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Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is one of the most influential frameworks within developmental psychology, highlighting that individuals progress through a series of structured stages based on increasingly complex forms of moral reasoning; Kohlberg emphasized the role of cognitive development in shaping moral judgement; whilst his theory does contribute significantly towards how moral reasoning develops, it has also been subjected to criticism due to its gender and cultural bias, and its embellishment of the importance on rational though. This assignment will evaluate the contributions of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development towards the current understandings of the development of moral reasoning, considering both supporting evidence and key criticisms.
Kohlberg developed a theory of moral development based on individuals' cognitive growth, categorising them into six stages of moral reasoning into three levels: pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional, with each level linking moral reasoning to cognitive growth (McLeod, 2025). Building on Jean Piaget’s 1932 work on moral development, he rejected the idea of a passive model of morality in favour of a constructionist view where individuals build on their own moral understanding. He interviewed adolescent boys aged 10 to 16, analysing how they justify their decisions when confronted with hypothetical moral dilemmas, and postulated that humans progress through stages of hierarchical order as cognitive abilities develop (Koblin, 2021).
The preconventional level spans between the ages of 3 and 7 and consists of decisions based on the punishment avoidance (stage 1) and self-interest (stage 2); this is when moralist is primarily focused on self, making binary decisions which are guided by the desire to avoid punishment or to gain tangible awards; they view authority as an absolute and external force, having compliant motivation without disobeying or questioning the rules (blind obedience). Their decisions are biased by personal needs and an expectation of reciprocity, driven by a sense of moral satisfaction in their own interests and needs (Cherry, 2025).
The conventional level spans through the ages of 8 and 13 and consists of decisions based on social expectations (stage 3), relationships and societal law and order (stage 4); this is when the moral reasonings become integrated into societal norms, where they shift their focus towards societal expectations, seeking approval and preserving relationships; labelled as a good girl/boy, they conform to societal ruling, where the rights and wrongs are determined by their roles in the community and establishing respect towards higher authority to maintain social order, upholding laws and stability.
The post-conventional level spans from the age of 14 to adulthood, consisting of decisions of higher ethical standards (stage 5) and of an individual's rights beyond the law (stage 6); reaching only a minority, this involves abstract ethical thinking that transcends within the social laws, beginning to understand that the laws are social contracts that weigh the importance of human dignity, justice as well as acknowledging the difference of perspectives that individuals have on beliefs and opinions. They begin to understand that the laws may be beneficial but can also be challenged on conflict with ethical principles of justice and human rights.
He justified these stages through a moral dilemma called the Heinz Dilemma: a man named Heinz faces the dilemma of whether to steal an expensive yet lifesaving drug for his dying wife, as he cannot afford it and the manufacturer refuses to sell it at a lower price. He aimed to understand not the beliefs or opinions about whether Heinz should steal, but rather the reasons behind the answers. He found that the answers were categorised into the three levels: pre-conventional, where stealing is wrong, and you will go to jail (participants understood that Heinz had tried to convince the chemists to lower the price or allow him to pay half then return with the rest, and was refused, even though it was an extremely dire situation); conventional, where stealing is wrong and against the law (this was understood as the conforming expectations of Heinz being a good husband to his wife, with both believing he must do everything within his abilities to save her life, and accept the consequences for stealing and to pay the appropriate amount); and post-conventional, where the focus of value on a human life may outweigh the moral beliefs of upholding laws (the main understanding was that the manufacturers were wrong for only thinking of business over the value of human life, where Heinz was labelled as right in his actions and that preserving life is a human’s ultimate duty, regardless of relation). The understanding, then, of his dilemma is that Heinz is correct in his behaviour and should also accept his fate when punished for stealing (Sheoran, 2026).
There are many strengths and weaknesses to Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development; his theory provided a clear framework for understanding moral development as well as the cognitive process involved in moral reasoning linking to cognitive development (Mathes, 2021), as well as led many cross cultural studies that revealed variations in moral reasonings across different societies, and understanding it’s influence on ethical behaviour within various fields. Hulatt (2022) highlighted that Kohlberg’s connection between moral reasoning and cognitive development aligned with Piaget’s theories, which enhanced understanding of child psychology, and that his theory generated discussions and extensive research on moral dilemmas and their role in deepening understanding of the ethics of psychology. 
Kohlberg’s theory sparked debates about gender biases, encouraging further studies of diverse perspectives and helping define research on gender identity and moral understanding. Carpendale (2000) states that Kohlberg’s Moral Judgement Interview (MJI) has been widely used in research on how moral reasoning is defined, and that moral development is not just about conformity to rules but about individuals actively constructing their own moral understanding, particularly the contribution of the Heinz dilemma for assessing moral reasonings that’s now used in multiple psychological research methods (Head, 2025).
