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Kohlberg’s theory of moral development discusses the idea that people go through six stages of moral reasoning development, from the preconventional stage, which includes 3–7-year-olds, the conventional stage which includes 8–13-year-olds and the postconventional stage which is thought to be achieved by adulthood. Each stage discusses reasons why people make moral decisions. For example, during the preconventional stage, most moral decisions according to Kohlberg are made as a result avoiding punishment, and self-interest, meaning that all moral decisions are made as a result of the persons desires, i.e. not wanting to get in trouble with parent or teacher. At the conventional stage, moral decisions are made as a result of external ethics, for example, if a person’s peers do not like bullying, then the person will not like or take part in bullying. Alongside this, the moral decisions in this stage are also influenced by laws, and a desire to follow societal rules. In the final stage of postconventional moral development, the person has begun to develop their own moral compass and begins to act according to higher ethical principles. 
Kohlberg’s theory has formed the basis of most western based studies, with their theory being used as a key point in the modern day understanding of moral development. Moral reasoning, according to Richardson et al (2003) is defined as “reasoning directed towards deciding what to do, and if successful issuing an intention”. Essentially moral reasoning is doing something, and then if you do something, deciding why you did it. In comparison, non-western studies do not use the same structure, to identify moral development. Wilhelm et al (2016) conducted a cross-culture study to identify comparable points between cultures. They found that Asian trading companies did not produce results similar to those found in western countries.
The main focus of this essay is identifying the contributions that Kohlberg’s theory of moral development had on current understanding of the development of moral reasoning.
A major criticism for Kohlberg theory is that when developing the levels of moral development, Kohlberg did not account for the context behind morality, or the cultural values that impact moral reasoning (Krebs, 2005). Kohlberg mainly focused on categorising the different stages of moral development, trying to blanket all aspects of it under one set of stages, failing to account for the variations that will appear in different cultures. 
Curry et al (2016) focused on the evolutionary aspects of moral development, including the nature of internal mechanisms, which result in moral reasoning. Curry suggests that repaying debts, and the avoidance of conflict, alongside the unwillingness to cause harm to other people links back to the survival of humanity, even as far back as neanderthals. Avoiding conflict with members of one’s family, and people that we care for, is an instinct that has evolved with us since the beginning of our evolution. This is reflected in many of the well-known idioms, such as “an eye for an eye makes everyone blind” and “justice is blind”. Bentahila et al (2021) discusses how an action that is morally acceptable in one culture is often not in another, depending on the cultures traditions and values.
Their example was the historic implications of same sex marriages and the view of divorce. In some cultures, and religions, both of these are morally wrong and unacceptable, whereas in others, there is little to no problem with these events. In the United Kingdom alone there were over one-hundred-thousand divorces last year alone, in some cultures, that would be unacceptable. Referring back to Curry, they discuss how cooperative traits were more likely to be passed down, as cooperation led to higher survival chances in hostile environments. He further states that due to our long history as social beings, avoiding harming others in our social circles is instinctively avoided. Combining this with the biological factors, brought in via evolution, humanity has grown and evolved to instinctively develop some level of moral reasoning, as a result of our need for cooperation, and social motivation. This would also help explain the reasons for cultural differences in moral reasoning, as different social groups would have adapted to rely on different survival measures, whilst still keeping some common morals as seen in the 27 countries that universally agree with Kohlberg’s theory (Bentahila, 2021)
Kohlberg theory mainly focused on social factors, as they developed their levels of moral development scale. As such they did not factor in the evolutionary reasoning which was discussed by Curry et al (2016). The main critiques of Curry’s study are that it discusses human evolution, including factors from millions of years ago, so it cannot be directly applied to common day morality, as we cannot prove why these traits were developed. Curry specifically states in their conclusion that most of the modern-day morality is based on predictions of past morality.
As mentioned, prior, Wilhelm et al (2016) conducted a cross-culture study to investigate the differences in moral reasoning between western and non-western cultures. They found that the results produced by southeastern Asian countries was not the same as those produced from western countries. In order to test these differences, the Defining Issues Test (DTI) which is used to measure levels of moral reasoning and the Values Survey Module (VSM) (Hofstede, 2013) which is used to compare culturally influential values between two different cultures. The DTI and VSM tests were used to gain physical values to allow for direct comparison between the levels of moral reasoning in western and non-western cultures, including the impact that cultural points may have upon the moral reasoning levels. 
