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Kohlberg’s theory of moral development plays a central role in explaining how moral reasoning can change with age. This makes it remain a crucial topic for debates about moral judgement in developmental psychology (Choi et al., 2020, p.3). Its significance in the future, however, must largely rely on its ability to shed light on individual differences in moral reasoning in various cultural contexts and across the lifespan. Also, the applicability of the methods and assumptions to withstand critical examination is an additional determinant of its relevance (Krebs & Denton, 2005, p.629). Therefore, the purpose of this assignment is to create an essay that critically surveys Kohlberg's framework's contribution to modern conceptualisations of moral reasoning and assesses its major shortcomings and alternative interpretations in developmental psychology. It will assist the paper in drawing an evidence-based conclusion about the contemporary usage and interpretation of the theory. As a result, the entire work will prioritise both classic and recent research to obtain useful ideas that support the establishment of critical understandings.
[bookmark: _Toc221813411]2. Kohlberg’s Theory: Core Account
[bookmark: _Toc221813412]2.1 Piagetian Roots and Assumptions
Kohlberg’s stage account of moral reasoning is situated within the Piagetian tradition related to cognitive development. It essentially treats moral judgement as a form of reasoning that changes qualitatively over the course of development (Moral Development, p. 9). Kohlberg assumes that a sequence of stages reflects how individuals’ thought process progresses. This cognitive nature of the theory leads him to rely heavily on maturity and the resolution of cognitive conflict when people confront competing moral rules (McLeod, 2025).
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Fig. 1: Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development
 (McLeod, 2025)
It refers to the fact that Kohlberg's theory primarily emphasises reasoning, as it measures how a person reasons in responding to a moral action, rather than the manner in which an individual acts in practice. Hence, those spoken explanations are treated as evidence to determine a person’s underlying level or structure of moral reasoning (Zhang & Zhao, 2017, p. 2). Besides, another assumption driving the theoretical development is that social relations are not the primary engine of change. This invited critical scrutiny afterwards, claiming that the model underplays culture, context, and alternative moral voices (Gibbs et al., 2007, p. 443).
[bookmark: _Toc221813413]2.2 Stages/Levels and What Counts as More Advanced
There are three levels comprising six stages presented by Kohlberg: preconventional, conventional and postconventional. These consider moral development as a structural sequence rather than a set of learnt rules (Ma, 2013, p.4). At the lower levels, judgements are influenced by personal outcomes and short-term interests. At conventional levels, which involve the third and fourth stages, individuals adhere to societal rules to satisfy interpersonal needs and maintain societal order. Lastly, at postconventional levels, they assess laws against broader principles, looking beyond rigid rule compliance to focus more on human rights and justice (Fang et al., 2017, p. 2). According to Kohlberg's theory, transitioning from societal conformity to postconventional universal morality can lead an individual to higher levels of moral reasoning. This is characterised by decisions prioritising consistency, equity and human rights over local rules, thereby leading to better reasoning and ensuring fairness regardless of the situation or personal bias (Kohlberg, 1971, p.12). Empirically, the stage-based models also imply an ordered gradient from lower to higher forms, with relatively few adults scoring highly at the top level. This is consistent with the fact that postconventional reasoning is relatively uncommon (Söderhamn et al., 2011, p.165). Although the model compares people’s reasoning, higher stages provide only the theoretical understanding of thinking, not proven real-life moral behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc221813414]2.3 Method and Evidence Base
Kohlberg’s evidence base relied on the Moral Judgment Interview. Participants were required to respond to structured moral dilemmas and were intensively probed to explain and generalise their choices (Lind, 1989, p. 392). With the aim of classifying the use of stages, scoring focuses on the structure of reasoning in their responses rather than the specific content of the values they endorse. This method supported cross-sectional and longitudinal programmes and intercultural tests of stage sequence. Nonetheless, its strength lies in carefully adapting dilemma content and interview language to participants’ contexts (Bentahila et al., 2021, p. 2). Lind (1989, p. 392) underscores the critical importance of probing to assess the moral judgement stage alongside eliciting the most advanced reasoning a person can produce. This highlights vulnerability to verbal ability and interviewing quality.
[bookmark: _Toc221813415]3. Kohlberg's Contributions to Current Understandings
[bookmark: _Toc221813416]3.1 Extending Moral Development Beyond Childhood
Kohlberg’s major contribution was to frame moral reasoning as a developmental achievement. He postulates that the process itself can continue to vary during childhood, adolescence, and even in adulthood, instead of stabilising in early childhood. In this case, Killen and Dahl (2021, p. 1209) note that reasoning about dilemmas gives rise to age-related changes in moral judgments from childhood to adulthood. This essentially supports the notion that developments in later periods remain morally dynamic. As part of applied research with adults, the study by Jean-Tron et al. (2023, p.1) summarises Kohlberg’s claim that moral reasoning progresses through preconventional, conventional and postconventional forms. It helps the authors report that moral reasoning stages are associated with age and educational level in adult samples. This anticipates individual differences in adulthood.