His theory also garnered supporting theories that helped develop a better understanding of moral development; James Rest built on Kohlberg’s theory and developed the Defining Issues Test (DIT), highlighting that its creation helped to measure moral reasoning development, and how individuals prioritise differing ethical considerations that may be faced with complex decisions (Gettman, 2017). Thoma & Dong (2014) state that the DIT has evolved to emphasise the moral schemas rather than just the rigid stages, reflecting more nuanced understandings of moral developments that suggest individuals are able to hold multiple schemas simultaneously, and that it helps to adapt and expand on Kohlberg’s foundational theories to reflect contemporary understandings of moral psychology. They highlight how the empirical data in the study support the developmental trends Kohlberg identified, showing that moral judgement improves with age and education; the DIT has introduced a schema-based approach that has allowed a strict-stage categorisation aiming towards a standardisation for assessing moral reasoning with dilemmas such as the Heinz dilemma, making it faster and on a larger scale for empirical studies compared to Kohlberg’s MJI.
Additionally, Snarey et al. (1985) designed a longitudinal study to evaluate Kohlberg’s theory across cultural contexts. Through interviews with adolescents to gather qualitative data on moral reasoning over a period of two to nine years, we found empirical evidence that supported Kohlberg’s theory, whilst also addressing the cultural nuances in moral reasoning; research on the Kibbutz community confirmed the internal consistency of Kohlberg’s stages and found a positive relationship between stages and moral maturity that reflected Kohlberg’s assertion on moral reasoning improving with age (J. Snarey et al., 1985). His research, based on 45 intercultural studies spanning 27 countries, concluded that the pre-conventional to conventional stage was observed across all cultures, with the fifth stage predominantly found in Western populations and almost entirely absent in rural villages (Bentahila et al., 2021a). Finding that stage five was absent suggested a degree of cultural bias within Kohlberg’s model, and that more inclusivity for moral reasoning was needed, which would be able to recognise the complexity of different cultures rather than seeing them as less advanced (Gibbs et al., 2007).
Kohlberg’s framework maintained the justice-oriented moral reasoning, which may overlook the care-oriented design that can be beneficial for the perspectives of other individuals, women in particular (Flanagan & Jackson, 1987). The article continues, highlighting that the moral dilemma he used centred mostly on the abstract concepts of an individual’s rights and duties, and that his scoring system favoured the responses that aligned more with the justice reasoning category, potentially devaluing the importance of care and relationships in moral reasoning, as well as alienating contextual factors in moral decision-making.
In direct contrast, Carol Gilligan contradicted Kohlberg’s theory, stating that where he emphasises justice and the abstract principles, she introduced the ‘ethics of care’, focusing instead on the relationships and the context of moral development (Vinney, 2023). She highlighted the limitations that Kohlberg’s research was biased towards adolescent boys, impeding its perspectives and claimed that it meant his findings were not representative of the moral reasoning of women or those of different racial or cultural backgrounds. Kohlberg also tended to overlook the gender differences in moral reasoning, where Gilligan found that women were more likely to adopt a care focus, while men leaned more towards justice, which suggests that Kohlberg’s theory may not fully represent the moral reasoning across gender; Gilligan provided empirical data that shows how individuals often prioritise one moral orientation over another and indicated that Kohlberg’s stages were not as straightforward as they were made out to be (Gilligan & Attanucci, 1988). 
Kohlberg’s MJI is labelled as cumbersome, although influential, and biased towards justice reasoning (Yacker & Weinberg, 1990), whereas the creation of the Moral Orientation Scale (MOS); twelve childhood themed dilemma’s that measured the preference for care vs justice, the Measure of Moral Orientation (MMO); an eighty nine item self-report inventory that was developed to measure how individuals frame their conception’s of morality. and the Moral Orientation Guilt Scale (MOGS); a seventeen-item instrument that focused primarily on the four factors of guilt – moral norm violation, moral dirtiness, empathy and harm - were created, combining both Kohlberg and Gilligan’s theories that measure the ethical decision-making style of the individual and how they resolve ethical dilemmas.
Along with this, Shweder criticised Kohlberg’s theory, arguing that the moral stages are not universal and are instead bound to Western, individualistic and liberal values (Sunar, 2018). He highlighted that moral reasoning in different cultures may not fit Kohlberg’s framework, incorporating concepts such as karma and is not purely justice-oriented, and argues that the moral reasoning shown by his Hindu informant was sophisticated and post-conventional, not aligning with Kohlberg’s definitions, which suggests that his stages may overlook valid moral reasonings that are rooted in cultural context (Shweder, 1991), as well as advocating for a moral pluralism that instead suggests that multiple frameworks can coexist and be as equally valid as the other, contradicting the single moral standard that Kohlberg was theorising.
Kohlberg suggests that moral understanding progresses from conventional obligations to higher moral principles, whereas Schweder’s social communication Theory (SCT) speculates that the idea of moral obligations is universal and does not rely on prior understanding of conventions, emphasising that cultural ideologies shape moral understanding, highlighting that the SCT challenges Kohlberg’s assumptions on a universal development theory that’s based on rational reasoning alone, as well as understanding the importance of parents and teachers who convey the moral interpretations in daily life that shape the individuals understanding of morality within cultural contexts (Hwang, 1998); Shweder emphasises that moral understanding is influenced by cultural ideologies, directly contrasting Kohlberg’s view, stressing the importance of cultural context in moral development and that Kohlberg’s theory does not capture the complexities of moral reasoning across different cultures (Shweder et al., 1987).
