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WALK 
AROUND THE 
CIRCUMPLEX

MASLOW’S  
HIERARCHY OF 
NEEDS
Abraham Maslow developed the Hierarchy of Needs model 
in 1940-50s USA, and the Hierarchy of Needs theory remains 
valid today for understanding human motivation, management 
training, and personal development. Indeed, Maslow’s 
ideas surrounding the Hierarchy of Needs concerning the 
responsibility of employers to provide a workplace environment 
that encourages and enables employees to fulfil their own 
unique potential (self-actualisation) are today more relevant 
than ever. In the model, that’s in the shape of a triangle, 
Maslow discusses that there are first lower order needs, i.e. 
physiology, safety and social and then higher order needs 
such as self-esteem and then self-actualisation. Maslow 
theorises that unless the lower order needs are met first, an 
individual will not have their higher order needs met. When 
we look at this in the Circumplex we see that the constructive 
styles and satisfaction are in the realm of higher order needs 
and security, the aggressive/defensive and passive/defensive 
sit in the lower order needs.

HIGHER 
ORDER 
NEEDS

LOWER 
ORDER 
NEEDS

SATISFACTION

SECURITY
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TASK VERSUS 
PEOPLE

Straight down the centre of the Circumplex divides our 
orientation to task or people. A healthy leadership balance is 
to include both. Only the constructive styles carry two of each 
orientation: 

Task: Achievement and self-actualisation 
People: Humanistic-encouraging and affiliation

TASK 
CENTERED

PEOPLE 
CENTERED
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CONSTRUCTIVE 
(BLUE)

People interact with others and approach 
tasks in a way that will help them to meet their 
higher order satisfaction needs. It includes the 
following styles:

• ACHIEVEMENT: Based on the need to attain 
high-quality results on challenging projects, 
the belief that outcomes are linked to one’s 
effort rather than chance and the tendency to 
personally set challenging yet realistic goals. 
People high in this style think ahead and plan, 
explore alternatives before acting and learn from 
their mistakes

• SELF-ACTUALISING: Based on needs for 
personal growth, self-fulfilment and the 
realisation of one’s potential. People with this 
style demonstrate a strong desire to learn and 
experience things, have creative yet realistic 
thinking and a balanced concern for people and 
tasks

• HUMANISTIC–ENCOURAGING: Reflects an 
interest in the growth and development of people, 
a high positive regard for them and sensitivity 
to their needs. People high in this style devote 
energy to coaching and counselling others, are 
thoughtful and considerate and provide people 
with support and encouragement

• AFFILIATIVE: Reflects an interest in developing 
and sustaining pleasant relationships. People high 
in this style share their thoughts and feelings, are 
friendly and cooperative and make others feel a 
part of things

PASSIVE/
DEFENSIVE 
(GREEN) 

People interact with others in ways that will 
not threaten their own security. It includes the 
following styles:

• APPROVAL: Reflects a need to be accepted and 
a tendency to tie one’s self-worth to being liked 
by others. People high in this style try very hard 
to please others, make good impressions and are 
agreeable and obedient

• CONVENTIONAL: Reflects a preoccupation with 
conforming and ‘blending in’ with the environment 
to avoid calling attention to oneself. People high in 
this style tend to rely on established routines and 
procedures, prefer to maintain the status quo and 
want a secure and predictable work environment

• DEPENDENCE: Reflects a need for self-protection 
coupled with the belief that one has little direct 
or personal control over important events. People 
high in this style allow others to make decisions 
for them, depend on others for help and willingly 
obey orders – possibly as a result of recent 
changes in their personal or work lives

• AVOIDANCE: Reflects apprehension, a strong 
need for self-protection and a propensity to 
withdraw from threatening situations. People high 
in this style ‘play it safe’ and minimise risks, shy 
away from group activities and conversations 
and react to situations in an indecisive and non-
committal way
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AGGRESSIVE/
DEFENSIVE 
(RED)

People approach tasks in forceful ways to 
protect their status and security. It includes 
the following styles:

• OPPOSITIONAL: Reflects a need for security 
that manifests itself in a questioning, critical and 
even cynical manner. Though people high in this 
style ask tough questions that can lead to better 
ideas, they might also emphasise even minor 
flaws, use criticism to gain attention and blame 
others for their own mistakes

• POWER: Reflects needs for prestige and 
influence, and the tendency to equate self-
worth with controlling others. People with strong 
tendencies toward this style dictate (rather than 
guide) others’ actions, try to run everything 
themselves and treat others in aggressive and 
forceful ways

• COMPETITIVE: Based on a need to protect 
one’s status by comparing oneself to others, 
outperforming them and never appearing to lose. 
People high in this style seek recognition and 
praise from others, view even non-competitive 
situations as contests or challenges to ‘prove’ 
themselves and try to maintain a sense of 
superiority

• PERFECTIONISTIC: Based on the need to attain 
flawless results, avoid failure and the tendency 
to equate self-worth with the attainment of 
unreasonably high standards. People high in this 
style are preoccupied with details, place excessive 
demands on themselves and others and tend to 
show impatience, frustration and indifference 
toward others’ needs and feelings




