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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.


















Moral development can be seen as a transformational representation of thought and structure derived from social environments around an individual in order to problem solve their own world (Kohlberg & Hersh., 1977). The repetition of experiences to conflict one’s moral belief is what can be regarded as a way to further develop moral reasoning (Dawson, 2002). This level of child moral understanding can be seen as cognitive development to over-attend their moral cognition through reasoning and consequence (Gibbs, 2013). Kohlberg’s work was a development from Piaget’s research into the cognitive development of children and how that plays a role in developing morals. This can be shown through a child’s own judgement of the world being seen through an egocentric view without a consideration for opposing views which is then developed overtime (Sutherland, 1992). 
Kohlberg (1974) would represent the initiation of the moral development of a child through six stages caveated through the three levels of moral judgement. Stage one to three would highlight the importance of action from power which could determine the support of their moral order as well as the recognition of need for ourselves and later for others seen through cultural rights and wrongs. Stages four to six would indicate conforming through the social world but foster an understanding of differing values and opinions which may challenge principal laws while showing respect for other human beings in the social world (Adkins et al., 1974). The use of dedicated stages has been criticised as Kohlberg highlights that an individual will pass from one stage to the next with no account of between-stage change as suggested by Ahlskog (1978) referring to decision-making processes responding to moral dilemmas to aid in moral development.
The analysis of moral judgement was initially tested on a group of 10–13-year-old middle class boys with interview-based scenario questions to test the individual boy’s obedience to social rules and conflict with authority (Kohlberg, 2008). Kohlberg’s original test on morals accounted for a universal view of development but posed some scrutiny for lack of diversity and would be seen as limiting his research to a male bias suggested as a moral right or wrong and socialising in an instrumental orientation of personal goals and rewards (Bussey & Betty., 1982).  
Gender bias has been argued against Kohlberg as his moral scoring system favours male identities (Bruess & Pearson., 2002). Gilligan would critique the work conducted by Kohlberg as only males were demonstrated in his studies of morals, whereas Gilligan highlights that women’s moral development contrasts a male in which moral action deprives from care and responsibilities in relationships appose to the need for independence (Woods, 1996). Accounting for the difficulties women face within social conflicts and expectation; Gilligan (2003) voices the reconsideration of moral development differences from men as their moral choices are misaligned. Demonstrations of this misalignment can be illustrated through the moral dilemma of abortion and the choice of their own fertility which creates conflict of the perceived “good woman” being referred to as meeting the needs of others, and the “bad woman” that renounces commitment and reinforces betrayal. Despite Gilligan’s work to create a level of discrepancy between male and female’s morals, there is some indication in the similarity between the two genders as suggested by Coney and Macey. (1997) highlighting that there is a perceived notion of care and responsibility in women, but little correlation of the two is apparent and is only used as a means of finding the moral high ground by manipulating others into thinking they are doing good and performing a care and responsible behaviour. This suggests that women do not fit in the moral development stages that Kohlberg initially imposed as they put more emphasis on the person they are engaging in social interaction with, rather than the application of the same moral decision in respective of others. However, some moral aims are shared through the motivational drive to achieve goals and secure independence. This has also been suggested in a study conducted by Bussey and Betty (1982) researching a commonality in female and male scores of moralities when reading a moral dilemma from the point of view of a male or female protagonist. Their research indicated a significant interaction between a male scoring higher in morality when reading from a male protagonist. However, there showed to be no difference in morality scores seen in both genders when reviewing a female protagonist and both genders would be more favourable to the “female typical” level of morality. This could insinuate that social constructs of gender may be in play linking morality to independence appose to the idea of altruism. Altruism relates to the engagement and behaviour to increase others welfare but may be linked to antisocial behaviours in order to keep up appearances of doing good and achieve their own goals (Trahair et al., 2022). This act of performing altruism linked to antisocial behaviour can be seen in an athletes’ quest for perfectionism and their engagement in altruism to justify moral disengagement towards teammates or oppositions if perfectionism is not met (Atkinson et al., 2022). Having said that, this study was limited to primarily studying males and would not be generalised to women, as well as this being the first of its kind to study this indirect link of altruism, perfectionism, and moral disengagement. Nevertheless, the link between all three has been suggested depending on situation and environment.
Kohlberg (2008) reiterates the consideration of moral development to hypothesize that moral judgement increases with age in accordance with values that are learnt later in life. A study conducted by Haan et al. (1976) implied similarities of morals between parents and children suggesting this as a primary source of learnt behaviour of morals. Their research indicated that there is a significant relationship between the parents and children as a collective, but some discrepancies within that. It is shown that mother and father moral correlations are apparent which may be due to reciprocal accommodation of moral beliefs. Moral association with the daughter at any age stage was seen as insignificant with either parent, whereas association can be seen as significant with the son and both parents. However, a decline can be seen at 21+ between the mother and son. Despite the influence of parents in moral development, values may not aways be ethical as suggested through a meta-analysis by Abadio de Oliveira et al. (2019) highlighting that parents in a dysfunctional family in areas of South America, Brazil in this case, would find bully engaging patterns in children due to a guidance in their social construct. This evidence insinuates the cultural differences in engaging in good or bad moral behaviour may be dictated by the development of the country and the education system. Further evidence for the lack of consideration for culture in Kohlberg’s studies can be shown through collectivist cultural countries focusing their moral beliefs on interpersonal relationships in comparison to American individualistic cultures that focus on individual rights, which is where Kohlberg’s studies took place (Gump et al., 2000). Gump et al. (2000) would further hypothesize this cultural difference by supporting evidence of assessing Mexican cultures to American cultures to find a care-oriented approach on decision making to moral challenging dilemmas to cater to a social obligation.