Haidt, on the other hand, instead challenged Kohlberg’s theory, arguing that morality encompasses a wider range of foundations, which recognised the moral intuitions that Kohlberg’s theory overlooked (Haidt & Graham, 2007). He highlighted that the role of emotional responses in moral decision making suggests that people often make quick gut-level judgements before rationalising, directly contrasting Kohlberg’s focus on cognitive processes; with Kohlberg’s theory leaning more towards the universal progression of moral reasoning stages, Haidt instead emphasised that moral intuitions are shaped by the cultural context, which directly links towards previous theorists mentioned (Haidt & Joseph, 2004), and that by acknowledging the foundations, Haidt’s theory provides a comprehensive understanding of moral reasoning that contrasts with Kohlberg’s linear progression of moral development.
Haidt (2013) argued that moral intuitions come first and are far more influential than rational thought, whereas Kohlberg’s theory of moral reasoning is central towards moral development, expanding on the moral understanding of aspects such as loyalty and sanctity, and Kohlberg’s was instead focused on neglect. His Social Intuitionist Model (SIM) highlights the importance of moral emotions and suggests that it plays a direct role in shaping judgements, another area that Kohlberg’s theory overlooked, with Haidt even stating that reasoning often serves as a post hoc justification for judgements that have already been made instinctively, also contradicting Kohlberg’s framework as it centres on individual cognitive development (Haidt, 2001); Kohlberg emphasised that moral judgment is a prime result of conscious reasonings and reflections, and that they progressed through defined stages and mainly downplaying the role of emotions in moral decision making, Haidt instead suggested that emotions play crucial roles in shaping moral judgements (Bentahila et al., 2021b). Pizarro and Bloom (2003) disagree, stating that moral intuitions often precede reasoning, which in turn challenges the idea that conscious deliberation is the primary driver of moral judgements, Haidt’s perspective actually downplays the significance of reasoning, which is essential towards shaping moral intuitions and judgement, suggesting that the ability to think critically and reflect on responses is essential for moral decision-making, and they believed that reasoning should not be overlooked on understanding how individuals arrive to moral conclusions.
	Whereas each of these theorists supported, criticised, or challenged Kohlberg’s theory, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory instead offered an alternative. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory emphasised that individuals learn through observations, limitations and modelling, which aligns with Kohlberg’s stages of moral development. Lotfabadi (2008) highlights that Bandura's focus on the acquisition of moral behaviour complements Kohlberg’s developmental stages, with both theories interacting to explain how moral reasoning and behaviour are influenced by social interaction and observation. Bandura’s theory emphasises the roles of social contexts and observational learning, with Kohlberg providing the developmental stages and Bandura indicating the environmental influences (Callery, 1990).
	Bandura’s theory builds on Kohlberg’s by extending into the mechanisms of moral disengagement, with how Bandura integrates his social cognitive framework to explore how moral disengagement mediates the development of antisocial behaviour, highlighting Kohlberg’s earlier stages, with both contributing to the understanding of how moral reasoning develops in individuals (Hyde et al., 2009). Bandura’s theory contrasted and complemented Kohlberg’s theory, with Bandura’s theory weighing in on how behaviour is learned, and Kohlberg’s believing moral reasoning evolved over time.
	Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory provides an influential framework for understanding moral development through his structured stage-based progression, building on the earlier work of Jean Piaget. The empirical support from James Rest and the longitudinal research conducted by Kohlberg suggest that moral reasoning develops through a systematic sequence, and John Snarey offers support for the universality of early stages across cultures. However, the theory reflects a predominantly Westernised, rationalistic view of morality; criticisms from Carol Gilligan and Richard Shweder highlight its neglect of care-and duty-based ethical perspectives, suggesting that Kohlberg’s model fails to account for important variations in moral reasoning. 
Alternative approaches proposed by Johnathan Haidt and Albert Bandura emphasise the roles of emotions and the social environment, challenging Kohlberg’s assumption that moral reasoning is driven by cognitive logic. Consequently, although Kohlberg’s theory remains a foundational contribution, its power is limited, and a full understanding of moral development requires consideration of emotional, social and cultural influences.
In conclusion, Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory has made a significant contribution towards the understanding of moral development by introducing a structured, stage-based model as well as emphasising the role of cognitive reasoning, which builds on the earlier work of Piaget; it remains influential in how moral reasoning develops over time, garnering support from both Rest and Snarey, with criticism from both Gilligan and Shweder highlighting the limitations of accounting for gender and cultural differences. Although Bandura and Haidt offer alternatives, suggesting that moral decision-making is shaped by emotional and social influences as well as cognition, Kohlberg’s theory remains a foundational framework within developmental psychology. It is insufficient on its own, and a full understanding of moral development in future research should include emotional, social, cognitive, and cultural influences.
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