[image: A logo for a university

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]+







Component One: 
Essay 









Programme: BSc Psychology and Counselling 
Module Title: Developmental Psychology and Individual Differences 
Lecturer: Dr Judith Marshall
Word Count: 2.500
Total Word: 2429
Submission Deadline: 10th March 2026
· I confirm that I have not used ChatGPT or any other generative AI tools in the preparation, drafting, editing, or proofreading of this essay.
· I confirm that all research, analysis, interpretation, and writing decisions are entirely my own work.
· I confirm that no AI-generated text has been used or presented as part of this assignment.
· I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources used during the development of this essay, which I may be asked to provide as evidence if required.



















Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development: A Critical Discussion Across Culture and the Lifespan
	
	The development of moral reasoning has been a central topic within developmental psychology, as scholars have attempted to understand how individuals learn to distinguish between right and wrong and how these judgements evolve throughout life. Among the most influential theorists in this field is Lawrence Kohlberg, who proposed a cognitive-developmental theory explaining how individuals progress through different stages of moral reasoning across the lifespan. Kohlberg’s work expanded earlier research conducted by Jean Piaget and introduced a systematic framework describing how moral judgement becomes increasingly complex as individuals mature (Gibbs, 2019). His theory has had a significant influence on psychology, education, and ethics research, particularly in relation to understanding how individuals justify moral decisions. However, despite its importance, Kohlberg’s theory has also been widely criticised. Researchers have questioned its claim of universality, its applicability across different cultural contexts, and its strong emphasis on rational reasoning as the central component of moral judgement. In order to evaluate the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory to contemporary understandings of moral reasoning, it is necessary to examine both its theoretical foundations and the criticisms that have emerged from subsequent research.
	Kohlberg’s theory is rooted in the cognitive-developmental tradition originally developed by Piaget, which assumes that moral reasoning develops alongside cognitive growth. From this perspective, moral development is not simply the internalisation of rules imposed by society but rather a process in which individuals actively construct moral understanding through interaction with their social environment. Piaget’s earlier work on children’s moral judgement suggested that moral thinking evolves through stages as cognitive abilities mature and as children engage with peers and authority figures (Piaget, 1932/1965). Building on this foundation, Kohlberg argued that moral reasoning continues to develop beyond childhood and that individuals progress through a series of qualitatively distinct stages characterised by increasingly sophisticated ways of thinking about justice, fairness and social responsibility (Gibbs, 2019; Kohlberg, 1984). These stages reflect changes in the structure of moral reasoning rather than merely differences in moral beliefs. In contrast to earlier behavioural approaches that focused primarily on observable behaviour, Kohlberg emphasised the reasoning that individuals use when making moral decisions. This focus on moral justification allowed researchers to analyse the cognitive processes underlying ethical judgement and contributed significantly to the development of moral psychology as a field of study (Rest, 1986). Furthermore, Kohlberg’s emphasis on reasoning processes highlighted the role of social perspective-taking and dialogue in moral development, suggesting that exposure to diverse viewpoints can stimulate individuals to adopt more complex forms of ethical reasoning over time (Gibbs, 2019).
	According to Kohlberg, moral development progresses through three hierarchical levels, each consisting of two stages that reflect increasingly advanced forms of moral reasoning. The first of these levels is the pre-conventional level, which is typically associated with childhood. At this stage, moral judgements are primarily based on personal consequences, particularly the avoidance of punishment or the pursuit of rewards. Individuals at the first stage interpret morality largely in terms of obedience to authority figures, viewing actions as wrong when they lead to punishment. This orientation reflects a limited understanding of moral rules, as children tend to perceive authority as fixed and unquestionable rather than open to evaluation or interpretation (Gibbs, 2019). As development progresses to the second stage, individuals begin to recognise that different people have different interests and that moral decisions can involve reciprocal exchanges. Moral reasoning at this stage may involve a pragmatic understanding of fairness in which individuals help others with the expectation that the favour will be returned (Kracher & Marble, 2008). In this sense, moral judgement is still guided largely by self-interest, although individuals start to acknowledge the perspectives of others and recognise the possibility of mutual benefit in social interactions (Rest, 1986). Although reasoning becomes slightly more flexible, it remains largely egocentric and focused on individual outcomes rather than broader social principles.
