











Component One: Essay
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.
Developmental Psychology and Individual Differences (ECPS5014)
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          Moral reasoning has played a pivotal role in developmental psychology by enabling individuals to justify judgments about right and wrong. One of the most influential explanations of its development is Kohlberg's (1958) cognitive-developmental theory, which argues that moral reasoning progresses through a universal sequence of qualitatively distinct stages. The theory conceptualised moral development as a structured transformation in the logic sustaining moral judgements, culminating in principled reasoning grounded in the abstract values of justice and human rights. This profoundly shaped late twentieth-century research, educational practice, and philosophical discussions surrounding moral development (Moody-Adams, 2025). However, the strengths of Kohlberg’s proposal, specifically the universality and invariance of the stage progression, have generated substantial controversy. Research investigating individual differences across cultures raises inquiries about whether postconventional reasoning represents a universal endpoint of development or reflects Western, individualist moral importance (Dorota Czyżowska, 2008). Similarly, lifespan perspectives complicate the perception of linear progression, suggesting that moral reasoning may plateau, vary across contexts, or be shaped by identity, emotion, and social experience well beyond adolescence (Jenson et al., 2020). Further analyses have critiqued the theory’s emphasis on justice reasoning, reliance on theoretical dilemmas, and its inadequate attention to the gendered and relational dimensions of morality (Muus et al., 1998). 
             This essay critically discusses the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory to current understandings of moral reasoning, with particular reference to individual differences across culture and the lifespan. It argues that although Kohlberg's stage model is restricted by cultural bias, methodological constraints, and an overly rationalist conception of morality, it remains foundational. Its enduring involvement lies not in the universality of its specific stages but in establishing moral reasoning as a developmental construct shaped by cognitive growth, social context, and ongoing theoretical refinement.
              The cognitive-development framework advanced by Kohlberg draws on constructivist theories of knowledge, stage models of cognitive development, and a philosophical emphasis on rational, principled morality (Boom, 1989). Its theoretical foundations can be related to three significant intellectual influences. The theory consisted of six sequential stages organised into three broader levels: preconventional, conventional and postconventional morality. Firstly, Kohlberg's theory develops directly from the work of Piaget (1919), particularly Piaget’s theory of moral development in children. Piaget argued that children actively construct moral understanding through interaction with their social environment. Kohlberg adopted the ideas that moral development is stage-like and sequential, that development reflects qualitative structural changes in reasoning, and a constructive assumption that children actively build moral concepts rather than passively absorb norms. Additionally, Kohlberg extended Piaget's two broad stages into a more differentiated six-stage model across childhood through adulthood (Minnameier, 2001). Kohlberg's theory is frequently described as cognitive-structural, indicating that development concerns change in the form or structure of reasoning rather than its specific content. The theory emphasises that moral judgements are profoundly linked to cognitive development, in which progression through stages displays increasingly complex and abstract ways of thinking about moral issues. The approach aligns with the broader cognitive developmental paradigm, which views moral maturity as dependent on the development of cognitive abilities (Gibbs et al., 2019). Furthermore, the theory emphasises justice reasoning by defining moral development predominantly in terms of how individuals reason about fairness, right, equality, and rules when making moral judgements. Justice is regarded as an organising principle of moral thought, and progression through the stages reflects progressively advanced ways of reasoning about these principles (Kazlauskas et al., 2008). Kohlberg also drew on research in role-taking and social cognition. Increasing capacity to implement others' perspectives was identified as a mechanism driving development through stages. As individuals improve at understanding multiple perspectives, their moral reasoning becomes less egocentric and more socially coordinated (Rest et al., 2000). 
