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Maslow’s Pyramid Applied to 
Continuity Planning
By Fernando Fonseca

Staff physical needs during a disaster situation must be factored into the continuity plan. 

Seemingly excellent Business Continuity Plans can fail 
because of an often overlooked little factor – the hu-
man being. A great part of our planning efforts focus 

on keeping the business/enterprise up and running: build-
ings working, energy supplied, communications maintained, 
and other physical/environmental considerations. In actual 
time of disaster, however, the implementation of our plan de-
pends on an employee’s ability to remain focused when per-
sonal well-being is threatened: if our employees cannot func-
tion, our business certainly will not either. We must factor in 
the needs of our staff in a disaster situation – to supply their 
most basics necessities – in order for them to put our plan at 
the top of their priorities.

Maslow’s pyramid
American psychologist, Abraham Maslow, in a paper entitled, 
“A Theory of Human Motivation,” established a five-level hi-
erarchy of human needs. It starts at Level 1 (Physiological) 
and rises to Level 5 (Actualization). Maslow demonstrated 
that the higher levels come into focus only once the lower level 
needs are satisfied: each level depends on satisfying the lower 
level need. Working with people during a crisis is the core 
of any continuity planning, and Maslow’s theory can play a 
fundamental role in developing a successful plan.

Level 1 - Physiological
Physiological needs form the base of the pyramid: needs such 
as breathing, regulating body temperature, drinking, eating 
and resting. It may come as a surprise, but your continuity 
plan can be compromised if you do not have people operat-
ing the plan because you failed to provide for essential Level 
1 needs.

For example, during a Gartner Group lecture a speaker told 
of a bank that created a very secure and well-supplied disaster 
relief center in the event of hurricanes and other extreme con-
ditions. Disaster struck, but the relief center could not sup-
port the operation because the employees did not have a place 
to eat, sleep or procure other essential Level 1 human needs. 
With an entire city destroyed, they could not keep the people 
working and had to go elsewhere for potable water, energy 
and food. Physiological needs can control people’s thoughts 

and behaviors as they succumbed to sickness, pain and dis-
comfort. With overstressed and demoralized people working 
in harsh conditions, not having accounted for physiological 
needs poses the additional risk of new disasters because of the 
physical and emotional state of your devoted but exhausted 
staff. Next year the bank incorporated a life support center to 
its continuity plan. 

Level 2 - Safety
Is meeting the physiological needs enough? Probably not.

Safety is more than physical protection against violence, ag-
gression and danger. At this level, people are concerned with 
their employment, their health and especially their family’s 
security. How can you convince an employee to remain work-
ing when his family is trying to leave the city to survive? or 
she doesn’t even know the condition of her family? You must 
have developed a plan that accommodates the safety of your 
employees’ families, evacuating them from the disaster area 
if necessary, supplying their essential needs, and even pro-
tecting them within your own structure if necessary. If your 
staff is sure of the safety of their families, they will be able of 
focus on your business.

Disasters don’t carry on forever, so Level 3-5 do not need to 
be part of your plan. They represent important issues to your 
human resources department and should be part of your 
organization’s lifestyle to ensure the well-being of your busi-
ness, but not within a disaster situation.

Conclusion
Business continuity in a disaster depends on the human staff 
implementing the continuity plan. If we do not want to see 
our staff abandoning their jobs, running for their lives and 
their family’s lives, we must assure them their physiologi-
cal and safety needs are met. Your business may be nuts and 
bolts, products and services; but without people running it, 
it is nothing.
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