The findings of this study were that the moral reasoning for participants in Thailand was based around maintaining the status quo, comparable to the conventional stage of Kohlberg’s moral development theory. It was highlighted that the majority of the participants fell into the aforementioned category, of wanting to maintain the status quo. In comparison, the moral reasoning found in the participants from the USA were found to be a mix of self-interest, and higher-level moral reasoning. These can be compared to the first level of Kohlberg’s theory, but also the last level as well. This contrast suggests that there is a significant cultural difference when discussing the levels of moral reasoning, as the deviation in moral reasoning for Thailand was minimal, in contrast to the differences in the participants from the USA, who showed reasoning from both the top and bottom of the moral development levels.
Whilst the findings of this study can be applied to the wider student population of both Thailand and The United States, Wilhelm did state that due to the studies elongated timeframe, it is likely that some level of higher management was involved in the production of the results. as such in order to be fully applied to the wider population, significantly more results need to be acquired, from multiple different sources. 
Similarly to Wilhelm (2016), Bentahila et al (2021) wanted to study the difference in the development of moral reasoning, in individualistic western cultures, and collectivistic eastern cultures. they wanted to be able to explain the cultural features that impact the development of moral reasoning. their hypothesis was that the persons culture affected the environment in which someone was raised, and as such it affected the development of moral reasoning. If a person is raised in an environment by a culture with particularly strong morals in one area, they are likely to develop the same moral reasoning, instead of developing morals that are not seen in their culture, and if there are cultural patterns for moral development in both western and eastern cultures.
They conducted a cross-culture questionnaire to identify the rate at which Kohlberg’s moral development theory was accepted, and the conclusion that they came up with was that according to 45 studies in 27 countries, the theory is universally accepted to be accurate (Snarey 2014). Furthermore, another study conducted using similar studies, identified that the first two stages of Kohlberg’s moral development are universally accepted in even more countries, with only the final stage having differences. 
Finally, Lo et al (2020) conducted a cross-culture study on judgement in cultural contexts. They used people from Chinese, Canadian and Chinese-Canadian backgrounds to make up their sample. The participant, ranging from ages 7-17, were shown text-based scenarios where one person told lies which protected others, or told the truth which resulted in harming others. They were then given questions which allowed them to evaluate the text and place them on a 7-point scale ranking the justification for either telling the truth or lying. According to Lo, cultural differences did appear in each group. For example, the Canadians answered with results that lined up with the typical results form participants form individualistic cultures, likewise the Chinese participants answered with results that lined up with the collectivistic answers. Finally, the Chinese-Canadian participants were subject to significant variety in their answers, with some being heavily collectivistic or individualistic, and some appearing in-between both. Lo also found that participants who were older, were significantly more likely to answer with results that swung to one extreme or the other, either individualistic or collectivistic, instead of appearing in the middle. In contrast participants on the younger end of the spectrum, didn’t have as extreme answers, in comparison to those of the older participants.
The main reasons behind the judgements were categorised into one of four different reasons, consideration of self, consideration of others, consideration of the situation, and Moral judgements. Moral judgements referred to answers that focused on the positive, or negative, for example telling the truth or lying. Consideration of self, focused on the person who told the lie or the truth. Consideration of others focused on the outcome that the truth or lie had on the group as a whole. And finally, the consideration of the situation corresponded to the context in which the lie or truth was needed. Lo discovered that among the three groups, Chinese, Canadian and Chinese-Canadian, the agreement rate was approximately 81%, meaning that in each group, roughly 4/5 gave the same score for each situation, depending on their group. Lo’s results supported both Wilhelm (2016) and Bentahila (2021) idea that there is a difference in the development of moral reasoning in different cultures. Lo’s results highlighted that the Chinese participants, and the Canadian Participants developed awareness at a later age in comparison to the Chinese-Canadian participants.
To summarise Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is widely accepted to be one of the most accurate measures of moral development and has massively helped the understanding in regard to the development of moral reasoning. However, whilst Kohlberg’s theory is largely accepted, some dissatisfaction comes from the lack of cultural variation allowed in this theory, due to Kohlberg's focus on the stages of moral development, instead of the variation of moral development produced as a result of cultural differences. As such, whilst Kohlberg’s theory is applicable in most western cultures, it is less so in non-western cultures. Both Lo et al (2020) and Wilhelm et al (2016) use cross culture studies to identify the differences between cultures, and how that effects moral reasoning and the development of morals. As such, whilst it can be said that Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has helped in the understanding of current moral reasoning, it is not the only factor. Cultural differences do apply in relation to the development of moral reasoning, and Kohlberg’s theory does not cover these differences.
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