          Gibbs et al. (2007) noted that Kohlberg's methodology for developing his theory of moral development involved qualitative research, including interviews and moral dilemmas. The most well-known dilemma used in his research was the HEINZ dilemma, in which a man must decide whether to steal a drug he cannot afford to save his dying wife, where they explained what the person in the dilemma should do and why. Kohlberg then analysed the responses using a scoring system that focused on the structure of the participant’s reasoning rather than the specific decision they made. This allowed him to identify patterns in moral reasoning and develop his stages of moral development. However, some criticism of this methodology has been raised, including that the theory is predominantly grounded on justice-based reasoning (Locke et al., 1979). The original research relied on a Western sample, and the participants were mostly male, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other cultures and genders (Weinreich et al., 1997).
         Baykovskaya (2013) stated that a fundamental claim of Kohlberg's theory is that the stages of moral reasoning are culturally universal. The theory argued that although specific moral values and social norms vary across societies, the underlying structure of moral reasoning unfolds through the same sequence of stages across cultures. Gibbs et al. (2007) expressed that similarly, individuals progress from self-focused reasoning in early stages to increasingly abstract and principled forms of moral thought as cognitive abilities develop. Within this framework, post-conventional reasoning corresponds to the highest level of moral maturity, where individuals assess laws and social rules according to wider principles such as justice, equality and human rights. At this stage, moral judgments are not solely directed by authority or social expectations, but by internalised ethical principles that can be applied universally (Czyzowska et al., 1996). Therefore, Kohlberg argued that moral development reflects a universal developmental progression toward increasingly complex forms of reasoning surrounding justice. However, this strong claim of universality has been widely debated, specifically by researchers who argue that cultural differences in moral values and social priorities may impact how moral reasoning advances and is expressed (Simpson et al., 1974). 
         Cross-cultural research has played a crucial role in evaluating Kohlberg's universal claims. Kohlberg reasoned that although moral values and norms may differ across societies, the underlying structure of moral reasoning develops through the same sequence of stages universally. Baek et al. (2002) provided partial support for this universality, particularly for the first four stages, which appear consistent across cultures. However, evidence regarding the universality of the later stages is less conclusive, raising questions regarding whether these stages represent socialisation rather than universal developmental milestones. Their study compared moral development in different cultural groups, such as Korean and British children, and found that while the general stages can be recognised, cultural influences affect the use of moral orientations and the understanding of moral reasoning, suggesting that Kohlberg's theory may not fully capture culturally specific moral concepts (Baek et al., 2002). Sachdeva et al. (2011) researched moral cognition and highlighted challenges to the universalist framework. They argued that moral cognition and reasoning may not be universally structured, as moral systems serve different roles across cultures. This perspective indicates that the universalist approach might underestimate the role of culture in shaping moral reasoning and that moral cognition may vary significantly in how the moral domain is conceptualised among societies (Sachdeva et al., 2011).
          However, stronger claims regarding the universality of the postconventional level have been far more controversial. Huang (1993) argued limitations in Kohlberg’s universality claims and that Kohlberg’s model is grounded in a deontological framework, which may not align with moral traditions across cultures, such as Aristotelian virtue ethics or Confucian moral thought. These traditions emphasise different moral rationales, showing that Kohlberg's postconventional level does not fully capture moral reasoning across diverse cultural frameworks. Additionally, Stander et al. (1993) critiqued the universality of Kohlberg’s post-conventional moral stage, particularly its applicability across different genders and cultural contexts. They also explored Gilligan's (1982) proposal that there are two possible moral orientations, justice and caring.  Gilligan criticised Kohlberg’s stage theory as it proceeds toward a single orientation of justice and autonomy. Both women and non-Western cultures have been accused of failure to achieve Kohlberg's post-conventional stage of moral reasoning. In support of this critique, Falikowski (1982) expressed that women tend to favour a caring orientation, while some non-Western cultures, such as the Chinese population, may emphasise justice-oriented moral reasoning differently than Kohlberg’s model predicts. This suggests Kohlberg’s postconventional stage may not fully capture the moral cognition of diverse groups, indicating limitations in its universality. In contrast, Czyzowska et al. (1996) conducted research in Poland, and the findings support Kohlberg's proposal of a universal model of development, suggesting that the underlying organisation of moral thought, including the post-conventional level, can be observed across cultures. Research has shown that reasoning corresponding to these stages is observed far less frequently in many non-Western societies. This pattern is particularly evident in collectivist cultures, where moral reasoning frequently accentuates group obligations, community responsibilities, and respect for authority rather than the prioritisation of individual rights (Sachdeva et al., 2011). From Kohlberg's perspective, such reasoning would typically be classified within the conventional level, suggesting that individuals in these cultures have not accomplished the highest stages of moral development. Critics argue that this understanding risks imposing Western standards of moral maturity onto culturally distinctive moral systems (Volovchuk et al., 2024).
