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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.’
Moral development is the creation and building of understanding of moral qualities (Dan, 2025). The concept forms attitudes and actions associated with personality that present themselves in unique scenarios where one needs to decide between what is right and wrong. 
Kohlberg attempted to explain how an individuals’ ability to make moral decisions developed. Kohlberg theorised that this development aligned with cognitive development and exposure to an array of different social scenarios but never acknowledged one singular cause for the process of moral development (Scott-Phillips et al., 2011). Kohlberg (1971) discusses the concept that there are six levels of moral development that an individual goes through when developing the ability to make moral decisions. 
These stages are outlined by Mathes (2021) with stage one being ‘heteronomous morality’ where someone learns that you should make moral decisions to avoid discipline. Stage two varies slightly, with the priority being personal gain in all manners rather then just avoiding discipline. Stage three develops on this further and suggests that individuals feel a sense of responsibility to care for friends, family and maintain mutually beneficial relationships. The fourth stage elaborates on this and states that individuals feel the need to conform to laws, norms and the legal system, rather than just associating with the people and rules in their lives. Stage five is the most complex, with morals believed to be guided either consciously or unconsciously by utilitarian philosophy, the idea that people are driven by pleasure. Despite this, there is an expectation of compromise and flexibility to ensure others can pursue pleasure. 
Despite this, Mathes (2021) states that Kohlberg could not find enough evidence to confirm that level six was applicable, and therefore in Kohlberg’s final publication in association with this theory, only stages one to five were discussed.
Kohlberg suggests that the law gives an opportunity to ensure the majority get the best outcome for the most people. Kohlberg also acknowledges the existence of three phases within the stages when discussing moral development, preconventional, conventional, and postconventional (Kohlberg, 1971).
This theory created a foundation for a large portion of the modern theory that has been developed and gave an understanding of the different factors that could contribute to how moral development happens. There are also criticisms associated with Kohlberg’s work, with a substantial development in society as a whole since his earlier work was published it is likely that some elements are not completely applicable in modern day society. 
This essay will focus on Kohlberg’s influence on the ideas that have developed on moral development and the way individuals build their perceptions of what is right and wrong. The essay will outline three different aspects in which moral development is prevalent, age, culture and education. Kohlberg discusses all of these facets in association with moral development across his written work, and therefore it is relevant in answering the question presented. 
Despite Kohlberg’s work being key to allow further research to happen, this is a subject area that is well covered globally, which gives an opportunity to critically analyse not only how the subject has changed from Kohlberg’s initial ideas, but also allows for a more well-rounded picture to form of what moral development looks like across the world.

One element of individual differences that is important to factor in when discussing moral development is age. Beißert and Hasselhorn (2016) conducted a study exploring the connection between intelligence and moral development. In prior research conducted by Verma (1975) it is evident that there is a link between levels of intelligence and moral development, with a positive correlation discovered between intelligence level and moral development in a sample of 300 people. Beißert and Hasselhorn found that this idea could not be extended to younger children and discovered that there is no significant correlation between moral development and level of intelligence. These findings are directly contradicted by a longitudinal study conducted by Armon and Dawson (1997) who discover that throughout adolescence there is a linear correlation between moral development and age. Despite this, they also acknowledge the fact that this relationship weakens during early adulthood. 
This is further reinforced by Malti et al. (2013) who explored the effects of parent’s involvement in children’s lives on moral reasoning and moral emotion development. It was discovered through their study that moral cognitive skills do not develop over time in children. Despite this study seemingly reaffirming the idea that age does not align with the development of moral reasoning, it is important to consider the sample of these studies. Beißert and Hasselhorn used a total of 129 children between the ages of six and eight years of age, from southwestern German, while Malti et al’s study had a total sample size of 175 children hailing from Zurich, Switzerland. 
One issue with this area of research is the lack of consistency in age groups used in research. It becomes increasingly difficult to pinpoint the effects of age on moral development when research covers a large scale from young children to elders. This is encapsulated when looking at Kohlberg’s work where he suggests that beyond 25, there is no further increase in moral development past the age of 25 (Kohlberg, 1973). This research is contradicted by Krettenauer et al, (2016) who explored the development of moral identity in a large age range of participants, with a range varying between 14-65 years old. The mean level of moral identity displayed that adulthood still plays a part in the moral development process.
Donenberg and Hoffman (1988) discovered that older participants prioritised justice and the younger participants prioritse care, regardless of gender. This idea is directly contradicted by Proios et al, (2018) who claims that the reason women and men prioritise different things is because of the contextual background in specific scenarios.
Gender is another factor that is explored when discussing moral development. Gilligan (1982) challenges Kohlberg’s work and explains that stage five of Kohlberg’s theory is geared to favour men, and that women are more likely to prioritise relationships and interdependence which does not allow for women to progress to stage five and six. Gilligan’s work was furthered upon by Jafee and Hyde (2000) who conducted a meta-analysis and their findings do not offer support to Gilligan’s original work, with no evidence that women lean more towards the caring elements of moral development and males lean toward the priority of justice. 
Another factor that appears consistently within the literature is educational attainment and its role in moral development. It is stated by Headly-Soto (2013) that one of educational institutes main aims is to facilitate the moral development of its students. Moral development is an essential element that is taught in school education (Tokic & Nikolic, 2017). One of the pivotal measures used when discussing this topic is the Defining issues test (DIT), developed by Rest (1992). Built off Kohlberg’s ideas, this test was created to measure an individual’s level of moral development through presenting different scenarios. In a study conducted by Nather (2013) this test was used to measure the level of moral development in students in a Kuwaiti college, where 90 boys were grouped by education level to see if the idea that education influences moral development was indeed true. The results of this study display that education has no significant effect on mean scores of moral reasoning at different educational level. 
