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Developmental Psychology and Individual Differences 
ECPS5014 
With reference to individual differences across culture and the lifespan, critically discuss the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to current understandings of the development of moral reasoning

The study of moral development has long held a central place in developmental psychology, offering a means of understanding how individuals come to morally reason about right and wrong across the lifespan (Gibbs et al., 2007). Kohlberg’s theory of moral development remains one of the most influential frameworks in this area, proposing a universal sequence of six stages organised across three levels of moral reasoning (Gilligan, 1982). These stages move from obedience and self-interest at the preconventional level, through conformity and social‑order maintenance at the conventional level, to principled reasoning based on rights and universal ethical commitments at the postconventional level (Kohlberg, 1981; Gibbs et al., 2007). This progression reflects Kohlberg’s view that moral development involves qualitative shifts in how individuals understand and justify moral decisions. Despite its prominence, Kohlberg’s model has been subject to sustained critical scrutiny, particularly regarding its assumptions of universality, its reliance on abstract justice-based reasoning, and its limited sensitivity to cultural and gender differences. (Blum, 1988; Gilligan, 1982; Bentahila et al., 2021). Contemporary perspectives, including those of Piaget, Gilligan, and sociocultural theorists such as Turiel and Shweder, have broadened the conceptualisation of moral development, offering alternative explanations that emphasise relational, contextual, and culturally embedded explanations (Patanella, 2025; Turiel, 2024).

This essay will critically examine Kohlberg’s contribution to current understandings of moral reasoning, situating his theory within the broader developmental literature. (Gibbs et al., 2007). Drawing on classic and contemporary evidence, including recent cross-cultural and lifespan research, the discussion evaluates both the explanatory power and the limitations of Kohlberg’s approach. (Bentahila et al., 2021; Patanella, 2025). This analysis illustrates how modern scholarship has reshaped, refined, and, in some cases, challenged the idea that moral development follows a singular, universal trajectory. (Blum, 1988; Gilligan, 1982; Turiel, 2024). Kohlberg’s model builds on the cognitive developmental foundations laid by Jean Piaget, particularly the idea that children’s moral reasoning progressively differentiates from rigid obedience to authority toward more autonomous, principled decision-making. (Patanella, 2025). Kohlberg extended Piaget’s early two-stage account into a detailed framework comprising preconventional, conventional, and postconventional reasoning. (Gibbs et al., 2007) Each stage is defined by qualitatively distinct forms of reasoning, not by specific moral judgements. (Gibbs et al., 2007) According to Kohlberg, development occurs through a universal sequence, driven by cognitive conflict, perspective‑taking, and increasing differentiation between moral, social, and personal domains (Blum, 1988; Gilligan, 1982).


Recent scholarship continues to affirm elements of this model. (Mood- Adams, 2025). The 2025 Kohlberg Memorial Lecture highlights Kohlberg’s enduring insight that mature moral reasoning incorporates a profound regard for human agency and suffering. It argues that Stage Six reasoning is far from being merely Kantian- grounded solely in duty, universal moral laws, and rational autonomy, and instead reflects a deeply humanistic orientation, emphasising humane regard and sympathetic imagination. (Moody- Adams, 2025). However, modern research also identifies key flaws: the model overstates the necessity of exposure to formal moral theory, underestimates the role of imagination and moral emotion in reasoning, and lacks compelling empirical support for the claim that development follows a linear and invariant progression. (Gibbs et al., 2007; Bentahila et al., 2021). Kohlberg correctly identifies an important moral ideal in Stage Six, humane regard for others, but his overall account of how moral maturity develops is deeply flawed. Moody-Adams' critique focuses on three major problems: too rationalistic, ignores emotion and imagination; is too intellectualised, overestimating the need for formal moral theory and too rigid, assuming an invariant developmental sequence without evidence. (Moody-Adams 2025). These critiques place her firmly among contemporary scholars who view moral development as more dynamic, relational, and context-dependent than Kohlberg proposed

