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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.
Kohlberg (1963) built upon Piaget’s (1932) cognitive-developmental stance on growth. Piaget (1932) saw moral development as moving from the external (heteronomous) to the internally governed (autonomous). Cognitively, children moved from respect for authority and consequences, supplemented by interactions with peers, to an understanding of the flexibility of rules via context and intention (Piaget, 1932). Kohlberg (1963) put more focus on the child’s perception of authority, the social world and their interactions therein, as influential to their internal moral development. Both Piaget and Kohlberg’s theory rest upon the idea that children are not ‘blank slates’ (Locke, 1689, as cited in, Farrell, 2014), only influenced by the external but are active agents in their own cognitive-developmental growth. This constructivist view lends itself to the use of sequential stages by both. 
This essay will focus on Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (1963) and its contribution to current understandings of moral reasoning. Understanding of Kohlberg’s original theory (1963) will be outlined and where this has taken the understanding of moral reasoning up until today. Alternative theories to moral development will be briefly looked at alongside.
The aim is to explore whether this is a universal theory, as Kohlberg claims (1975), or if this is simply not plausible in a world perhaps subject to moral relativism. All of this shall be adhered to whilst maintaining that development is a lifelong process with exploration taking place at varying ages and contexts.
Whilst Kohlberg (1963) viewed morality as something for the little scientist (Piaget, 1932) to reason with cognitively, others saw unconscious processes within a child’s libido-driven psychosexual stages as dictating morality in children (Freud, 1933). Freud (1933) postulated that children form a moral self (superego) when they begin to identify with their parents in the phallic stage. Unlike Kohlberg’s stages (1963) which are lifespan focused and without concrete milestone ages, Freud’s (1933) moral stage is said to occur between three- and six-years-old. One pivotal difference is that one focuses on motivations for action (Freud, 1933) and the other on our justifications or reasoning (Kohlberg, 1963).
Kohlberg’s stages focus on the moral reasoning behind decisions, to ‘measure’ an individual’s level of morality. He often used scenarios followed by a probing discussion to gain insight into this reasoning (Kohlberg,1963). These interviews were carried out throughout his career and would eventually lead to Kohlberg having a direct hand in the running of a school attached to Cambridge University (Kohlberg, 1975; Olson, 2011).
Kohlberg’s (1963) stages are split into three levels, each with two stages, for a total of six stages of moral development. The preconventional level is when individuals react to fear of punishment and follow rules laid down by authority as their basis for right and wrong (Olson, 2011). Stage one, the punishment-and obedience orientation, and stage two, the instrumental-relativist orientation occupy this first level (Kohlberg, 1975). The conventional level sees interpersonal relationship maintenance, perhaps due to loyalty, become the focus (Kohlberg, 1975; Olson, 2011). Stage three, the interpersonal concordance and stage four, the ‘law and order’ orientation are situated in this second level (Kohlberg, 1975). The postconventional level sees societal ideals take centre stage (Kohlberg, 1963; Olson, 2011). Stage five, the social-contract, legalistic orientation and stage six, the universal-ethical-principle orientation are the final stages within this third level (Kohlberg, 1975).
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (1963) suggests that morality is something that an individual progresses through throughout their life. Lower stages are integrated into the higher stages and moral thought is ‘reorganised’ when progressing to a higher stage (Colby and Kohlberg, 1987). Moral reasoning levels or stages, once reached, are expected to influence all moral decisions with consistency (Kohlberg, 1984). Kohlberg does say, however, that some minor decalage may occur in some contexts, in other words, not all moral conflicts may be accessed by the highest level of moral reasoning and lower stages may creep in (Colby and Kohlberg, 1987; Carpendale, 2000).
Colby and colleagues (1983) found, through longitudinal research, that participants previously at low stages progressed forwards in the stages as suggested. Both this and another study with similar methodology, supported that stages one-through-five were perhaps universal (Rest 1983, as cited in, Gross, 2020). By following multiple participants in this way, it can provide insight into changes over time and allow for cause-and-effect to be hypothesised more accurately (Smith, 2024). However, longitudinal research is expensive and time consuming and therefore hard to replicate and check for validity of findings (Smith, 2024).
This consistency of individuals staying at their highest stages has been called into question (Carpendale, 2000). When given workplace business scenarios participants generally used stage two reasoning in Carpendale and Kreb’s (1995) studies despite having scored higher when answering Kohlberg’s (1984) moral dilemma scenarios (Carpendale and Kreb, 1995). The study linked monetary incentive as a possible reason (Carpendale and Kreb, 1995), highlighting that more than slight decalage may occur in situations where morality can be seen as less integral to outcomes. Krebs and Denton (2005) posited that moral reasoning can be used to exploit others and to justify immoral behaviours. 