These results are contradicted in a study conducted in Ireland by Corcoran and O’Flaherty (2016) who discovered that there was a slightly positive correlation between level of education and score on the DIT. This study also had a more rounded sample that involved both male and female participants, which allows more reasonable application of the findings. Kohlberg’s stages framework aligns with the idea that moral reasoning develops with education, with a study conducted by Blatt and Kohlberg (2006) discovering that students who partook in discussions on moral dilemma’s showed a higher level of moral reasoning than those who do not. Reaffirming this idea, education systems can facilitate the stages of moral development in children by engaging them in discussions of what is fair and reasonable (Gorman, 1983).  This leads to another vital consideration of individual differences when looking at moral development, culture. Both studies above focus on western demographics which typically share similar cultural expectations.
The final topic that is highlighted throughout the literature is the significant cultural differences that exist. There is a question as to the relevance of Kohlberg’s research when looking to apply it across a multitude of cultures.  Gibbs et al. (2007) discusses in that there is an element of possible cross-cultural application, but there is some debate as to whether the five stages Kohlberg discusses appear in the same manner across different cultures. Naito (2013) states that Kohlberg acknowledged that the structural elements of moral development were universal, but it has faced some criticism, with Kohlberg’s being labelled ethnocentric. The literature does confirm these criticisms to some extent.		
One study that criticises Kohlberg is Baek (2002) who discusses that Kohlberg’s work is only applicable to a certain point. After stage 3/4, Korean children tend to differ in their patterns of moral development. This again shows very mixed attitudes toward the applicability of Kohlberg’s work. It is discussed by Naito et al, (2001) that there are some differences within eastern Asian and the effect that has on moral development. Japan as used as a reference point, with it being acknowledged now that Japan has become a more individualistic country, where the majority of eastern Asia is typically one of a collectivistic belief. This ties in nicely to the idea that moral development is influenced by many different factors (Damon, 1991) and reaffirms the idea that cultural differences that affect the moral development process do exist, contrary to Kohlberg’s initial beliefs. One of the limitations of these ideas are the limited literature surrounding them, there are limited ways to measure moral development, with the DIT being the only reputable scale used across all research, therefore there is a distinct lack of research conducted on Asian and eastern cultures, which does not allow us to compare and criticize Kohlberg’s ideas comparatively.
Contrasting this, there is an element of partial support in the literature, another study that supports Kohlberg is that of Walker and Moran (1991), who conducted a cross-cultural study focusing on proving the validity and cultural relevance of Kohlberg’s work. They discovered that despite not being able to definitively confirm that Kohlberg’s research is relevant in all cultures, there were similar showings of moral ‘stages’ appearing in Chinese participants, in line with Kohlberg’s research on an American demographic. There is an element of criticism involved in the study, with the findings displaying some eastern moral patterns that Kohlberg’s work did not account for, and therefore the universality of Kohlberg’s work in specifically eastern cultures must be questioned. 
To conclude, it is clear from the literature above that Kohlberg’s ideas beginning in the 1960’s shaped the modern worlds’ perception of how morals develop. His work was most prominent between the 1960’s and 1980’s and more modern approaches of explaining this pattern have used his work as a foundation. 
Kohlberg’s work appears in tandem with that of Piaget when discussing moral development, with Piaget’s work in the 1930’s being influential in giving Kohlberg a basis in which to build his theory. Piaget’s focus was predominantly on children and how moral development forms in the pre conventional stage (Carpendale, 2009). Kohlberg actually rejected elements of Piaget’s work and adapted his own writings to what he felt appropriate. 
Newer models have attempted to explain moral development in society today, such as the Neo Kohlbergian theory. The neo Kohlbergian theory adapts Kohlberg’s early work and breaks moral development down into four subcategories, moral judgement, moral reasoning, moral motivation and moral character (Rest et al.,1999). This is a more well-rounded theory to apply to modern society as it takes into consideration the effects of more avenues that may affect moral development, such as emotion and behaviour. 
Despite this, there is a distinct lack of consideration for cultural differences in the theories that shaped the ideas around moral development. Both Kohlberg and later Rest focused on western cultures, predominantly the United States. Snarey (1985) discovered in his research that of Kohlberg’s six stages of moral development, four of them were universally applicable, from one to four. Despite 91% of western and eastern samples displaying some form of post conventional thinking (stages 5 and 6) no tribal residents showed any form of post conventional thinking, which is the stage associated with ethical principles and individual rights (Hwang, 2015).
Another weakness of Kohlberg’s work is the focus on moral reasoning rather than moral behaviour. Moral reasoning is the ideas behind what is right and wrong, as defined in the introduction of this essay. Moral behaviour is essential to ensure that society ruins smoothly, with Hayes et al. (1998) suggesting that immoral behaviours like unprotected sex and drug use are the main reasons society fail. A study conducted by Reynolds and Ceranic (2007) aimed to explain what motivates individuals to be moral and determined that both moral identity and moral judgement independently affect one’s motivation to act morally. Moral identity is the idea that schemas and past experiences shape an individual’s personality (Boegerhausen et al., 2015). 
Kohlberg’s work gave a definitive model to explain moral development and allowed for better understanding and further development of how moral development can happen within someone, which in turn has allowed for society to adopt these ideas and ensure that society runs smoothly. Despite the limitations highlighted in the literature surrounding cultural relevance, it is clear from the evidence provided that Kohlberg’s ideas shaped what is known of moral development today.  
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