                 Kohlberg’s emphasis on universal progression reflects his broader aim of identifying moral structures that transcend cultural specificity. His reliance on dilemmas such as the Heinz scenario allows researchers to classify reasoning according to underlying principles rather than the content of specific cultural values. This abstraction was intended to capture universally applicable principles of justice and rights. (Kohlberg, 1981, 1984)
 Yet, as discussed below, it is precisely this universalism that has attracted the strongest critiques, particularly from cultural psychologists and feminist scholars who argue that the model imposes Western, individualistic, gender specific notions of morality onto diverse populations (Gilligan, 1982; Shweder et al., 1987). Piaget’s earlier work remains crucial to understanding both the strengths and limitations of Kohlberg’s model. Piaget proposed that young children initially reason from a heteronomous perspective, viewing rules as fixed, externally imposed, and tied to consequences rather than intentions. (Piaget, 1965). With cognitive maturity and social interaction, particularly symmetrical peer cooperation, children develop autonomous reasoning, recognising rules as negotiable and intentions as central to moral judgement. Contemporary summaries reaffirm Piaget’s distinction between heteronomous and autonomous morality and highlight his emphasis on children's understanding of rules, responsibility, and justice. (Dunn, 2018; Siegler et al., 2020).

Kohlberg adopted many of these foundational ideas but rejected Piaget’s dispute that peer relations uniquely shape moral development. (Piaget, 1965; Kohlberg, 1981) Instead, he argued that progression through stages is driven primarily by increasingly abstract cognitive structures and the resolution of moral dilemmas. (Kohlberg, 1981). However, modern analyses emphasise that Piaget afforded greater weight to social relationships and real-world interactions than Kohlberg acknowledged. (Dunn, 2018; Siegler et al., 2020). Contemporary reviews of Piaget’s contribution note that his framework anticipated aspects of later sociocultural theories and recognised the social constitution of rules and moral norms. (Shweder et al., 1987). The contrast is instructive; Piaget grounded morality in cooperation and intention-based reasoning, whereas Kohlberg emphasised structural cognitive development and universal justice. (Piaget, 1965; Kohlberg, 1981). This distinction sets the stage for assessing Kohlberg’s model against later theories that emphasise relational and cultural dynamics. (Shweder et al., 1987).

                    Carol Gilligan’s critique remains one of the most significant challenges to Kohlberg’s framework. Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s theory was constructed from an exclusively male sample and therefore privileged a justice-oriented form of reasoning that reflects male socialisation, systematically undervaluing moral reasoning oriented toward care, relational responsibility, and interpersonal sensitivity. Contemporary analyses reaffirm that Gilligan proposed a distinct ethic of care as an alternative moral voice, challenging the assumption that justice is the peak of moral maturity. (Gilligan, 1982; Abbot,2024) .Recent research continues to build on this critique. Modern gender‑focused discussions note that women often appear to score lower on Kohlbergian measures, not because they lack moral sophistication, but because these measures undervalue relational and context-embedded reasoning. (Gilligan, 1982; Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). Moreover, contemporary scholarship suggests that both justice and care orientations exist across genders, shaped not by biological sex but by context, culture, and socialisation. (Walker, 2006). Gilligan’s critique is therefore not merely about gender inclusion but challenges Kohlberg’s underlying philosophical commitment to impartial justice as the apex of moral development. (Gilligan, 1982). Her work, celebrated in scholarly reassessments, has had a major influence on moral psychology, prompting shifts toward relational, contextual, and emotion-sensitive models of moral development (Abbott, 2024). Though some argue that her findings were based on narrow samples, the broader impact of her critique is undeniable. (Tronto, 1987). Perhaps the strongest challenge to Kohlberg’s theory concerns its assumption of universality. Cross-cultural research has consistently demonstrated both support for and limitations of Kohlberg’s claims. (Snarey, 1985; Gibbs, Basinger et al., 2007)

