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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
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Kohlberg is a highly regarded cognitive-developmental theorist who shaped how psychologists understand moral development from adolescence into adulthood. He is seen as a pioneer in the study of morality, and his work remains highly relevant in current research and discussions about how moral reasoning develops (Crain, 2015). Moral development as a concept is important in psychology because it helps to explain how individuals learn to navigate the rules of the social world, make ethical decisions, manage interpersonal relationships, and develop a sense of responsibility across the lifespan, contributing to the broader question of what makes someone moral? (Malti & Ongley, 2014). Piaget's early work on moral development argued that children construct moral understanding through active engagement with the social world, particularly through peer interaction and rule-based play, progressing from heteronomous to autonomous reasoning (Piaget, 1932). Building on this cognitive-developmental foundation, Kohlberg extended Piaget's ideas into a formal stage theory, proposing six universal stages of moral reasoning grounded in justice-based principles, which become increasingly abstract (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958), and advanced across development (Kohlberg, 1981; Haffey, 1991). Kohlberg's theory has become an anchor for developing research and sparked debate in cultural variation (Snarey, 1985; Cowell et al., 2017), gender differences (Gilligan, 1982), and the assumption of fixed, universal stages (Rest, 1979; Krettenauer, 2022). As a result, considering individual differences across culture and the lifespan is important when critically evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of Kohlberg's contribution to moral development, with reference to an alternative theory (Heiphetz & Oishi, 2021).
To understand these debates, outline the key features of Kohlberg's theory. Kohlberg proposed a six-stage model of moral development in which each stage reflects a qualitatively different cognitive structure, building on Piaget's cognitive-developmental framework (Kohlberg, 1981; Piaget, 1932). Walker (1989) argued that Kohlberg's stages reflect qualitative shifts in the structures of moral reasoning, shaping how individuals interpret social interactions and moral expectations. At the pre-conventional level, moral reasoning is guided by external obedience and personal consequences, consistent with Piaget's view that young children treat rules as fixed and imposed by adults in heteronomous morality (Piaget, 1932). This suggests that early moral reasoning is shaped more by obedience than by internalised principles. As individuals move into the conventional level, reasoning is shaped by the desire to meet others' expectations and behave in socially approved ways. Research by Smetana (2006) shows that children and adolescents use moral reasoning to navigate the social world and shared norms, supporting Kohlberg's view that moral understanding becomes embedded within the wider social system (Kohlberg, 1981).
The post-conventional level involves evaluating social rules against broader ethical principles such as justice and human rights. This marks a shift towards independent moral judgement, where individuals begin to question social norms rather than simply accepting them as fact (Nucci, 2001). Research on principled reasoning shows that older adolescents and adults rely more on internalised moral principles rather than external social expectations when evaluating moral issues (Damon, 1988). However, work suggests that moral reasoning does not always progress in a linear sequence. Rest (1979) found that individuals may fluctuate between different forms of reasoning depending on the context, challenging Kohlberg's assumption of a fixed, invariant progression. The Neo-Kohlbergian model supports this view by arguing that moral development is schema-based and context-sensitive, linking to cultural differences, rather than strictly stage-based (Rest et al., 1999). Haidt's (2001) social intuitionist theory questions the idea of a stage-based sequence, suggesting that moral reasoning often relies on intuitive processes rather than deliberate, rational judgement. This focus on how people approach moral issues, interpret social situations, and develop their own moral values is central to Kohlberg's theory and helps explain why debates continue regarding its universality across cultures and age groups (Krettenauer, 2022).
Kohlberg used hypothetical vignettes to present social situations, with one of the most well-known being the Heinz dilemma, where participants decide whether it is moral for a man to steal a drug to save his dying wife (Kohlberg, 1981). Conceptually, he was interested in the justification behind the decision rather than the choice itself, as this reflects the individual’s stage of moral development. This approach fits his view that moral reasoning develops through increasingly complex cognitive structures and becomes more abstract across the stages. After all, what are moral issues if they are not social? Kohlberg viewed moral development as an aspect of cognitive development, suggesting that higher-order cognition, such as social perception and abstract thinking, supports progression through the stages (Kohlberg, 1981). A pinnacle point of his theory is the linear sequence it follows, with individuals universally progressing through the stages as they get older, without acknowledging cultural differences.
Kohlberg's model has several strengths that contribute to its influence within developmental psychology. One key strength is that it provides a clear developmental sequence showing how moral reasoning becomes increasingly complex. According to the theory, individuals move from self-interested reasoning toward more abstract and principled forms of moral thought (Kohlberg, 1981). This sequence has been supported by research, such as the longitudinal study conducted by Colby et al. (1983), which found that people generally progress through the stages in the order Kohlberg proposed, even if they do not reach the highest levels. The idea of development unfolding in structured stages is also consistent with broader developmental theory, as seen in Erikson's work (Erikson, 1950). Although Erikson's theory is not the focus of this essay, its stage-based nature reinforces the coherence of Kohlberg's framework and supports the view that psychological development often follows a sequential pattern from childhood into adulthood.