Despite the innovation of Kohlberg’s theory, criticism continues to be prevalent. Kohlberg refers to individuals going through these stages as being entirely good and ignore potentially bad or even evil characteristics through unconscious thoughts that may persist within an individual (Vitz, 1994). Early stages of moral development highlights a child’s lack of understanding of others and view the world with an egocentric bias of one’s own perspective of the world (Boom, 2011). Studies suggest that an increase in age diminishes this egocentric view and would gain a better understanding of others through learned behaviour and interactions of intentions and consequences of actions (Deremer and Gruen, 1979). This can be seen in Rubin and Schneider (1973) study of seven-year-olds and their acts of altruism to less fortunate children by sharing candies which suggests a decrease in egocentrism and increased learning of morals. To critique this study and Kohlberg’s moral development, these studies were conducted to children who are in higher forms of education where developmental learning of morals can take place. (Neale, 1966) would challenge this by using Piaget’s three mountain test of egocentrism to highlight that ‘emotionally disturbed’ children would show significantly higher forms of egocentrism in comparison to those raised in a school setting, suggesting a lack of stability to create relationships which in turn can lead to a likelihood of displaying personality traits linked to antisocial behaviours. Certain personality traits have been explored that may link antisocial behaviour to a lack of moral development by strategizing to exploit others (Sijtsema et al., 2019). Individuals that lack in moral reasoning can be seen through Andrea et al. (2010) highlighting an association with psychopathic personality traits through self-assessments showing a lack of empathy and willingness to take advantage of others. Egocentrism in adults can be linked to personality traits associated with the dark triad and lack of moral understanding through characteristics of low empathy, exaggerating own importance, and prioritising own needs (Akat et al., 2023). Bocian et al (2020) will state that egocentric values persist in adulthood but is executed automatically based off their own motivations and show a moral bias towards others that benefit them and their goals. Research conducted by Campbell et al. (2009) was the first of its kind to investigate a correlation between levels of moral development and three personality traits linked to the dark triad (Machiavellianism, narcissism, psychopathy). Their studies on monozygotic twin pairs suggested a significant positive relationship between high levels of these traits and low levels in moral development which may be stemmed through limited external social environments which in turn can reduce experiences of influence to obtain a higher level of moral development. Lack of moral development could also be described as moral disengagement which can be seen as the behaviour to act outside of conduct without consequence or feelings of guilt (Bandura et al., 1996). Practicing moral disengagement can be rehearsed over time by performing mildly harmful tasks with feeling of little discomfort and consequences which can manifest through routine resulting in limited recognition of performing an immoral action (Bandura, 2002). Imitation and observation which underlies the premise of social learning theory can be prevalent to fit into environments to suit social norms that have been set in place (Hanna et al., 2013). The association between social learning theory and moral disengagement has been explored by examining individuals that have been exposed to violent family environments, from a young age, would engage in violent behaviours which may be based on developing their own negative experience of the world around them (Bautista-Aranda et al., 2023). This behaviour can be learnt in order to participate in unethical behaviours later in life and into adulthood. Lian et al. (2022) would partake in research into this aspect of learnt behaviour through employees partaking in unethical sale behaviour within a business setting that has been demonstrated by their superiors. Motivated by reward and recognition, individuals would copy unethical, immoral behaviours. This research may suggest that learning of this behaviour can take place at any stage of life. However, this may be subject to the culture in which this study took place (Taiwan) and may differ to other cultures. The impact on an individual’s moral identity esteemed from their development can be traced through religion. Thomas (2010) would account for Catholic religious traditions to build upon values of duty, charity, compassion, and justice to appeal to the wider social group for the betterment of our social world. Bembenutty (2023) would argue that moral disengagement that has been learnt from prior experiences should not be the reason to continue in the same behaviours as self-regulated learning strategies are available to learn from these negative experiences and to behave in morally correct manners. Having said that, Bembenutty (2023) would highlight these ‘correct’ moral behaviours can be met through academic learning and support networks which may not be available in many cultures. This would revert to the initial criticism of Kohlberg’s original theory that educated and privileged boys were the main topic of interest when assessing moral behaviours.
To conclude, the understanding and depth in contemporary and modern literature on moral development devised by Kohlberg has sparked numerous debates and criticism which falls across all aspects of the theory including the limited consideration for culture and individual experiences. Kohlberg accounts for his research being universal, however studies highlighted throughout this essay can refuse this claim. This can be shown through cross-cultural studies depicting a discretion between individualist countries (American & Taiwan) to collectivist Latin countries (Mexico & Brazil) where caring and interpersonal relationships are more commonly found, appose to Kohlberg’s individual moral behaviour of achieving goals for oneself (Abadio de Oliveira et al., 2019; Gump et al., 2000; Lian et al., 2022). However, it is also shown that these less developed countries, through academic resources, can misguide these good moral behaviours. Further evidence of the lack of validity of Kohlberg can be shown through individual differences, including gender and personality not being considered. Gender bias is evident based on limited initial research on female moral development which was brought to light by Gilligan (2003). Having said that, further research into both genders may suggest there is a close link between the two as referenced by Coney and Macey. (1997) indicated a similarity to base moral reasoning behaviours to achieve individual goals. Personality has also been considered with Kohlberg only focusing his research of the moral good without consideration that individuals may tailor their moral reasoning to immoral behaviours to benefit oneself (Campbell et al., 2009). This may be based on the lack of moral development in childhood and inability to recognise the completion of Kohlberg’s stages through limited academic and social support where Kohlberg highlights that learning of correct moral behaviour would take place. Despite these criticisms, it is clear to see that the work conducted by Kohlberg has been an essential contribution to the study of human psychology and behaviour which is continuously evolving to gain a better way of how we, as humans, operate and interact with the social world.




