          Researchers have challenged the theory that Kohlberg’s stages represent a universally valid hierarchy of moral reasoning. Shweder et al. (2013) suggest moral reasoning is deeply embedded within cultural systems of meaning and social practice. According to their perspective, Western moral traditions emphasise autonomy, individual rights and justice, reflecting broader cultural values associated with individualism. In contrast, many collectivist cultures prioritise values such as social harmony, loyalty, and hierarchical relationships. Their work emphasises that moral reasoning cannot be fully understood without considering the cultural narratives and social differences that inform moral perspectives. This shows that moral reasoning that focuses on sustaining group cohesion and fulfilling social obligations may represent culturally appropriate moral maturity rather than a lower stage of development. In comparison, moral reasoning may be domain-specific rather than stage-based. From this perspective, individuals may draw on different moral frameworks varying depending on the type of moral issue under consideration, such as interpersonal relationships, religious norms or social authority. Therefore, moral development may involve learning to navigate several culturally shaped domains of moral understanding rather than progressing toward a specific universal stage of moral reasoning (Young et al., 2012).
         A major criticism of Kohlberg’s theory concerns its strong justice bias, which prioritises moral reasoning based on rights, fairness, and equality while overlooking other moral concerns. Haidt et al. (2007) work on moral reasoning emphasises that it is grounded in multiple intuitive foundations rather than a single principle of justice. They proposed that moral reasoning is based on multiple intuitive foundations rather than a single justice principle. Their moral foundations theory identifies several core moral domains, including care, fairness, loyalty, authority and sanctity, which vary across cultures and social groups. From this perspective, Kohlberg’s theory captures only a limited fragment of the broader moral landscape, particularly values linked with Western liberal societies. 
          A crucial debate in the evaluation of the theory proposed by Kohlberg concerns the conflict between cultural relativism and structural universality. Kohlberg sustained that although cultures differ in their specific moral values, the underlying cognitive structure of moral reasoning develops through a universal sequence of stages (Gibbs et al., 2007). According to Locke (1979), cultural differences affect the content of reasoning used to justify judgments. They raised questions about whether the stages of Kohlberg’s theory truly represent universal cognitive structures or whether they reflect culturally shaped moral frameworks embedded within Western philosophical traditions. One predominant issue in this debate concerns whether lower rates of postconventional reasoning examined in many non-Western societies should be interpreted as an indication of developmental limitation or simply as the appearance of different moral priorities. Within Kohlberg’s theory, reasoning that prioritises social roles, respect for authority, or obligations to family and community is characterised within the conventional level (Sham et al., 2001). Cortese et al. (1984) critiqued this classification as it unfairly positions collectivist moral perspectives as less advanced, even when such reasoning reflects complex engagement with culturally valued moral principles. This suggests that moral development cannot be evaluated using a single universal hierarchy because moral systems are shaped by distinct social, religious and historical contexts.
Alternatively, Gibbs et al. (2007) defended aspects of Kohlberg’s theory, suggesting that his stages may capture general structural features of reasoning, such as increasing perspective-taking and coordination of competing viewpoints. From this perspective, individuals across cultures may obtain similar cognitive capacities for complex moral reasoning even if the moral principles they prioritise differ significantly. This shows that Kohlberg’s theory may still offer insight into the development of formal moral reasoning structure, specifically the increasing complexity with which individuals justify moral decisions. However, the framework may be less successful in capturing the full range of culturally embedded moral cognition, including cultural norms and community obligations. This highlights the importance of integrating cognitive developmental processes with culturally specific moral systems, rather than assuming a single universal pathway toward moral maturity (Moody Adams et al., 2025).