[bookmark: _Toc221813417]3.2 A Framework for Analysing Justifications
One of the most crucial aspects of Kohlberg’s model is its ability to provide a practical way to study moral reasoning based on examining people’s reasons. In the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI), the primary method used to assess an individual's stage of development, the participant first chooses what the person in the story should do, followed by explaining the reason. The explanation, not the choice itself, is what gets scored (Day, 1997, p. 2). This forms a shared benchmark for explaining similar dilemmas by different people. Subsequent instruments, including the Defining Issues Test (DIT), retain the concept while providing prompt results. For example, in long interviews, DIT asks respondents to rank and rate 12 brief issue statements representing various interpretations of the dilemma (Thoma & Dong, 2014, p. 55). This concentration aids in tracking confirmation between all age groups while permitting researchers to observe whether an individual is guided by rules, relationships or principles.
[bookmark: _Toc221813418]3.3 Legacy in Contemporary Research
Kohlberg has left a legacy in contemporary research. Researchers still use his core idea, often studying moral thinking by presenting dilemmas and examining the reasoning people prefer. Rest et al. (2000, p. 381) developed a neo-Kohlbergian approach by using 25 years of DIT data to refine Kohlberg’s stages into broader moral schemes. This has enabled the authors to conduct large-scale research more easily. Modern studies, on the other hand, also connect this tradition with brain research. Indicatively, Prehn et al. (2015, p.1) administered the DIT-2 to 67 MBA students, revealing that those who were highly postconventional in their reasoning had greater grey matter volume. This demonstrates that Kohlberg's framework remains an important part of how moral reasoning is measured and updated today.
[bookmark: _Toc221813419]4. Major Critiques and Alternative Explanations
[bookmark: _Toc221813420]4.1 Methodological and Conceptual Critiques
Kohlberg’s stage-oriented approach has been subject to both practical and conceptual criticism from various researchers. Turning theory into a stage score is hard from a Methodological viewpoint, raising the possibility for results shaped by coding rules and test format (Haffey, 1991, p. 8). Since the method relies exclusively on explanations, verbal skills and the quality of the interviewers could significantly determine the assigned stage. Haffey (1991) observes repeated revisions to scoring alongside a reduction in earlier claims of regression and stage skipping in later versions. Conceptually, Krebs and Denton (2006, p. 672) argue that the standard stage measures of moral development, which are primarily used by Kohlberg, capture polished reasoning about hypothetical dilemmas, which may be less relevant to everyday choices and fail to predict actual behaviour. DIT research conducted by Davison and Robbins (1978, p. 391) also warns that common scoring can ignore responses from lower stages, after finding that paper tests and interviews are not equivalent measures. These critiques matter when comparing groups across education levels or cultures.
[bookmark: _Toc221813421]4.2 Gender and “Care” Critiques
As stated by Vinney (2025), Gilligan argued that Kohlberg’s model emphasises justice-oriented reasoning as it values rights, rules and fairness. This tends to overlook a care-oriented voice, which focuses on relationships and responsibility, thereby creating a possible disadvantage for women in scoring (Arutyunova et al., 2016, p.2). Meta-analytic evidence, however, shows only small average gender differences among women using care reasoning slightly more and men using justice reasoning slightly more (Jaffee & Hyde, 2000, p.703). Studies with large sample sizes also suggest that apparent sex differences depend on the measurement method. As an illustration, women show higher empathy in self-reports, although the effect size is very small. The care critique thus invites researchers to quantify both care and justice instead of viewing morality from an abstract rule-based perspective. It implies that a commitment that involves taking care of others is not a weakness but a practice that is principled and morally demanding.
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Fig. 2: Significant sex differences in responses to moral and non-moral dilemmas
(Baez, et al. 2017)
[bookmark: _Toc221813422]4.3 Social-Domain and Sociocultural Critiques
Researchers specialising in social domains argue that people do not use one single ladder of moral thinking in every situation. Instead, they often separate moral issues like harm, fairness and rights from social conventions, such as local rules controlling social life and personal choices. This leads them to balance these domains differently as per diverse situational contexts (Turıel & Banas, 2020, p.24). This challenges Kohlberg’s propositions, which often treat non-justice concerns as simply less advanced morality (Graham et al., 2011, p.1). Sociocultural critiques also question whether Kohlberg’s dilemmas and scoring travel cleanly across societies. This is because of the work by Snarey (1985, p.202), which encompassed 45 cross-cultural examinations. The paper goes beyond offering credible evidence on certain developmental trends to raise significant concerns, especially about sampling biases that favor the urban middle class. Furthermore, modern studies contend that ethical issues may go beyond wrong and justice to incorporate the notions of loyalty, power and innocence due to their differences across different cultures and groups (Graham et al., 2011). Thus, there is a need for a major change to capture the values people care about.
