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Moral Development Across Culture and the Lifespan: A critical Discussion of Kohlberg's Theoretical Contribution
The development of moral reasoning remains a central concern within developmental psychology, and few theories have shaped this field more profoundly than that of Lawrence Kohlberg (Dahl & Killen, 2018). Extending the earlier cognitive development work of Jean Piaget, Kohlberg proposed that individuals progress through an invariant sequence of stages organised into three levels which are preconventional, conventional, and postconvention which reflect an increased sophisticated form of moral reasoning grounded in principles of justice and rights (Dahl & Killen, 2021). Kohlberg's theory advanced the influential claim that moral development is structurally universal, unfolding through qualitatively distinct stages across the lifespan as cognitive capacities mature (Sanders, 2026). 
However, despite its foundational status, Kohlberg's framework has generated substantial theoretical and empirical debate. Cross-cultural research has raised questions about the universality of stage progression and the privileging of Western, individualistic conceptions of justice (Anjum & Aziz, 2026). At the same time, lifespan perspectives suggest that moral reasoning does not always follow a linear, stage for example, progression, and the contextual, educational, and sociocultural factors play a more dynamic role than Kohlberg originally proposed (Lumen, 2026). 
This essay will critically evaluate the contribution of Kohlberg's theory to contemporary understandings of moral reasoning, with particular attention to individual differences across culture and the lifespan (Calm, 2026). It will highlight that while Kohlberg's model provided a powerful structural account that continues to inform research and educational practice, it claims to universality and stage invariance require qualification considering cross-cultural evidence and lifespan variability. Through this analysis the essay will assess the extent to which Kohlberg's theory remains foundational, revisionary, or limited within current psychological discourse. 
According to Kaplan (2026) one of the most influential frameworks within developmental psychology for understanding moral reasoning is Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral development. Expanding upon the cognitive developmental approach proposed by Jean Piaget, Kohlberg argued that moral reasoning develops through a series of invariant and hierarchical staged linked to cognitive maturation (Hult, 2026). Kohlberg’s model is proposed from three overarching levels which are conventional, conventional, and post conventional morality each comprising two distinct stages. Progression through these stages reflects qualitative changes in how individuals justify moral decisions, shifting from externally controlled reasoning based on punishment and reward to principled reasoning grounded in universal ethical principles (Killen & Smetana, 2023). Importantly, Kohlberg emphasized that it is the structure of reasoning, rather than the moral choice itself, that determines on the individuals' stage of development (Puka, 1994). 
At the preconventional level. Moral reasoning is primarily egocentric and outcome focused. Daniel Storage (2019) explains that stage one, the obedience and punishment orientation, is characterised by the decisions based on avoiding punishment, whereas stage two, the instrumental relativist orientation, reflects reasoning guided by personal gain and reciprocal benefit. In contrast, the conventional level reflects increasing internalisation of societal norms. Stage three, often described as the ‘good boy/ good girl’ orientation, emphasises interpersonal approval and maintaining positive relationships, while stage four focuses on law-and-order reasoning, where moral decisions are justified by the need of uphold rules and maintain social order. Finally, the post-conventional level represents more abstract and principled thinking. Stage five, the social contract orientation, recognises that laws are socially constructed and may be challenged if they conflict with fundamental rights. Stage six, the universal ethical principles orientation, is guided by self- chosen moral principles such as justice, equality, and respect for human dignity, even when the principles conflict with established laws. 
Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of model development has made a substantial contribution to contemporary understandings of moral reasoning by proposing a structured, stage- based model of qualitative cognitive change (Huang, 1993). Extending the earlier developmental work of Jean Piaget, Kohlberg argued that individuals progress through invariant staged organised into three levels. A key theoretical contribution lies in his emphasis on the structure of moral reasoning rather than the content of moral decisions. This shifted psychological research toward analysing how individuals justify moral judgements, positioning moral reasoning as a function of cognitive development (Koblin, 2021). 
Empirical support for the development progression of early stages is relatively robust. Longitudinal research conducted by Kohlberg suggested that individuals move through stages sequentially without regression (Quizlet, 2026). Cross-cultural reviews, including those by John C. Gibbs, have found consistent evidence for the presence of pre-conventional and conventional reasoning across diverse societies, supporting the claim that certain structural aspects of moral reasoning may be universal (Bansal, 2024). However, evidence for the universality of post- conventional reasoning is far weaker. Stage five reasoning appears primarily in western, industrialised populations, and reliable evidence for stage six is rare. This challenges Kohlberg's claim that the highest stages represent a universal developmental endpoint (The Gerontologist, 1973). 