References

Abadio de Oliveira, W., Silva, J. L. da, Alves Querino, R., Silvia Caravita, S. C., & Silvi Iossi, M. A. (2019).Family variables and bullying among Brazilian adolescents. Psicología Conductual, 27(1), 41–53.

Adkins, D. C., Payne, F. D., & O’Malley, J. M. (1974). Moral Development. Review of Research in Education, 2, 108–144. https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X002001108

Ahlskog, G. R. (1978). Stalking the missing link between moral development stages. Journal of Educational Psychology, 70(4), 463–468. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.70.4.463

Andrea L. Glenn, Spassena Koleva, Ravi Iyer, Jesse Graham, & Peter H. Ditto. (2010). Moral identity in psychopathy. Judgment and Decision Making, 5(7), 497–505.

Atkinson, F., Martin, J. J., & Moore, E. W. G. (2022). A Model of Perfectionism, Moral Disengagement, Altruism, and Antisocial and Prosocial Behaviors in Wheelchair Athletes. Adapted Physical Activity Quarterly, 39(3), 303–320. https://doi.org/10.1123/apaq.2021-0086

Bandura, A. (2002). Selective Moral Disengagement in the Exercise of Moral Agency. Journal of Moral Education, 31(2), 101–119. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305724022014322

Bandura, A., Barbaranelli, C., Caprara, G. V., & Pastorelli, C. (1996). Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement in the Exercise of Moral Agency. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71(2), 364–374. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.71.2.364

Bautista-Aranda, N., Contreras, L., & Cano-Lozano, M. C. (2023). Exposure to Violence during Childhood and Child-to-Parent Violence: The Mediating Role of Moral Disengagement. Healthcare (Basel), 11(10), 1402. https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare11101402

Bembenutty, H. (2023). Influential role of self-regulated learning in preventing moral disengagement. Theory into Practice, 62(3), 318–329. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2023.2226550

Boom, J. (2011). Egocentrism in moral development: Gibbs, Piaget, Kohlberg. New Ideas in Psychology, 29(3), 355–363. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2010.03.007

Bocian, K., Baryla, W., & Wojciszke, B. (2020). Egocentrism shapes moral judgements. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 14(12), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12572

Bruess, B. J., & Pearson, F. C. (2002). The Debate Continues: Are There Gender Differences in Moral Reasoning as Defined by Kohlberg? The College Student Affairs Journal, 21(2), 38.

