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NEEDS? WHAT ARE NEEDS? 
WHAT HELPS US THRIVE? 

SURVIVE OR THRIVE? 

Jane is crippled with arthritis. She lives in her own home and has a care package that helps her to 
manage her life.  

Damion has autism. He lives in a community for people with special needs. 

Kahil has learning difficulties. He attends a day centre most days and lives in shared accommodation, 
with the help of a support worker. 

Darrel (and his wife) look after their severely disabled 18year old daughter.  

 

Jane and Damion are thriving. 

Kahil and Darrel are not. 

It’s not because of their challenges. It’s not the commitment of their carers. And it’s not about 
money or their particular circumstances. 

The defining factor is that Jane and Damion, and the people supporting them, understand the idea of 
‘innate needs’.  

 

WHAT DOES THE WORD ‘NEED’  MEAN TO YOU? 

Pause a moment. When you think about the word ‘need’, what meaning immediately pops into your 
head?  

The word is used in so many different ways, depending on context. Take the phrase ‘I need a new pair 
of shoes’  

Possible meaning #1:  

‘I have to have a new pair of shoes because my current pair is falling apart and letting water in.’ 

Possible meaning #2:  

‘I would like to have a pair of shoes that goes better with my trousers.’ 

Possible meaning #3: 

‘I want a new pair of shoes and I’m expecting you to buy them for me.’ 

 And there’s a further complication. When people want more time or attention than those around 
them are willing to give, they attract the negative label of ‘needy’. 

All these ways of using the word ‘need’ are a part of our everyday language. And they are different 
from the meaning used in ‘Clear Needs – New Ideas’. 
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HOW THE WORD ‘NEEDS’  IS USED IN ‘CLEAR NEEDS – NEW IDEAS’ 

Our needs are the energy that motivate us. Whatever we do, we do to meet some need or other – or 
maybe several needs at once. When our needs are substantially met, we tend to feel satisfied. When 
they’re not met, we’re uncomfortable, at the very least. 

Look at it this way. What sort of life would you have without things like support, appreciation, fun, 
choice, achievement, respect. There would be something missing, wouldn’t there? 

You’d feel down, under the weather, lacking in ‘get up and go’ energy. 

And maybe there’d be something deeper. Frustration, irritation, perhaps fear, or even rage.  

Now imagine if these uncomfortable states were to persist over a long period of time – not just 
moments, or hours, but days, weeks, months. 

Your quality of life would suffer. You would most probably become more and more miserable, 
depressed or angry, and maybe even physically ill. 

What we’re talking about here are our innate needs and what 
happens when they are or are not met. 

You’ll see them printed on the ‘Wheel’ under the headings: 
Physical needs (in red), Social needs (in green); Individual needs 
(in purple) and Higher Needs (in yellow). 

 

ABOUT NEEDS 

Common factors 

We all have needs.  

We all have the same needs. (Yes, it’s true – though it might not be obvious. See below, under 
‘Differences’) 

We all seek to get them met, one way or another. 

Sometimes our needs are met without our being conscious of doing anything.  

Sometimes we struggle to find ways of meeting our needs.  

We all tend to leap into problem solving and solutions before we’ve really understood what we’re 
needing. 

We all suffer in some way if our needs are consistently overlooked and unmet over a long period of 
time. 

 

Differences 

We differ from one another in terms of: 

 how strongly we experience a particular need at any particular moment 

 how we try to get needs met 

 how much support we get from others 
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 the strength of our inner resources 

 the opportunities available to us in our community and our environment. 

 

APPLYING THIS TO SERVICE USERS  

When it comes to thinking about needs, the idea will be as unfamiliar to service users as it is to the 
rest of us.  

But they, like every one of us, can benefit from: 

 understanding that they have needs 

 being aware of what they are 

 looking for different ways of meeting them 

 inviting suggestions from other people 

 making choices about how to meet needs.  

‘Clear Needs – New Ideas’ addresses each of these points. 

Some service users will get the idea very quickly and will be comfortable using single words like 
‘appreciation’ or ‘support’ to describe their needs. Others will need a lot more help in understanding 
what the words mean. It will be up to you to find ways of making the words less abstract. 

 

WHAT MIGHT PREVENT THIS FROM HAPPENING FOR SERVICE USERS? 

The need gets confused with ways of meeting the need  

Take Kahil, for example. Time and time again he badgers his carer to let him use the bus service by 
himself.  

With his safety in mind, his carer says ‘No’.  

What happens to Kahil? The more often he hears ‘No’, the more frustrated he gets – and tension 
grows between him and his carer. 

Now you’re probably thinking ‘If he’s not safe on the bus, of course he shouldn’t be allowed to make 
the journey alone’. 

And that may well be the case. And of course, Kahil’s carer is acting with the best of intentions. 

But what is happening is that both Kahil and his carer are focusing only on the bus journey.  

They are not thinking about the needs that the bus journey might meet. 

A way round this apparent logjam is for the carer and Kahil to find out what need Kahil is wanting to 
meet by going on the bus.  – and what other ways might be open to him to meet that need’. 

So conversations with Kahil might reveal how much he wants to do things on his own, and maybe 
more choice and the challenge of doing new things, too. Using the bus was the only way he had 
thought of for meeting this need for independence. 
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Once he, and particularly his carer, realize this, they can then look for other ways – that are safe – for 
feeding that need. He will never be totally independent, but there might be ways in which he could 
feel just a little more independent and enjoy the challenge. And that would satisfy him and reduce his 
frustration. 

The key is to separate the need from possible way(s) of meeting the need. 

 

ARE YOUR NEEDS BEING MET? 

Are you thriving? Or just surviving? How about your colleagues? Your family? Friends and others who 
also have the responsibility for looking after people. 

You might like to arrange a session in which you all work through ‘Clear Needs – New Ideas’. You 
might be surprised at where it takes you. 

It will help you get a snapshot of how well your life is working and what you might do to get more of 
what matters to you. 

And it’s just the same for service users. 

            