[bookmark: _Toc221813423]4.4 Beyond Purely Cognitive Accounts
Many researchers argue that moral decisions are not solely driven by slow thinking, thereby developing propositions that go beyond cognitive stage models. For example, Haidt’s social intuitionist view suggests that people often judge quickly based on gut feelings and tend to use reasoning mainly to justify their judgments to themselves or others (Haidt, 2001, p. 817). Alternatively, Blair argues that moral development also depends on emotion-based learning, especially via an Integrated Emotion System (IES). IES proposes that people learn that hurting others is bad, as distress signals, such as the victim's fear, serve as aversive unconditioned reinforcers capable of punishing the perpetrator (Blair, 2017, p.1). Together, these accounts add emotion and social influence to purely cognitive explanations.
[bookmark: _Toc221813424]5. Individual Differences Across Culture and the Lifespan
[bookmark: _Toc221813425]5.1 Culture
Culture informs individuals about what they observe as right and how they describe it. That is why the same dilemma may be perceived differently in various societies. Although large-scale cross-national research indicates common trends, there are also significant disparities. To illustrate, a study by Awad et al. (2020, p.2332) involving 42 countries revealed that participants exhibited identical qualitative rankings of acceptability across three scenarios, but differences in country-level acceptance were substantial. Such findings suggest a mixed picture rather than labelling one culture as more advanced. Although some of the trends are universal, the social situations and regional needs have a huge impact on the extent to which individuals approve of them. Here, it would be worthwhile to mention the work by Alfano et al. (2024, p.1), which demonstrates the fact that collaboration, including family commitments and loyalty, is closely interrelated with moral dilemmas by examining 256 cultural texts. However, the authors also noted minor differences in the prioritisation of particular moral issues across cultures and livelihoods. Such descriptions raise questions about the principle of choice and the determination of particular relations and criteria on which its application is executed in applied ethics and teaching. Addressing these concerns can help avoid importing one society’s assumptions into assessments of moral reasoning.
[bookmark: _Toc221813426]5.2 Lifespan
Moral development is not restricted to childhood; as people take on new responsibilities in school, work and family life, contributing to a significant shift. For example, a longitudinal study by Eisenberg et al. (2005, p.1) notes that perspective-taking and higher-level prosocial moral reasoning, such as self-reflective, empathic reasoning, generally increase from mid-adolescence into the early 20s. While these cognitive and moral reasoning skills improve, some trends like overall prosocial reasoning tend to stabilise or show slight declines by the mid-20s, with a shift away from earlier, more narcissistic or needs-oriented justifications. Across later adulthood, moral judgments can experience a significant shift. Jiang et al. (2015, p. 333) conducted a cross-cultural analysis across 20 societies involving age groups 15–95 and found that older adults judged morally debatable behaviours as less justifiable than younger adults. This age differentiation was more powerful in loose societies than in tight ones. In general, lifespan research implies that moral reasoning exhibits both continuity and transition due to social roles and cultural values, and not solely by age. This is important in education and training since the same individual might rationalise decisions differently at different ages.


Kohlberg's theory identifies moral development as a transitional process through which individuals rationalise what is right. It accentuates the shift from self-interest and fear of punishment to a rule-based social order to support the adoption of principles that can criticise unjust rules. It has been influential because it offers a practical way to analyse justifications based on moral dilemmas, thereby providing a possible way to compare reasoning across different ages and settings. Empirical evidence, particularly that from more contemporary studies, also supports the idea that moral reasoning can continue to develop beyond childhood. It is observed that education, work roles and social experience play considerable roles in this context.
At the same time, clear limitations emerge from the review. There could be biases, as language proficiency and question structure are found to have high influence on stage scores. Therefore, findings can be influenced by the type of measurement used. Furthermore, higher reasoning refers to a style of reasoning as opposed to the assurance of moral actions in the actual sense. It highlights the significance of cultural context, as societies differ in the values they cherish. Besides, research on social domains suggests people switch between moral, conventional and personal concerns rather than climbing a single ladder. Gender and care critiques further highlight that caring responsibilities can be morally serious, even if they do not look like an abstract justice dialogue. Lastly, the modern narrations in moral psychology focus on instant emotion and intuition, which determine moral judgment. Decisions that are based on emotions are justified or defended using conscious, systematic reasoning. In general, these insights allow forming a balanced impression by indicating that a more successful outcome can be achieved when using the Kohlberg model and taking emotional and cultural factors into account.
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