
Addressing the Global Water
Crisis Through Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs



The global water crisis is not merely a humanitarian challenge; it is a systemic
barrier to human potential. Today, over 2.2 billion people lack access to safely
managed drinking water, and climate change threatens to exacerbate this crisis
through rising temperatures, glacier melt, and unpredictable water cycles . This
reality directly affects the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 6
(SDG 6), which aims for universal access to clean water and sanitation by 2030.
At Embrace Relief, we recognize that addressing this crisis requires more than
infrastructure; it demands a holistic approach grounded in human psychology.
By aligning our Clean Water Initiative with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, we
empower communities to look past survival and achieve lasting growth.  



Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Needs: A Framework for
Empowerment
Abraham Maslow’s theory posits that human needs are structured
hierarchically, with basic physiological requirements forming the foundation for
higher-order growth . On the next page, we examine each tier of his model and
its relevance to the water crisis:  



Physiological needs (air, water, food, and shelter) are non-negotiable for
survival. Without clean water, communities face dehydration, malnutrition, and
deadly waterborne diseases like cholera and typhoid, which claim 1,000
children’s lives daily. Contaminated water perpetuates a cycle of illness,
draining resources that could otherwise fuel education or economic activity. As
Maslow noted, unmet physiological needs dominate human behavior, leaving
no capacity to pursue safety, social connection, or self-improvement.  

1. Physiological Needs: 
The Foundation of Survival 

Once survival is assured, safety needs emerge. These include protection from
harm, economic security, and health stability. Water scarcity destabilizes
communities by forcing families to rely on distant, polluted sources, exposing
them to physical dangers during long treks and financial ruin from medical
costs . Climate change intensifies these risks: melting glaciers disrupt
freshwater supplies for 2 billion people dependent on mountain runoff, while
droughts and floods destroy livelihoods. Without safety, communities remain
trapped in survival mode.  

 2. Safety Needs: Stability in
an Unstable World



Social bonds and community cohesion depend on shared resources. When
women and children spend hours daily fetching water, they lose opportunities
for education, relationships, and civic participation . Isolation breeds
vulnerability, particularly for marginalized groups like HIV/AIDS orphans in
Tanzania, who struggle to form connections while battling stigma and poverty. 

 3. Love and Belonging: 
The Social Cost of Scarcity

Esteem arises from dignity, accomplishment, and respect. Water scarcity strips
individuals of agency, perpetuating cycles of dependency. For example, in sub-
Saharan Africa, lack of irrigation water limits agricultural productivity, stifling
economic autonomy and self-worth.  

 4. Esteem Needs: Dignity
Through Self-Reliance



The pinnacle of Maslow’s pyramid, self-actualization, is unattainable without
addressing lower-tier needs. Communities without water cannot innovate,
educate, or sustainably develop. Conversely, reliable water access enables
vocational training, entrepreneurship, and leadership, as seen in Embrace
Relief’s Dogodogo Centre, where Tanzanian orphans gain skills in carpentry, IT,
and welding.  

 5. Self-Actualization: 
Unlocking Human Potential 



The Water Crisis: A
Multidimensional Threat 
The UN’s 2025 World Water Report paints a dire picture: 4 billion people face
water shortages, glacier melt accelerates at unprecedented rates, and SDG 6 is
unlikely to be met by 2030 . Below, we analyze the crisis through Maslow’s lens:  

 1. Health and Survival at Risk
Contaminated water spreads diseases like dysentery, which disproportionately
affect children and the elderly. In Pakistan, 60% lack clean drinking water,
leading to 53,000 annual child deaths from waterborne illnesses . These
tragedies reflect the failure to meet physiological needs, perpetuating
intergenerational poverty.  

 2. Economic and Social Collapse 
Water scarcity drains household incomes: families spend 20% of earnings on
medical bills instead of education or businesses. Agriculture, which consumes
72% of global freshwater, falters without reliable irrigation, threatening food
security and SDG 2 (Zero Hunger). Women, who bear 80% of water-collection
duties, lose opportunities for schooling and economic participation,
undermining SDG 5 (Gender Equality).  



 3. Climate Change: A Catalyst for Crisis
Glacier melt, responsible for 10–12% mass loss in Pakistan’s glaciers over 20
years, disrupts freshwater supplies for millions . Rising temperatures intensify
droughts and floods, destroying infrastructure and displacing communities. By
2050, 2.4 billion people could face water stress, exacerbating conflicts over
transboundary rivers like those shared by Pakistan, India, and Afghanistan .  

Embrace Relief’s Response:
Aligning Action with Human
Needs
Embrace Relief’s Clean Water Initiative serves as a bridge between Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs and the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 6
(SDG 6), delivering targeted, sustainable interventions that address basic
human necessities and build toward long-term empowerment. At the
foundational level, the initiative meets both physiological and safety needs.
Since 2013, Embrace Relief has built or restored more than 1,100 water wells
across Chad, Cameroon, Nigeria, and Benin, providing clean water to over 1.1
million people. These efforts have dramatically reduced the spread of
waterborne diseases and lowered child mortality rates. Each well is climate-
resilient, drilled 147 feet deep to reach clean aquifers, outfitted with hand
pumps, and backed by a five-year warranty to ensure durability. In regions
prone to drought, these wells not only supply drinking water but also sustain
agriculture and livestock, serving as a critical buffer against hunger and food
insecurity.



Beyond addressing basic needs, the initiative fosters social belonging and self-
esteem by enhancing access to education and economic opportunity. In
Tanzania, for example, the Dogodogo Centre has reduced the time girls spend
fetching water by 80%, allowing them to attend school regularly and participate
more fully in their communities. Meanwhile, consistent water access has led to
a 40% increase in crop yields, empowering farmers to sell surplus produce and
invest in local enterprises. These developments lay the groundwork for greater
financial independence and upward mobility.

At the top of Maslow’s hierarchy, Embrace Relief supports self-actualization
through vocational training and women’s leadership. The Bunju Multipurpose
Training Centre in Tanzania offers skills-based courses in carpentry, welding,
and computer science, boasting an 87% graduation rate and over 430 alumni
who have gone on to achieve financial independence. Clean water also frees up
time for women to take on leadership roles in their communities and to
advocate for long-term policy change, helping reshape societal structures for
the better.

To maximize efficiency and sustainability, Embrace Relief launched the
Fountains of Hope program in 2021, which restores abandoned wells at half
the cost of new constructions. In 2022 alone, this initiative revived 60 wells,
providing clean water to 60,000 people. This model not only reduces
environmental impact but also stretches donor contributions further,
advancing SDG 6 with greater reach and resilience.

The global water crisis remains a barrier to realizing humanity’s collective
potential. By aligning our efforts with Maslow’s framework, Embrace Relief
ensures that each well built is more than a source of water; it is a step toward
safety, dignity, and the fulfillment of human potential. Yet, with 703 million
people still lacking access to basic water services, the need for action is urgent.



You can play a vital role in breaking this cycle. A donation of $3,500 builds a
new well that transforms the lives of over 1,000 people every single day. With
just $1,500, an abandoned well can be restored, reviving entire communities.
Join Embrace Relief in our mission to make clean water a universal right.
Together, we can achieve SDG 6 and build a future where health, education,
and prosperity are within everyone’s reach.

For more information or to contribute, visit Embrace Relief Water Well
Program.

This position paper reflects Embrace Relief’s commitment to evidence-based,
sustainable solutions in alignment with the UN’s 2030 Agenda. For impact reports
or partnership inquiries, contact info@embracerelief.org.

https://www.embracerelief.org/clean-water
https://www.embracerelief.org/clean-water
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