Cross-cultural research also supports Kohlberg's early stages. Snarey (1985) reviewed 45 different cultures and found that children and teenagers in many societies show similar patterns of moral development. The post-conventional stage is less common, but the fact that the early stages appear across so many cultures shows that Kohlberg's theory is not limited to Western societies. This suggests that the early stages reflect universal aspects of human moral development. As well as being supported across cultures, Kohlberg's theory is also closely linked to adolescence. This period is when young people develop more advanced thinking skills, allowing more abstract reasoning skills regarding justice and rights (Piaget, 1965). These cognitive changes mean adolescents can evaluate moral issues beyond personal consequences, which is essential for reaching Kohlberg's higher stages. Kohlberg's higher stage of the theory links to these new abilities (Kohlberg, 1981), which makes his theory relevant for explaining moral development during this age. Research by Rest (1979) supports this pattern, showing that children typically move from pre-conventional to conventional reasoning as they get older, and adolescents tend to have more complex moral reasoning. This developmental progression reinforces the idea that moral reasoning follows a predictable sequence rather than developing randomly. This supports Kohlberg's view that moral reasoning is systematic and develops across the lifespan (Colby et al., 1983).
Modern research frequently draws on Kohlberg's model as a foundational framework for understanding moral development (Gibbs, 2019). This is evident in Krettenauer's (2019) work on Moral Identity Theory. Hardy & Carlo (2011) argue that although this approach emphasises the role of emotion and identity in shaping moral behaviour, it still assumes that moral reasoning develops systematically over time. This shows that even newer perspectives continue to rely on the idea that moral reasoning becomes more sophisticated with age, reflecting the developmental pattern Kohlberg originally proposed (Narvaez & Lapsley, 2009). This continuity highlights one of Kohlberg's (1981) key insights: that moral understanding becomes increasingly complex from childhood into adulthood. The fact that newer theories build on, rather than replace, his framework demonstrates its enduring explanatory power (Rest et al., 1999). This ongoing influence suggests that Kohlberg's theory provides a stable foundation that later models can expand upon, rather than contradict. It also reinforces the idea that Kohlberg's model remains an essential starting point for understanding moral development across the lifespan (Thoma, 2006).
Kohlberg's impact extends beyond theory into methodology. His development of structured tools for assessing moral reasoning was significant and later inspired further measures such as the Defining Issues Test (Rest, 1979). These instruments enabled large-scale empirical research and helped establish moral development as a measurable psychological construct, strengthening the credibility of the theory. Kohlberg (1981) used hypothetical vignettes, such as the Heinz scenario, as a consistent and replicable method for assessing moral reasoning across individuals and cultures. These dilemmas allowed researchers to explore moral thinking in situations that would be unethical to study in real life. Gibbs (2019) supports this, noting that hypothetical dilemmas enable researchers to examine moral reasoning in a controlled yet meaningful way, which is why they have become a standard tool in moral development research. According to Kurtines and Gewirtz (1995), Kohlberg's methodological contribution is important because it provided researchers with reliable tools to study moral reasoning systematically, helping to establish the field as empirically grounded.
However, despite this cross-cultural support for the early stages, Kohlberg's broader claim of universality has been strongly challenged. Although the early stages appear across cultures, the higher stages largely reflect Western values that prioritise justice, individual rights, and personal autonomy. In many collectivist cultures, moral decisions are shaped more strongly by family obligations, group harmony, and social roles, meaning that Kohlberg's ‘higher’ reasoning does not represent the most advanced form of moral thought in those contexts (Shweder et al., 1997). Miller and Bersoff (1992) found a similar pattern using moral dilemmas, with Indian participants prioritising interpersonal responsibilities while American participants focused more on individual rights. This suggests that Kohlberg's system can make some culturally valued forms of reasoning appear less developed, not because they are simpler, but because they do not align with Western ideas about individualism and justice (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Turiel's Social Domain Theory supports this view in research showing that individuals differ in moral reasoning based on moral, social-conventional, and personal domains, rather than relying on a single justice-based moral hierarchy (Turiel, 1983). This suggests that Kohlberg's model oversimplifies moral reasoning by assuming one universal pathway and fails to recognise individual differences across cultures that do not centre on individual rights (Miller, 2001).
The hypothetical dilemmas also raise cultural issues. For example, the Heinz dilemma frames moral conflict in terms of personal rights versus legal obligations, which reflects Western moral priorities. In cultures where moral issues centre on maintaining social harmony and fulfilling relational duties, these dilemmas may fail to capture the full range of meaningful moral reasoning. Haidt, Koller and Dias (1993) found that Brazilian and Indian participants judged harmless but socially deviant acts (such as being rude to an older person) as morally wrong, reflecting cultural norms that Kohlberg's model does not recognise. Similarly, Shweder et al. (1997) showed that different cultures emphasise distinct moral codes based on hierarchy, family obligations and divinity, which fall outside of Kohlberg's justice-based framework. Together, this suggests that the theory overstates its universality and underestimates the extent to which culture shapes both the content and development of moral reasoning. These findings are similar to those from Haidt's Social Intuitionist Model, which suggests that moral judgement is driven by rapid, unconscious intuitions that are shaped by cultural norms, rather than by deliberate moral reasoning (Haidt, 2001). This further challenges Kohlberg's assumption that moral development follows a universal, reasoning-driven sequence, highlighting the role of culturally embedded intuitions and internalised emotional responses in shaping moral decisions (Haidt & Joseph, 2004).