A landmark cross-cultural review of 75 studies across 23 countries found a general stage progression consistent with Kohlberg’s model, supporting the claim that basic sequences of moral development can be observed across diverse societies. (Snarey, 1985).  This aligns with earlier findings showing that children in many cultural contexts progress from heteronomous to more autonomous forms of moral reasoning. (Gibbs et al, 2007) However, this same body of research revealed that the highest stages were not proportionately represented among urban, educated, middle-class populations and were often absent in traditional or collectivist societies. (Snarey, 1985) This suggests that higher-stage reasoning may reflect Western individualist concepts of rights and justice rather than universal psychological structures. (Miller et al., 1990; Shweder et al., 1997). More recent cultural‑psychological research further challenges the assumption of a universal moral trajectory by showing that moral priorities vary systematically across cultural ecologies. For example, collectivist contexts often emphasise duties, relational harmony, and respect for authority, whereas individualist cultures prioritise autonomy, rights, and personal choice (Haidt, 2012; Shweder et al., 2020). These findings suggest that what counts as advanced moral reasoning is itself culturally situated, raising important questions about whether Kohlberg’s postconventional stages reflect a genuinely universal endpoint or a culturally specific ideal rooted in Western liberal thought.

Additional contemporary cultural analyses reinforce this critique, arguing that Kohlberg’s priority of individual rights over community obligations is inconsistent with collectivist moral frameworks. (Miller et al., 1990) Moreover, sociocultural theorists such as Shweder have shown that moral reasoning in some cultures does not clearly separate moral principles from social conventions, challenging the universality of Kohlberg’s domain distinctions. (Shweder et al., 1997). Recent cultural psychology reviews further demonstrate that moral reasoning varies systematically across societies depending on religious traditions, social ecologies, and institutional structures, advocating for plural rather than universal models of morality. (Henrich et al., 2010) These findings underscore that moral development is embedded in cultural systems and cannot be fully captured by a single universal trajectory. (Henrich et al., 2010) . Sociocultural theories provide an alternative understanding of moral development that foregrounds the role of social interaction, cultural practices, and domain-specific reasoning. Turiel’s social domain theory distinguishes between moral, conventional, and personal domains, arguing that individuals across cultures reliably differentiate harm-based moral concerns from culturally specific conventions. (Turiel, 1983). Turiel’s contemporary work highlights cultural heterogeneity and shows that different groups within the same society may disagree about how to apply principles of justice and equality. (Turiel, 1983).
Shweder and colleagues, conversely, argue that some cultures do not make a clear separation between moral and conventional rules, directly contradicting Turiel’s claim of universal moral domains. This debate illustrates the complexity of cultural moral systems and highlights that moral reasoning cannot be assumed to follow a universal structure. (Shweder et al., 1997). These sociocultural models provide nuanced explanations for the variations documented in cross-cultural studies and offer frameworks for conceptualising moral development as culturally situated rather than universally sequential. (Turiel, 2002; Shweder et al., 1997). While Kohlberg emphasised childhood and adolescence, contemporary research highlights moral development as a dynamic, lifelong process. (Killen & Smetana, 2015). Emerging research on adulthood shows that moral identity, prosocial motivation, and ethical sensitivity continue to evolve well into later life, shaped by changing social roles, emotional capacities, and life experiences (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). Neuroscientific studies also reveal that moral reasoning is supported by neural systems that remain plastic across the lifespan. These insights reinforce the view that moral development is not a fixed sequence completed in adolescence, but an ongoing process influenced by relational, cognitive, and neurobiological change. Recent reviews of developmental sequences also suggest that cultural and contextual influences continue to shape moral reasoning well into adulthood. For example, modern analyses reveal that moral reasoning may follow a non-linear developmental pattern, with young children and older adolescents showing more frequent moral choices compared to early adolescents. (Malti & Ongley, 2014).
Furthermore, new theoretical perspectives highlight the importance of emotional development, social experience, and identity formation across the lifespan. Work within the developmental neuroscience tradition, for example, links changes in moral reasoning to maturation of the prefrontal cortex and socio-emotional regulatory systems (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006; Decety & Cowell, 2014) Overall, lifespan research suggests that moral development does not terminate in adolescence and that adult moral reasoning is continually influenced by cultural experience, social roles, and changing cognitive capacities (Killen & Smetana, 2015). Despite its limitations, Kohlberg’s work has made several lasting contributions; Kohlberg provided the first systematic, empirically grounded account of moral reasoning stages, offering a robust framework for research and educational practice. His model continues to serve as the foundational reference point for moral development research.  (Gibbs, Basinger, Grime, & Snarey, 2007). The idea that moral reasoning develops through qualitative cognitive transformations remains influential, as reflected in modern empirical reassessments. (Gibbs, Basinger, Grime, & Snarey, 2007). Although critiqued for cultural bias, Kohlberg's focus on justice has shaped contemporary discussions of human rights, ethical citizenship, and educational interventions. Kohlberg’s methodological innovations, particularly the use of moral dilemmas, have provided enduring tools for assessing moral reasoning. (Kohlberg, 1984)
Cross-cultural research highlights that higher-stage reasoning is culturally contingent, challenging Kohlberg's claims of universality (Snarey, 1985). Gilligan’s critique demonstrates that Kohlberg’s model undervalues relational and care-based reasoning, which is prevalent across genders. (Gilligan, 1982).  Kohlberg largely disregarded the roles of emotion, empathy, and relational context, despite contemporary evidence showing their centrality to moral development. (Decety & Cowell, 2014). Recent scholarship suggests that moral development is neither linear nor invariant, contradicting Kohlberg’s core assumptions. Kohlberg largely disregarded the roles of emotion, empathy, and relational context, despite contemporary evidence showing their centrality to moral development. (Henrich et al., 2010).

