet 21st-century 
motivational needs and enhance the efficiency of infrastructure development. 

2. Methodological philosophy of argument 

The study is theoretical and adopted an interpretive worldview as a lens to unravel the 
narrowness of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. This paradigm, according to Muzari, Shava, and 
Shonhiwa (2022), is an approach that emphasizes the need to understand the meanings that people 
attach to their actions and experiences. Researchers in this school of thought believe that reality 
is socially constructed and that there is no single objective truth (Appe and Dodge, 2022; Ma and 
Ma, 2022). Instead, they focus on understanding the individual perspective of those involved in 
a particular situation via observation, inept interrogation, and interactions, among others. This 
paradigm considers that reality and truth are multiple and dependent on the view and situational 
nature of the people (Dhakal, 2022). This is relevant to our argument because it recognizes the 
people’s views and opinions on issues regarding infrastructure projects and respects various realities 
towards needs satisfaction as per the expectancy level to be attained by municipal management 
systems. This enables us to analyze deficiencies inherent in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs from the 
21st-century needs assessment perspective and re-establish the necessity for novel motivation needs 
theories to cater to the changing world. The paradigm is best for this argument because it enhances 
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an understanding and interpretation of issues with argumentative meaning-making.

This article presents Abraham Maslow’s theory of motivation, “Maslow’s hierarchy of needs”, 
as the bone of contention. Assumptions and interpretations, together with missing links and a 
diagrammatic representation of arguments, were made. We engaged with conceptual analysis as a 
method of analyzing or making sense of perceived complex concepts towards meaning-making. 
This was done by breaking the concept into more manageable parts and examining the relationships 
between these parts. By doing this, we can better understand the concept as a whole and how it fits 
into our wider understanding of the world. Conceptual analysis can be a useful tool for clarifying 
our thoughts and ideas and for helping us to communicate our ideas more effectively (Laurence and 
Margolis, 2003). It also helps to identify potential problems or areas of confusion and find ways to 
resolve them (Holden, 2005). In short, conceptual analysis can be a valuable tool for understanding 
complex concepts and making sense of our perceptions.

3. Presentation of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is one of the most popular theories of motivation. The 
theory posits that people are motivated to fulfill five primary needs: physiological, safety, love and 
belonging, esteem, and self-actualization (Gawel, 1996; Hopper, 2020; Maslow, 1943; McLeod, 
2007; Navy, 2020). According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, people must first meet their 
physiological needs (such as food, water, and shelter) before other needs. Once these physiological 
needs are met, people move up the hierarchy, focusing on safety needs (including security and 
protection), love and belonging needs (including friendship, intimacy, and social status), esteem 
needs (including self-respect and recognition from others), and finally self-actualization needs 

Figure 1. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model (Hester, 2017)
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(including creativity, personal growth, and fulfillment) (Maslow, 1943; Maslow and Lewis, 1987; 
Nurlela et al., 2022). See below the diagrammatic representation of Malow’s hierarchy of needs 
adapted from Hester (2017).

Based on Figure 1, the first stage in the hierarchy of needs theory, according to Maslow, is 
physiological needs, which are essential for survival and the most basic needs that must be met for 
an individual to thrive. The hierarchy of needs theory posits that these physiological needs form 
the base of a hierarchy, with individuals striving to meet their most basic needs before moving on 
to higher-level needs. Such needs are food, water, air, sleep, and shelter (Tripathi, 2018; Omodan, 
2022). According to the theory, all of these needs must be met for an individual to function properly. 
We also argue alongside Maslow that meeting these needs is critical for physical and mental health. 
Individuals who do not have their physiological needs met may experience medical problems, such 
as dehydration or malnutrition. They may also suffer from psychological problems, such as anxiety, 
which may affect their productivity. 

The second level is safety and security needs, including security and protection. Safety is 
essential for humans, as it allows people to feel secure and protected in their work environment (Kim 
and Kim, 2017). Without safety, we would be constantly worried and anxious, unable to focus on 
anything else. The position is that when individuals are content with their fundamental requirements, 
they begin to focus on more important issues, such as job stability, safety, life, and belongings, with 
an argument that when these needs are satisfied, the next level in the hierarchy is activated.

The third stage of the hierarchy of needs theory is love and belongingness needs. This stage 
includes needs such as affection, friendship, intimacy, acceptability, respect, affiliation, and a sense 
of belonging (Shi and Lin, 2021; Suyono and Mudjanarko, 2017). According to Maslow, these 
needs are important for people to feel connected to others and have a sense of belonging. People in 
this stage often seek relationships with others, and they may be more likely to go to extra lengths to 
feel accepted by a group. Hence, when these are met, the urge for esteem needs is activated. 

The fourth stage of the hierarchy of needs theory is esteem needs. According to Maslow, esteem 
needs are those that involve a person’s feelings of respect and worth from others, which can be 
met through achievements, status, power, or simply being liked and admired by others (Truman 
Am et al., 2017; Yunadi et al., 2020). Meeting these needs often leads to feelings of confidence and 
self-esteem. As long as we agree with Maslow, we also argue that people typically have different 
types of esteem needs. Some people may place a high value on the opinions of others, while others 
may prize independence and self-reliance. Still, others may view themselves as primarily valuable 
because they contribute to society or other larger causes. Whatever the case, esteem needs are 
important for psychological well-being and self-actualization. 

