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Maslow’s theory has been criticized for being too simple and is also not very 
well substantiated by experiments. However, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is 
an important starting point for understanding human motivation. In Chapter 
4, we will look into what motivates people within the organization.

Douglas McGregor
In a speech on 9 April 1957, the American professor of Leadership, Douglas 
McGregor (1906-1964) described two opposing perceptions of the working 
man: theory X and theory Y. McGregor stated that the managers’ perception of 
their employees was self-fulfilling.

Theory X represents the main lines of the human perception that characterises 
classical organizational theory and, in particular, scientific management. The 
workers, basically, do not care to work and will avoid it if they can. Employees 
must be directed in detail, as they do not want to assume responsibility. They 
must be controlled, directed and often threatened to work.

Theory Y represents the main lines of the human resource mindset. Employees 
can enjoy their work and see it as a means of self-fulfilment. If they are commit-
ted to the objectives set, they can exercise self-management and self-control. 
Employees are looking for responsibility and are willing to assume it. Further-
more, the point of view in theory Y is that human intellectual potential is only 
partially exploited in the workplace.

Douglas McGregor’s speech and subsequent article (McGregor, 1957) was 
an eye-opener for many managers and became a milestone within organiza-
tional theory.

Theory X and theory Y must not be confused with generation X and genera-
tion Y, which we will look at in Chapter 4: The people within the organization.
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Self- 
actualisation

Esteem needs

Belongingness and love-needs

Safety needs

Physical needs

For example, being challenged, developing,  
feeling that you are making a difference 

For example, status, getting praise and  
having confidence 

For example, being accepted,  
having friends

For example, safety, familiar sur-
roundings, permanent work 

For example, food and 
drink, sleep and clothing
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