In conclusion, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has profoundly shaped psychological understandings of moral reasoning, providing a structured and cognitively grounded model that remains foundational in both research and applied settings (Kohlberg, 1981; Gibbs et al., 2007). However, contemporary perspectives highlight significant limitations, particularly regarding cultural universality, gender inclusivity, and the role of emotion and social context (Gilligan, 1982; Shweder et al., 1997; Decety & Cowell, 2014). Evidence from cross-cultural studies demonstrates that higher‑stage reasoning is not universally observed and often reflects Western, individualist values rather than a global developmental endpoint (Snarey, 1985; Henrich et al., 2010). Likewise, Gilligan’s critique underscores that Kohlberg’s focus on justice-based reasoning neglects relational and care-based moral orientations that are prevalent across genders (Gilligan, 1982; Jaffee & Hyde, 2000). Contributions from Piaget, Gilligan, and sociocultural theorists such as Turiel and Shweder reveal that moral development is more complex, context-dependent, and relational than Kohlberg initially proposed (Piaget, 1965; Turiel, 1983; Shweder et al., 1997). Current lifespan research further supports the view that moral reasoning continues to evolve across adulthood and is shaped by social roles, emotional development, and cultural experience (Killen & Smetana, 2015; Hardy & Carlo, 2011). Collectively, this evidence underscores the need for pluralistic models of moral development that account for cultural variability, gendered perspectives, and socio-emotional influences (Haidt, 2012; Bentahila et al., 2021). While Kohlberg’s framework remains invaluable for understanding the cognitive architecture of moral reasoning, modern scholarship increasingly calls for more nuanced, flexible, culturally responsive accounts. Ultimately, Kohlberg’s legacy lies not only in his stage theory but in the generative theoretical space he created for subsequent scholars to expand, critique, and reimagine what it means to develop morally (Moody‑Adams, 2025; Gibbs, 2019).
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