Cross-cultural research further complicates the universality assumption. Work by Richard A. Shweder demonstrated that moral reasoning varies significantly across cultural contexts often referred to as “Big Three” ethics model. In collectivist cultures, moral judgements often prioritise community obligations, hierarchy, and sacred values rather than abstract principles of justice and individual rights. Such findings suggest that Kohlberg's higher stages may reflect western liberal ideologies rather than culturally neutral standards of moral maturity.  consequently, individual differences across cultures highlight a limitation of the stage hierarchy: moral reasoning may develop along culturally shaped pathways rather than converging toward a single principled endpoint (Hannaford, 1993). 
As discussed by Kohlberg (1981) Individual differences across the lifespan also qualify Kohlberg's contribution. Although adolescence is associated with increased conventional reasoning, many adults do not progress beyond stage four. Post-conventional reasoning appears linked more strongly to higher education, exposure to moral discourse, and sociopolitical engagement than to age alone. This suggests that progression is not purely maturational but influenced by social and educational experiences. Moreover, research in adulthood indicates that moral reasoning may become more context- dependent rather than increasingly abstract, challenging the assumption of linear hierarchical advancement. 
Kohlberg's theory conceptualised moral development as a structured, progressive process that continues beyond childhood. In contrast to earlier behaviourist accounts that focused on reinforcement and rule-following, Kohlberg emphasised the reasoning underlying moral decisions. By identifying qualitatively distinct stages, he provided a systematic framework that allowed researchers to examine developmental changes in how individuals justify moral judgements rather than simply what choices they make (Rest, 1979). This cognitive-structural approach significantly advanced theoretical clarity in the field. Another important contribution is the theory’s empirical impact. Kohlberg's use of moral dilemmas generated extensive cross-sectional and longitudinal research, supporting the idea that moral reasoning becomes more abstract and principled with age. Kohlberg's claim that development extends into adolescence and adulthood was particularly influential, challenging the adulthood was particularly influential, challenging the assumption that moral growth plateaus in early childhood. Furthermore, cross-cultural studies have found evidence for similar stage sequences across diverse societies, lending some support to the universality of developmental progression (Edwards, 1986). 
A further theoretical challenge comes from Johnathan Haidt’s Social intuitionist model (2001), which fundamentally critiques Kohlberg’s theory. Haidt argues that moral judgements are primarily driven by rapid, automatic institutions, with moral reasoning typically occurring after the judgement as a form of subsequent justification. According to this model, emotional responses and social influences play a central role in moral decision making, while deliberate reasoning often serves to rationalise intuitive reactions. Experimental research on moral dumbfounding where individuals maintain strong moral positions despite being unable to articulate rational justifications provides empirical support for this claim. This directly challenges Kohlberg's view that moral development is principally a matter of increasingly sophisticated cognitive reasoning. Importantly, Haidt's framework also accounts more effectively for cultural variability. His later Moral Foundations Theory proposes multiple moral domains e.g. care, loyalty, fairness, sanctity and authority, which may vary in emphasis across cultures (Spangler, 2025). This pluralistic approach explains why different societies prioritise different moral concerns, offering a more culturally sensitive model than Kohlberg's justice cantered hierarchy. Additionally, the integration of emotion into moral cognition aligns with developmental findings showing that affective processes remain influential throughout the lifespan, particularly in older adulthood, where socio emotional priorities often shift toward relational harmony and emotional regulation (Asmamaw, 2024). 
Gender based critiques further support the need for broader models. Carol Gilligan argued that Kohlberg's justice orientation undervalued relational and care-based reasoning, proposing an alternative ‘ethic of care’. While meta-analysis suggests gender differences are generally modest, Gillian’s critique was theoretically significant in demonstrating that moral reasoning may vary in orientation rather than simply stage level (Gilligan, 1982). Critiques such as those advanced by Carol Gillian have challenged the theory’s emphasis on justice-orientated reasoning and highlighted the relative neglect of relational and care-based moral frameworks. In a different voice Gillian argued that Kohlberg's model privileged a traditionally masculine, rights-based conception of morality, thereby underrepresenting moral reasoning more commonly expressed in terms of care, responsibility, and relationships. Gillian’s research suggested that what Kohlberg coded as less advanced reasoning-particularly when articulated by women may instead reflect an alternative moral orientation rather than developmental immaturity. This critique has been influential in broadening the conceptualisation of moral development beyond a single, hierarchical trajectory. 