There are also gender-related issues in Kohlberg's theory, as men and women are not equally represented in how their moral reasoning is evaluated. His model focuses mainly on justice, rules, and individual rights, which research suggests is more commonly associated with male patterns of reasoning. In contrast, many women tend to use moral reasoning based on care, relationships, and responsibilities. Lyons (1983) found that this relational style of reasoning is thoughtful and complex, yet it does not fit well within Kohlberg's justice-focused stages. A meta-analysis by Jaffee and Hyde (2000) also showed that women place more emphasis on care than justice.  As Kohlberg's scoring system rewards justice-based answers, care-based responses can be judged as “less developed,” even though they are equally sophisticated. This suggests that the model may not fully capture the range of moral reasoning across genders. Although Moral Identity Theory is often discussed in relation to lifespan development, it also helps explain gender differences in moral reasoning. It suggests that morality becomes part of a person's sense of self through relationships and care-based experiences (Aquino & Reed, 2002). This shows that care-focused reasoning is not a lower level of moral thought, but a different pathway that Kohlberg's justice-based model does not recognise (Gilligan, 1982).
Kohlberg also assumed that moral reasoning directly led to moral behaviour, but research shows that this link is weak (Blasi, 1980). People do not necessarily act in accordance with their stage of reasoning, suggesting that moral behaviour is shaped by emotional processing, moral identity, social pressures, and intuitive processes rather than reasoning alone. Haidt's (2001) social intuitionist model argues that moral judgements often arise from rapid, intuitive decisions, with reasoning occurring afterwards to justify them, which contradicts Kohlberg's claim that higher-stage reasoning drives moral action. Empirical work also supports this, showing that moral emotions such as guilt and empathy strongly predict prosocial behaviour (Malti & Ongley, 2014), weakening the idea that abstract reasoning is the primary indicator of moral conduct. Research on moral identity further demonstrates that individuals who view morality as central to the self behave more prosocially than those who do not (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). Situational factors also play a role, with classic studies showing that time pressure, social norms, and contextual cues can override moral reasoning entirely (Darley & Batson, 1973). Together, this evidence suggests that Kohlberg overestimated the causal power of reasoning and overlooked the influence of identity, emotion, and context within individual differences in how people make moral decisions. This has important implications for lifespan and cultural development, as emotional norms, social expectations, and identity formation vary widely across societies and adulthood (Heiphetz & Oishi, 2021). Consequently, the weak reasoning–behaviour link challenges the validity of Kohlberg's model and highlights the need for more integrative approaches that consider intuition, emotion, and sociocultural context (Krettenauer, 2022).
 Kohlberg's theory also faces challenges when applied across the lifespan, as it assumes that moral reasoning continues to progress into adulthood. However, research shows that many adults do not reach the post-conventional stage, and some even show declines in abstract reasoning with age (Krettenauer, 2022). This suggests that moral development is not always linear or upward. Longitudinal studies show that moral reasoning can plateau in adulthood, with many individuals remaining at the conventional level throughout life (Colby et al., 1983). This challenges Kohlberg's assumption that moral reasoning naturally becomes more principled with age. Research also shows that moral development in adulthood is influenced by life experiences, emotional maturity, and identity formation rather than by cognitive development alone (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). This means that moral reasoning may change in ways that Kohlberg's stage model does not account for. For example, Krettenauer (2019) found that moral identity becomes more important in adulthood, shaping moral behaviour more strongly than abstract reasoning. This suggests that moral development in adulthood is more complex and varied than Kohlberg proposed, and that individual differences play a significant role in shaping moral understanding across the lifespan. These findings challenge the idea that moral development follows a universal, stage-like progression and highlight the need for more flexible models that account for cultural, emotional, and identity-based influences on moral reasoning.
In conclusion, Kohlberg's theory has made a significant contribution to understanding moral development, offering a clear developmental sequence and a structured way to assess moral reasoning. His work has shaped decades of research and continues to influence contemporary theories. However, the evidence also suggests that his model is limited by cultural bias, gender differences, and an overemphasis on rational reasoning. Research shows that moral development is shaped by cultural norms, emotional processes, and identity formation, which Kohlberg's stage model does not fully capture. The assumption of universal, invariant stages is also challenged by findings that moral reasoning can fluctuate across contexts and does not always progress linearly across the lifespan. Although Kohlberg's theory remains a valuable foundation, contemporary research highights the need for more flexible and developmentally accurate models that recognise individual differences and the influence of culture, emotion, and identity. Nevertheless, Kohlberg's work remains an important starting point for understanding moral development and continues to shape how psychologists study the ways individuals make moral decisions across the lifespan.
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