Several other studies have seen participants use stages lower than they have scored for when given scenarios different to Kohlberg’s own (Krebs et al., 1991; Bartek et al., 1993). One conclusion from these results is that individuals call upon different stages based on context, not base moral reasoning of the highest stage reached (Krebs et al., 1991). From one perspective, ‘horizontal decalage’ should be expected as this constructivist theory needs fine-tuning by the developing child (Chapman and Lindenberger, 1988), but on the other hand moral reasoning variability is not consistent with a sequential stage theory (Siegler, 1996).
Implications of moral plasticity may imply that Kohlberg’s stages (1963) need to be viewed from a moral relativism lens, which in turn questions the validity of his last and sixth stage. The universal-ethical-principle, which by his own admittance not many will reach (Kohlberg, 1984), sits within the educated western view. A stage that relies upon choosing and knowing philosophical principles, such as utilitarianism (Vardy and Grosch, 1999), and knowledge of rights and equality (Kohlberg, 1975). It is a privileged position to have access to this knowledge, be educated on it and have the proficient eloquence to express it (Shweder et al., 1987). Arguably, there may be no sixth stage (Kohlberg, 1978) and if there is, the ability to express moral reasoning should not dictate stages if this is to be a true cognitive-developmental theory. 
There are also more recent concerns regarding the hierarchy of the stages, something that could implicate a ‘better’ or ‘worse’ morality, even if Kohlberg (1975) assures that this is not the case. Kohlberg’s theory states that not everyone develops at the same pace and not everyone advances along the stages of moral reasoning (Edwards, 1975). Universality of Kohlberg’s theory (Kohlberg and Kramer, 1969) does not hold up to cross-cultural empirical research (Edwards, 1975). This may be due to fundamental cultural discourse differences, the historical context of which may be considered right or wrong in a way that aligns with the discursive formations of that specific place (Foucault, 1972). 
Researchers interviewed moral leaders in Kenya who grew up in rural villages and found that they were at stage 3 (conventional level) of Kohlberg’s stages of moral development (Edwards, 1975). Edwards (1975) suggested that for this setting and community that governs under flexible guidelines and has no need for far-reaching institutions of law, that stage 3 is sufficient. When compared with those living in Kenyan cities with university-level education, who were on average reaching stage 4, corroborates the suggestion of necessary moral relativism based on culture and institutions (Edwards, 1975). When children grow up in a society that has legal institutional authorities, they may construct a different view of moral reasoning from the child who grew up with community values policing individuals (Edwards, 1975). Kohlberg’s theory is potentially ethnocentric. 
Kohlberg’s focusing on moral development has splintered even further since, with similarly focused developmental theories covering prosocial reasoning (Eisenberg and Spinrad, 2014). Prosocial reasoning looks at empathy as the important building block for responding to others in social situations (Spinrad and Eisenberg, 2014). Empathy is also an important component for Kohlberg’s theory as he states that there is a universal tendency for role taking and empathy which highlights the fundamental nature of morality (Kohlberg, 1975). This view of empathy as a building block to human connection, whether through morality (Kohlberg, 1975; Hoffman, 2000), response to distress (Eisenberg and Spinrad, 2014), or in the necessary and sufficient conditions for personality change to occur in therapy (Rogers, 1957), seems ever-present in psychological pedagogy.
Understanding and flexibility of practice with stages in mind could help to build forward momentum within education. Kohlberg’s realisation that real pertinent cases of moral judgment could help to build solid foundations for school pupils’ later stage progression is evident in his own practice (Olson, 2011). The Cluster School had a Discipline Committee that, on democratic principles, committed to regular discussions between faculty and students about issues of discipline and fairness (Kohlberg, 1975; Olson, 2011). The purpose of this was to model that schools should help develop solid foundations of the conventional moral stages (Kohlberg, 1963). 
School programs that aim to help prosocial behaviour development (Spinrad and Eisenberg, 2014) and those that imitate the Discipline Committee’s approach (Olson, 2011) are interventions designed to increase empathy-related and moral reasoning. Olson (2011) said that this collaboration of teacher and student is giving the students access to shared power within the institution. However, on the topic of morality of pedagogy, power may never truly be shared by those with (the teachers) to those without (the students) (Freire, 1968/1973). If power is handed down to the students it is extending the power of the teachers (Freire, 1974/2013), furthering the institutionalised dynamics and exposing students to discourse. Institutions could see themselves as imparting moral reasoning, but Foucauldian discourse analysis would see this as influencing knowledge formation amongst young people through the school system (Foucault, 1975/2020; Smith, 2024). 
Power and colleagues (2011) have indicated students can be impacted by the atmosphere of a school, if students do not deem it a moral institution they will struggle to make positive moral judgments. This is similar to what Kohlberg stated about prisons, prisoners struggle to move away from the preconventional stages when incarcerated as they view the institution as morally dubious (Kohlberg, 1975). In Connecticut a Just Community Model was attempted that mirrored the Discipline Committee in the Cluster School (Kohlberg et al., 1975). This unit ran for ten years, but under the researchers’ own admission is difficult to set up and maintain, as it requires both inmates and prison officers to concede the traditional power structures that they are used to (Kohlberg et al., 1975).