The fifth and the last stage of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory is self-actualization. This stage 
is reached when a person has fulfilled all needs up to that point and can focus on personal growth 
and fulfillment (Tripathi, 2018). Self-actualized people are creative, happy, and productive. They are 
able to find meaning in life and see themselves as part of something bigger than themselves. In any 
organization, people who reach the stage of self-actualization can live their lives to the fullest and 
find fulfillment in their work and relationships. They have a strong sense of purpose and can make a 
difference in the world.
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Therefore, this theory makes scholars and practitioners believe that Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
is a useful tool for understanding how people are motivated at every point of their lives in their 
workplaces. However, it should be noted that the theory is not without its criticisms. For example, 
some argue that the hierarchy is too linear and does not consider the diversity of human needs 
(Fallatah and Syed, 2018). Others claim that the theory does not explain why and how people are 
motivated to meet certain needs (McCleskey and Ruddell, 2020). But we argue that Maslow did 
not consider 21st-century people’s management, which is multifaceted, innovative, and advanced 
with cognizance of dynamic societies. Also, the theory does not explain at what point a motivator 
becomes a demotivator and at what point motivation needs consolidation to avoid leading to 
demotivation in all systems of management, including infrastructure management systems. The 
next section discusses the implication of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs on infrastructure project 
development.

3.1. Maslow’s theory and infrastructure project development approach

As seen in present-day operations and management systems, especially at the municipal level, 
there is a lack of performance and efficiency of service delivery in projects. Compared with 
other business organizations, which are properly organized with definite structures, there exists a 
depleting output value in the level of performance of projects; such aspects range from construction 
projects, service delivery, and operations within municipal infrastructure agencies. A key aspect 
being considered in most project offerings stems from the construction industry. This fraction 
constitutes 60 percent of most infrastructure projects. Over the years, the construction industry 
faces numerous challenges and problems, especially in South Africa (Hussin et al., 2013). However, 
the main criterion for the success of any project is to deliver projects without time or cost overrun. 
Although, there is a need to improve efficiency and performance, since the construction industry 
is majorly labor-intensive; the need for improvement in this regard could be associated with 
many streams, ranging from human resource management (HRM), inclusion of lean construction 
methods, optimized green technologies to improve construction, efficient service delivery, and the 
use of probabilistic and stochastic response algorithms to optimize efficiency and output of services 
rendered (Besklubova and Zhang, 2019; Hatzigeorgio and Manoliadis, 2017). This means that, for 
example, HRM practices need to be deployed within the construction industry environment, since 
these strive to achieve, maintain, and improve project performance by showcasing sustainable 
performance attributes (Ishak et al., 2010). The process of recruiting, developing, and maintaining 
a capable and motivated labor force to support construction project goals would be the aim of 
effective human resource management.

In South Africa, especially when focusing on most municipal infrastructure projects, there are 
several challenges facing the construction and building sector that affects the needs satisfaction of 
consumers (Chen et al., 2010; Enshassi et al., 2016). The effects of such challenges are a negative 
impact on the GDP, increased unsatisfaction regarding project delivery, increased unemployment, 
and others. These effects can culminate in an unstable economy, causing unrest amongst the 
beneficiaries. In general, several factors identified are service delivery from construction companies, 
poor government policies and strategies, availability of funding resources to cater to budget 
allocations, institutional backing, and support from collaborating industries. Although, the growth, 
development, and efficient performance of a community rely on structurally operated and proper 
management of funding resources.
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The necessity of an inclusive and interactive infrastructure system to ensure the efficient 
implementation of needs satisfaction of the beneficiaries requires the reconstruction of Maslow’s 
theory needs following recent developments within the construction industry. These developmental 
changes are a cumulative effect of new industrial revolutionary trends, as seen by Schwab (2017).

4. Identification of narrowness or loopholes in municipal infrastructure 
projects’ delivery and efficiency

For the purpose of this study, a number of loopholes have been identified: lack of qualified 
technical staff in strategic management offices within the municipal infrastructure organogram, 
poor human resource management techniques, poor construction method techniques, lack of 
unemployment intervention programs, political risks and economic instability, stakeholder 
participation in infrastructure projects, discrepancies in project contract submission documents, 
complexity of projects, inadequate planning methods, poor training and experience of stakeholder 
managers, poor training programs for community beneficiaries, and inadequate sensitization 
on infrastructure projects and material-based (Lee et al., 2010; Li et al., 2012). However, many 
communities function independently of one another in order to foster efficient service delivery. 
Such independence is primarily focused on ensuring a quick and reactive response on infrastructure 
delivery and efficient output on project service renderings. The latter has gained popularity in most 
sectors of the economy, especially infrastructure projects by municipal infrastructure agencies. The 
mandate of most municipal agencies ensures efficiency, which is a factor that results in inclusive 
satisfaction amongst the stakeholders and beneficiaries of needs identified (Cleves Jr. and Dal Gallo, 
2012). The above factors have been mapped out strategically to develop a framework that fosters 
inclusive infrastructure needs assessment to bring about satisfaction.