Bussey, K., & Maughan, B. (1982). Gender differences in moral reasoning. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 42(4), 701–706. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.42.4.701

Campbell, J., Schermer, J. A., Villani, V. C., Nguyen, B., Vickers, L., & Vernon, P. A. (2009). A Behavioral Genetic Study of the Dark Triad of Personality and Moral Development. Twin Research and Human Genetics, 12(2), 132–136. https://doi.org/10.1375/twin.12.2.132

Coney, N. S., & Mackey, W. C. (1997). A reexamination of Gilligan’s analysis of the female moral system: Distaff altruism will not succeed. Human Nature (Hawthorne, N.Y.), 8(3), 247–273. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02912494

Dawson, T. L. (2002). New tools, new insights: Kohlberg’s moral judgement stages revisited. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 26(2), 154–166. https://doi.org/10.1080/01650250042000645

Deremer, P. A., & Gruen, G. E. (1979). Children’s Moral Judgments: The Relationship between Intentionality, Social Egocentrism, and Development. The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 134(2), 207–217. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221325.1979.10534055

Gibbs, J. C. (2013). “The Right” and Moral Development: Fundamental Themes of Kohlberg’s Cognitive Developmental Approach. In Moral Development and Reality. Oxford University Press, Incorporated.

Gilligan, C. (2003). In a different voice : psychological theory and women’s development (38th print.). Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674037618

Gump, L. S., Baker, R. C., & Roll, S. (2000). Cultural and Gender Differences in Moral Judgment: A Study of Mexican Americans and Anglo-Americans. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 22(1), 78–93. https://doi.org/10.1177/0739986300221004

Hanna, R. C., Crittenden, V. L., & Crittenden, W. F. (2013). Social Learning Theory: A Multicultural Study of Influences on Ethical Behavior. Journal of Marketing Education, 35(1), 18–25. https://doi.org/10.1177/0273475312474279

Haan, N., Langer, J., & Kohlberg, L. (1976). Family Patterns of Moral Reasoning. Child Development, 47(4), 1204–1206. https://doi.org/10.2307/1128466

Kohlberg, L. (2008). The Development of Children’s Orientations Toward a Moral Order I. Sequence in the Development of Moral Thought. Human Development, 51(1), 8–20.

Kohlberg, L., & Hersh, R. H. (1977). Moral development: A review of the theory. Theory into Practice, 16(2), 53–59. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405847709542675

Lian, H., Huai, M., Farh, J.-L., Huang, J.-C., Lee, C., & Chao, M. M. (2022). Leader Unethical Pro-Organizational Behavior and Employee Unethical Conduct: Social Learning of Moral Disengagement as a Behavioral Principle. Journal of Management, 48(2), 350–379. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206320959699

Neale, J. M. (1966). Egocentrism in Institutionalized and Noninstitutionalized Children. Child Development, 37(1), 97–101. https://doi.org/10.2307/1126432

Rubin, K. H., & Schneider, F. W. (1973). The Relationship between Moral Judgment, Egocentrism, and Altruistic Behavior. Child Development, 44(3), 661–665. https://doi.org/10.2307/1128027

Sijtsema, J. J., Garofalo, C., Jansen, K., & Klimstra, T. A. (2019). Disengaging from Evil: Longitudinal Associations Between the Dark Triad, Moral Disengagement, and Antisocial Behavior in Adolescence. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 47(8), 1351–1365. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-019-00519-4

Sutherland, P. (1992). Cognitive development today : Piaget and his critics. Paul Chapman Publishing.

Thomas, S. M. (2010). Catholic social teaching, MacIntyre’s social theory, and global development.  The Review of Faith & International Affairs, 8(4), 23–34. https://doi.org/10.1080/15570274.2010.528969

Trahair, C., MacDonald, K. B., Furnham, A., & Schermer, J. (2022). Altruism and the Dark Triad. Current Issues in Personality Psychology, 10(3), 234–239. https://doi.org/10.5114/cipp.2022.113436

Woods, C. J. P. (1996). Gender differences in moral development and acquisition: A review of Kohlberg’s and Gilligan’s models of justice and care. Social Behavior and Personality, 24(4), 375–383. https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.1996.24.4.375


Vitz, P. C. (1994)..Critiques of Kohlberg’s model of moral development: A summary. Revista Española de Pedagogía, 52(197), 5–35. 

