The Basic Four Human Needs

While human needs can be numbered in the dozens, depending on how fine we want to make the distinctions, they can all be reduced to four. Call them The Basic Four.

1. Nurturance: supplying what is needed, emotionally and physically, to nourish and sustain life, to heal, and to foster healthy future growth.

Nonverbal: Rocking/holding an infant to sleep; eye contact with a smile; nursing with eye contact; comfort of physical and emotional pain; touching/hugging.

Verbal: I want you with me; I like being with you; I’m glad you’re my son/daughter; I’m glad you’re a girl/boy; I have all the time you need; I know what you need and how to be sure you get it; I enjoy taking care of you; I love you

2. Support: Physically, providing a “platform” to rest on, a “bottom” to feel, so that less energy, or strength is required to keep from falling. Psychologically, providing resources in a context of faith in and encouragement of the child’s competence.

Nonverbal: Supporting the infant against gravity; standing firm while the child leans on you; providing a solid surface to push away from; letting go when the child “launches” (e.g. when learning to ride a two-wheeler or drive a car); providing a shoulder to cry on without objecting to the tears; teaching skills for independence; doing those things even when in your own physical/emotional pain.

Verbal: You can lean against me; I can handle your tears (anger, sadness, pain, etc.); I’ll hold you (stay with you) while you feel so sad (mad, hurt, scared, etc.); I’ll be here when you come back; you can rest with me; I see how you feel and understand it; I have enough strength to share with you; I know how to do that, and I can teach you; I believe you; I’ll help if you need it; I believe in you; I know you can do this; You can handle any problem if we work on it together

3. Containment: Providing an enclosure, which while providing a firm sense of “boundaries” between self and the world, accommodates to the thrusting pressure of physical and emotional growth.

Nonverbal: Physically “wrapping” a child with a tantrum or in pain or fear; restraining a child from running in to the street; separating two fighting children; keeping respectful distance (allowing “personal space”) unless invited; not violating the child’s body in anger or sexually; appropriate restriction (e.g. “time-out”) as discipline; consistent consequences for misbehavior.

Verbal: I can handle you anger and I won’t let you hurt (yourself, anybody, your room, etc.); I see your sexuality, I appreciate it, and I’ll keep an appropriate boundary between us; I know you want to help me feel better, but my mate helps me with that; I see how intense that feeling is and it doesn’t scare me away (overwhelm me, make me want to hit you, make me want to leave you, etc.)

4. Protection: Providing a barrier to threat and harm, personally, by proxy, or with help.

Nonverbal: Placing your body between the child and harm; covering the child from the cold; providing medical help when necessary; stopping abuse; stopping self-destructive or suicidal behavior; holding schools accountable for fair treatment; getting help when you can’t do it alone

Verbal: I won’t let him hurt you; I won’t let you hurt yourself; I know what you need to be safe and I’ll see that you get it; I can see that threat coming, so you don’t have to watch for it


Paradoxically, the Basic Four can be met too much or not enough.
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