As cognitive and social development continues, individuals may move to the conventional level of moral reasoning. At this level, moral judgment becomes increasingly influenced by social expectations and the desire to maintain positive relationships with others. Individuals begin to evaluate behaviour in terms of how it affects those around them and seek approval from family members, peers and society. In what Kohlberg described as the “good boy or good girl” orientation, individuals attempt to behave in ways that will be viewed positively by others and demonstrate qualities such as loyalty, trustworthiness and kindness. This stage reflects the growing importance of interpersonal relationships, as individuals increasingly consider the perspectives and expectations of others when making moral decisions (Gibbs, 2019). As moral reasoning becomes more structured, individuals begin to recognise the importance of social systems and institutional rules for maintaining order in society. At this stage, moral judgement emphasizes duty, responsibility and the need to respect laws and authority figures in order to preserve social stability (Kracher & Marble, 2008). Individuals therefore come to understand that social rules and laws play a crucial role in regulating behaviour and maintaining cooperation within communities, reflecting the internalisation of societal norms and shared expectations (Langford, 1996). The conventional level therefore represents an important transition from self-interest toward a broader concern for maintaining social harmony and fulfilling one’s obligations within society (Gibbs, 2019). 
The most advanced stage of Kohlberg’s model is the post-conventional level, which involves more abstract and principled forms of moral reasoning. Individuals at this level begin to evaluate laws and social conventions critically rather that accepting them without question. Moral reasoning becomes guided by broader ethical principles such as justice, equality, and human rights. At the social contract stage, individuals recognise that laws represent agreements created by society to promote the common good and that these laws may need to be revised if they fail to protect fundamental rights. The final stage of moral development, which Kohlberg described as the stage of universal ethical principles, involves moral reasoning based on principles that apply across all societies and situations. Individuals may therefore challenge laws or social norms that conflict with these principles, even if doing so involves personal risk (Kracher & Marble, 2008). Kohlberg argued that these stages occur in a fixed sequence and that individuals cannot skip stages of development. According to this view, moral development follows a universal pattern across cultures, although individuals may progress though the stages at different rates (Gibbs, 2019).
One of the major contributions of Kohlberg’s theory lies in its emphasis on the cognitive processes underlying moral judgement. By focusing on how individuals justify their moral decisions. Kohlberg moved beyond earlier approaches that viewed morality simply as a set of learned behaviours. His work demonstrated that moral reasoning develops through identifiable structures that become increasingly complex over time. This perspective also highlighted the role of social interaction in moral development, as exposure to different viewpoints can challenge existing beliefs and encourage individuals to adopt more advanced forms of reasoning. Furthermore, Kohlberg’s research suggested that moral development continues throughout adolescence and adulthood rather than ending in early childhood, as many earlier theories had assumed (Gibbs, 2019). This insight has had important implications for educational practice, as it suggests that opportunities for moral discussion and reflection can promote further development of ethical reasoning. 
Another significant contribution of Kohlberg’s work is his methodological approach to studying moral reasoning. Kohlberg used hypothetical moral dilemmas to examine how individuals’ reason about complex ethical situations and justify their decisions. Through these dilemmas, such as the well-known Heinz dilemma, participants were encouraged to explain the reasoning behind their choices, allowing researchers to identify patterns in moral thinking rather than focusing solely on behaviour. This approach provided valuable insight into the cognitive structures that shape moral judgement. However, one of the common critiques concerns the theory’s emphasis on justice-based reasoning as the highest form of moral judgement. Critics argue that morality involves not only rational analysis but also emotional and relational factors that influence how individuals respond to ethical situations. By focusing primarily on abstract principles of justice, Kohlberg’s model may overlook other important aspects of moral experience, including empathy, compassion and the emotional bonds that shape human relationships (Langford, 1996). Furthermore, everyday moral decisions are often influenced by social context, personal relationships and cultural expectations, factors that may not be fully captured by hypothetical dilemmas. This limitation has led some researchers to suggest that moral development cannot be fully understood through cognitive reasoning alone. 
A particularly influential criticism was proposed by Carol Gilligan, who argued that Kohlberg’s theory reflects a male-centred conception of morality. Gilligan suggested that the emphasis on justice and individual rights in Kohlberg’s model corresponds more closely to the moral reasoning patterns observed in men, while women may be more likely to approach moral dilemmas from a perspective that emphasises care, responsibility, and relationships. According to Gilligan, this ethic of care represents a different but equally valid form of moral reasoning, one that focuses on maintaining interpersonal connections and responding to the needs of others rather than applying abstract principles of justice. From this perspective, moral decision-making is often shaped by empathy, compassion, and concern for the well-being of those involved. Although subsequent research has produced mixed findings regarding gender differences in moral reasoning, some studies suggest that contextual factors such as social roles, education, and cultural expectations may play a more significant role than gender itself in shaping moral judgement (Kracher & Marble, 2008). This debate highlights the need to recognise multiple forms of moral reasoning rather than assuming a single universal hierarchy, and it has encouraged researchers to consider more diverse perspectives on how moral understanding develops.