          A further area of debate surrounding the theory proposed by Kohlberg concerns individual differences in moral reasoning across the lifespan. In his theory, postconventional reasoning, characterised by the evaluation of laws according to principles of justice and human rights, typically begins to emerge in late adolescence or early adulthood. This implies that moral development largely cumulates during this developmental period. (Heilbrun et al.,1990). However, Armon et al. (1997) found that many adults never reach the postconventional stage, with most individuals maintaining conventional-level reasoning throughout adulthood. This raises questions about whether postconventional reasoning represents a universal developmental endpoint or a more context-dependent form of reasoning influenced by social experience, education and culture.
        Lifespan developmental perspectives further challenge the perception that moral reasoning stabilises once adulthood is reached. Jaurigue (1991) discussed Erikson's (1950) Psychosocial development theory, which is proposed similarly to Kohlberg’s theory. Identity formation and social roles continue to evolve throughout adulthood, potentially shaping how individuals interpret moral issues. This shows that moral reasoning cannot be completely understood without the consideration of broader developmental processes involving relationship, identity and social responsibility. Similarly, Rest et al. (2000) built on Kohlberg’s views and proposed that moral reasoning can plateau, develop unevenly and shift in response to education and social experience. Higher education and exposure to diverse perspectives can be associated with the increased likelihood of post-conventional reasoning, suggesting that moral development can be shaped by sociopolitical and educational environments rather than simply age-related cognitive maturation.
        In addition, research from Markoulis (1989) challenges Kohlberg’s theory; they expressed that adults may integrate considerations such as professional responsibilities, interpersonal relationships and emotional consequences when making moral judgements. This implies that mature moral reasoning may involve a more contextual and integrative form of thinking than what was proposed by Kohlberg's theory. Furthermore, Kohlberg’s theory assumes that more advanced reasoning should lead to more ethical behaviour. However, research has found only a moderate or weak correlation between individuals’ stage of moral reasoning and their actual behaviour in real-world situations (Beißert et al.,2016). These findings suggest that Kohlberg’s theory may overemphasise rational cognitive structures while underestimating the roles of emotion, identity development and situational influences across the lifespan (Thomson et al., 2012).
          Gender-based critiques have also played a notable role in highlighting individual differences within moral development theory. In particular, West et al. (1984) expressed Gilligan’s (1982) argument that the model proposed by Kohlberg reflects a primarily male justice-oriented perspective, emphasising abstract reasoning about rights, rules and fairness. Gilligan’s critique was highly influential in broadening the understanding of morality beyond a justice-based framework. 
            In conclusion, the cognitive-developmental theory proposed by Lawrence Kohlberg has made a significant and lasting contribution to the psychological understanding of moral reasoning. By conceptualising morality as a developmental process shaped by cognitive growth, Kohlberg provided one of the first systematic frameworks for examining how individuals justify moral judgments across childhood and adulthood. His stage model encouraged extensive empirical research and has established moral reasoning as a central topic within developmental psychology. However, a critical examination of the theory highlights several important limitations. Cross-cultural research challenges the claim that postconventional reasoning represents a universal endpoint of moral development, suggesting instead that moral reasoning is shaped by culturally embedded values such as social harmony, duty and authority. Similarly, lifespan perspectives indicate that moral reasoning does not necessarily progress in a linear or universal sequence, as development may plateau, fluctuate, or be influenced by educational, social, and contextual experiences throughout adulthood. Additional critiques, including gender-based analyses and contemporary moral psychology, further suggest that Kohlberg’s model overemphasises justice reasoning while underrepresenting relational, emotional and situational dimensions of morality. Ultimately, while Kohlberg’s stage theory may not fully capture the diversity and complexity of moral reasoning across cultures and the lifespan, its greatest contribution lies in providing a foundational framework that continues to shape contemporary debates about how morality develops within social, cultural and developmental contexts.
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