With ease-of-access to information for many people via social media it’s important to consider how moral reasoning could potentially impact how an individual interacts with online discourse (Bulmash, 2024). Individuals with lower sensitivity to moral reasoning are perhaps less aware of social and moral norms and may repost hateful content (Ge, 2020). This interaction between online content and the individual differences found across levels of moral reasoning could be pertinent to understanding this other cultural realm (Klein et al, 2023). Online spaces are accessible to people at most, if not all, stages of development and therefore it is important to investigate what, if any, interaction is present between it and moral reasoning.
Bulmash (2024) looked at online spaces using Kohlberg’s moral stages (1963) to investigate any correlation between those moral stages and social media impact (Bulmash, 2024). By linking the moral development stages with both moral relativism and moral intuitionism levels, Bulmash (2024) used regression models to investigate the multiple interactions of the forementioned on social media use and institutional trust. Lower stages of Kohlberg’s theory (1975) can be said to share similar markers with high relativism (e.g. autonomous thinking) (Coyne et al., 2005). Higher stages of Kohlberg’s theory (1975) require the opposite of intuition-based morality in that it requires reason and consideration (Capraro and Cococcioni, 2015), so those with high intuitionism aren’t likely to be critical or evaluate information (Pennycook and Rand, 2019) on social media.
Bulmash (2024) found that different stages of moral development (Kohlberg, 1975) moderated the relationship between institutional trust and social media. This study could have been affected by response biases as it relied on self-reported survey data (Bulmash, 2024), and the researcher themselves suggests that further inquiry using qualitative methods would be more beneficial to understanding the moral reasoning behind content interaction.
Recent research on the developmental study of morality has been more holistic, and newer theories have focused on the social contexts that influence children and young people (Malti et al., 2021). Prosocial responsibility (Eisenberg and Spinrad, 2014) and care (Gilligan, 1977) have seen emotional importance be placed in with morality (Malti et al., 2021). This is particularly pertinent as Gilligan (1977) argued for more care to be placed into moral development nearly 50 years ago (at time of writing) in response to Kohlberg’s moral theory (1963). Gilligan argued that women experience moral dilemmas that are almost inescapably contextual and interwoven with relational tenacity, like that of abortion, and to measure them on the same scale would be a disservice to the experience of anyone not masculine in nature (Gilligan, 1977). Her initial research could be called into question for reverse bias as it was conducted only on women but did lead to her proposing separate female stages (Gilligan and Attanucci, 1988). Now integration sees care, fairness and justice present in developmental understanding of moral reasoning across genders, which includes the emotional components (Malti et al., 2021). 
Emotional experiencing can impact both current and future moral decisions and behaviours in adolescents (Krettenauer et al, 2013; Eisenberg, 2000). Guilt has been shown to promote moral behaviour and moderate immoral behaviours, with even the expectation of guilt preventing immoral action (Malti, 2016). This interplay and effect have been measured with parents of adolescents to investigate coregulation and conflict (Hollenstein and Tsui, 2019). As Malti and colleagues (2021) point out, this could be extended, perhaps to investigate the peer relationship dynamic, perhaps to further build upon the formal operational stage (Piaget, 1932/1977) and stage three of Kohlberg’s theory (Kohlberg, 1975). 
In conclusion, Kohlberg’s (1975) contribution to the development of moral reasoning has been far reaching, spreading into the moral understanding of pedagogy (Olson, 2011), research areas and culture. Kohlberg’s original theory was discursive social constructivism of approved morality in which his role as an educator and as academic placed him within the institutional structure which his theories arguable serve to legitimize. Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Kohlberg, 1963) is applicable to different contexts and sits within the specific social and political contexts that people are living their lives. Some of the contexts covered (prisons (Kohlberg, 1975), schools (Kohlberg 1975; Olson 2011; Spinrad and Eisenberg, 2014), rural/urban etc (Edwards, 1975) cut across lifespan, and involve many moral challenges on an interpersonal (Malti et al., 2021) and societal level.
Kohlberg’s version of moral reasoning was seen as a cognitive reasoning issue to be taken into different arenas universally (Kohlberg,1963) and was adapted as such. More recent contributions have taken the principles of moral reasoning towards a more holistic approach (Malti et al., 2021) with a moral relativistic stance. By flexibly adapting and being aware of cultural and contextual differences researchers can shift into areas of relational matters (Hollenstein and Tsui, 2019) and delve into deeper understanding of the emotional complexity (Gilligan, 1997; Eisenberg, 2000) of moral reasoning throughout development (Malti et al.,2021). As the digital world continues to spread into daily discourse (Bulmash, 2024), Kohlberg’s (1963) theory is still contributing to our understanding (Bulmash, 2024) of different arenas we find ourselves navigating throughout our lifespan.
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