4.1. Presentation of argument and analysis of issues

The need to ensure satisfaction from the traditional project management perspective centers on 
identifying the time, scope, and cost required for any service to be rendered or on any infrastructure 
project. Koskela and Howell (2002) highlighted these factors as key parameters to ensure efficient 
management of project delivery offerings. As presented, this management approach focuses on 
applying knowledge skills, tools, and techniques to project activities in order to meet or exceed 
stakeholder needs and expectations to ensure satisfaction. A project life-cycle delivery approach 
to ensure efficiency is presented by (Project Management Institute, 2008). This structures a project 
or service as follows: initiation process, planning process, execution process, monitoring and 
control process, and lastly, project close-out process. This means that most problems and loopholes 
in infrastructure projects need to be properly scrutinized and evaluated. The evaluation is aimed 
at identifying which factor has the highest negative effect on the satisfaction and performance of 
a project. The factors as previously presented can be further categorized as bidding gaps, waste 
elimination, lean project delivery system, lean construction tools and techniques, scope and work 
plan, green technologies in operations and control, efficient supply chain management systems, 
and monitoring and evaluation of intervention programs (Koskela and Howell, 2002; Riecke, 
2004). Most projects will be of the order as presented in Figure 2. This means that, along with each 
activity of intervention, the needs to be met should be evaluated and monitored through a process 
implementation phase. The program’s validity and efficiency will result in an effective infrastructure 
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intervention based on the needs satisfaction of the users or population.

A pre-phase to the reconstruction of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in this study proposes a model 
which functions in the form of an inclusive process with system monitoring threads along the line of 
the process. For example, for a given project, it is proposed that the project behaves in the outline as 
presented in Figure 3.

Usually, service quality measurement is a major criterion to measure the efficiency and 
effectiveness of a particular service delivery intervention. This will, in most cases, focus on the 
customers’ or people’s perception and satisfaction (Urban, 2013). This means that there is a need 
to combine the needs satisfaction component and perceived customer or user satisfaction. In most 
projects, when a particular needs intervention is proposed to be satisfied by the government, it takes 
quite a while between the time the needs intervention is approved and implemented. Within this 
period, there is a 95% probability that such a need might be obsolete. This means that even when 
the need is now satisfied, there is no impact on the users or people for whom the need satisfaction 
was implemented. This can be caused by many factors, ranging from new needs resulting from old 
needs to the delay in the satisfaction of a need promoting deficiencies in other aspects of community 
needs and resulting in a new need. This statement might contradict itself, but this is usually 
practical in most communities. Suppose a small road section is to be repaired as a need to promote 

Figure 2. Implementation phase of Maslow’s needs assessment

Figure 3. Maslow’s needs assessment implementation and monitoring program
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sustainable communities; in that case, a delay in meeting the repair of the road might result in 
further deterioration of the road, which will then result in a need for the rehabilitation of the road or 
the need to promote the development of an alternative route or carriageway to cater for transporting 
people based on new needs for development and socio-economic growth. 

4.2. Reconstruction of Maslow’s hierarchy to formulate motivational needs assessment and 
satisfaction 

The previous investigations highlighted in this study provided an introduction to an inclusive 
infrastructure project satisfaction in line with Maslow’s theory. The reconstruction of this theory is 
proposed to follow an adaptive approach towards needs satisfaction and not merely focusing on the 
hierarchy of needs in terms of singularity but in terms of an inclusive green technique that addresses 
solving a particular need within the community, while achieving efficiency over a longer time 
(Srinivasu and Srinivasa Rao, 2013). The diagram in Figure 4 describes the redesign of Maslow’s 
needs having an implementation phase and an intervention phase that is usually time-dependent 
(National Treasury, 2015). During this process, there is a need to monitor the impact of such an 
intervention. This can be in the form of setting controls within the program intervention phase. 
Proper monitoring of this phase aims to ensure that satisfaction is met not just by implementing the 
need but by ensuring that the need, when implemented, is still valid and able to satisfy the needs of 
the community or people (Global Infrastructure Investor Association and PwC, 2017).

5. Conclusion and recommendations

This study aimed to explore the limitation of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory in 
accommodating multifaceted motivational needs. To achieve this, a review of relevant literature 
was conducted. The findings indicated that while the theory is useful in explaining some aspects of 
motivation, it does not adequately address the complex nature of human motivation. We conclude 
that inclusive infrastructure needs assessment must be geared towards a reformed approach to 

Figure 4. Reconstruction of Maslow’s need assessment for inclusive infrastructure development
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people’s need satisfaction. Although there are government political policies and principles relating 
to infrastructure development framework and plans, the necessity to ensure the needs satisfaction of 
the populace or community should be of prime importance. However, should a need pass through 
the supply chain management process before implementation or after approval, there is a necessity 
to reassess that the need is in line with the current situation of the community to ensure that 
when such intervention is implemented, it is not obsolete and people’s satisfaction is met towards 
enhancing and promoting socio-economic growth and development. Hence, Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs is reconstructed. 
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