Another important criticism relates to the cross-cultural applicability of Kohlberg’s theory. Kohlberg proposed that moral development follows a universal sequence regardless of cultural background. However, research conducted in diverse cultural contexts suggests that moral values and ethical priorities may vary significantly across societies. In many collectivist cultures, moral decision-making emphasizes responsibilities toward the community, respect for authority and the maintenance of social harmony. These values may not align directly with Kohlberg’s emphasis on individual rights and justice as the highest stage of moral reasoning. Consequently, some researchers argue that the later stages of Kohlberg’s model reflect Western philosophical traditions rather than universal moral principles (Langford, 1996). This criticism raises important questions about whether moral development should be understood as a culturally relative process rather than a universally shared sequence of stages. 
Methodological concerns have also been raised regarding the empirical evidence supporting Kohlberg’s theory. Some critics argue that hypothetical moral dilemmas may not accurately represent the complexity of real-life moral decision-making. Individuals may respond differently when faced with actual moral situations that involve emotional, social or personal consequences. In addition, the scoring procedures used to classify responses into stages have been criticised for their subjectivity and potential lack of reliability. Later research has also suggested that individuals may display different levels of moral reasoning depending on the specific context or domain of the moral issue being considered. For example, a person may reason differently when confronted with personal moral dilemmas compared with professional or social situations. This variability suggests that moral reasoning is influenced not only by cognitive development but also by situational factors and personal experiences. These findings challenge the assumption that moral development follows a strictly linear progression and suggest that moral reasoning may be more flexible and context-dependent than Kohlberg originally proposed (Langford, 1996).
Alternative theoretical perspectives have emerged in response to these criticisms, offering different explanations of moral development. Psychoanalytic approaches, for example, emphasize the role of emotional processes and unconscious motivations in shaping moral behaviour. From this perspective, moral development is closely related to the internalisation of parental authority and the formation of the superego, which regulates behaviour through feelings of guilt and moral obligation. Comparisons between psychoanalytic and cognitive approaches suggest that moral judgement involves a complex interaction between rational reasoning and emotional processes rather than relying solely on cognitive structures (Tellings & Van Haaften, 2001). In this sense, moral development may be understood not only as a process of logical reasoning but also as the gradual integration of emotional experiences, social relationships and internalised moral standards that guide behaviour across different situations and stages of life.
More recent developments in neuroscience and psychology have further emphasised the importance of emotions in moral decision-making. Research suggests that moral impulses and emotional responses play a significant role in guiding behaviour, often influencing decisions before conscious reasoning takes place. Some researchers argue that moral development involves the interaction between biological predispositions, emotional responses, and social experiences that shape individuals’ moral character over time (Zigler, 1999). These perspectives challenge the assumption that moral reasoning is primarily the result of rational deliberation and highlight the importance of integrating cognitive and emotional processes in understanding moral development,
Contemporary approaches to moral psychology increasingly adopt an integrative perspective that recognises the complexity of moral reasoning across different contexts and stages of life. Rather than viewing moral development as a fixed sequence of stages, many researchers now emphasise the dynamic interaction between individuals and their social environments. Moral reasoning may vary across different domains of life, reflecting the influence of cultural values, social relationships and personal experiences. This perspective also highlights the importance of examining moral development across the lifespan, as ethical reasoning may continue to evolve in response to new experiences and social roles. Research on adult moral reasoning suggests that factors such as education, professional experience and exposure to diverse perspectives can influence ethical decision-making. Studies of professional in fields such as business ethics have shown that levels of moral reasoning may be affected by both educational attainment and age, indicating that moral reasoning does not stop developing in childhood but remains open further growth through reflection and experience. 
In conclusion, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development represents one of the most influential contributions to the study of moral reasoning within developmental psychology. His stage model provided a systematic framework for understanding how individuals’ moral thinking becomes increasingly complex over time and highlighted the importance of cognitive processes in ethical decision making. At the same time, criticisms related to gender bias, cultural differences, and methodological limitations demonstrated that moral development can not be fully explained by a universal stage model based solely on justice reasoning. Contemporary research increasingly recognises that moral judgement emerges from the interaction of cognitive, emotional, and social factors across the lifespan. Although Kohlberg’s theory remains an important foundation for understanding moral reasoning, a more comprehensive explanation of moral development requires integrating insights from multiple theoretical perspectives that account for cultural diversity, emotional processes, and the complexity of human moral experience.
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