Social learning and sociocultural theories, drawing on Lev Vygotsky, emphasise the role of dialogue, cultural tools, and guided participation in shaping moral understanding. From this perspective, moral reasoning develops through participation in culturally meaningful practices rather than through the unfolding of universal cognitive structures alone. Such accounts foreground variability across educational systems, communities, and historical contexts, reinforcing the view that moral development cannot by fully captured by a culturally neutral stage sequence (Celinska, 2023).
Despite these criticisms, Kohlberg's contribution remains foundational. His framework that advanced the scientific study of moral reasoning and stimulated extensive cross-cultural, lifespan, and socio-emotional research. Even theories that challenge his rationalist assumptions, such as Haidt’s intuitionist account, are developed in dialogue with Kohlberg's framework. While contemporary psychology recognises moral development as culturally embedded, emotionally informed, and socially constructed, it continues to build upon Kohlberg's central insight that moral reasoning changed ultimately across development (Jennifer, 2024). 
In conclusion, Kohlberg's theory of moral development remains one of the most influential and generative frameworks in the study of the most influential and generative frameworks in the study of moral reasoning. By proposing a structured progression from pre- conventional to post-conventional stages, he offered a systematic account of how moral thought becomes increasingly abstract, principled, and autonomous across development. Drawing on Jean Piaget's cognitive development principles and a Kantian concept of justice, Kohlberg reframed morality as a developmental achievement rather than a product of conditioning or unconscious conflict. In doing so, he established moral reasoning as an empirical, lifespan construct and provided the conceptual and methodological foundations for decades of research. 
However, when examined considering individual differences across culture and the lifespan, and through the lens of subsequent theoretical critiques, the limitations of Kohlberg's model become more pronounced. One of the most influential challenges came from Carol Gilligan whose ethic of care perspective argued that Kohlberg's justice-orientated framework privileged a traditionally masculine moral voice centred on rights and abstract principles. Gillian proposed that moral reasoning can also be organised around care, responsibility, and relational interdependence from this perspective what Kohlberg categorised as less advanced “conventional” reasoning may reflect a different but equally sophisticated moral orientation. Gillians critique not only raised questions about gender bias but also broadened the conceptualisation of moral maturity beyond justice reasoning alone. 
Cross-cultural critiques further challenge the universality of Kohlberg's stage sequence. Cultural psychologists such as Richard Shweder have argued that moral reasoning is embedded within culturally specific moral frameworks, encompassing domains such as community, divinity, and authority, which are underrepresented in Kohlberg's justice-based model. Building on this work, Johnathan Haidt proposed the social intuitionist model, suggesting that moral judgements are often driven by intuitive, affective responses, with reasoning serving primarily as post hoc justification. Haidt's Moral Foundations Theory further posits multiple moral dimensions such as care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and sanctity whose relative importance varies across cultures. Together, these perspectives challenge Kohlberg's assumption that moral development progresses towards a single, justice-based endpoint, instead framing morality as pluralistic and culturally embedded. 
Lifespan research also complicates the linear, invariant progression proposed by Kohlberg. While cognitive maturation supports increasing complexity in adolescence, adult moral reasoning does not uniformly culminate in post-conventional thought. Moving on, contextualist and social-domain theorists, such as Elliot Turiel, argue that individuals differentiate between moral, social-conventional, and personal domains from an early age, and that reasoning varies by context rather than reflecting a single structural stage. This domain-specific approach suggests that moral understanding is more flexible and situational than Kohlberg's global stage model implies. Furthermore, research on adult development indicates that moral reasoning may integrate principles with lived experience, identity commitments, and pragmatic constraints, highlighting the dynamic interaction between cognition and social roles across the lifespan. 
Despite these substantial critiques, Kohlberg's contribution remains foundational. His theory provided a coherent developmental framework that made moral reasoning measurable and comparable across ages and cultures. Importantly, many alternative models define themselves in direct response to his claims-whether by expanding the range of moral concerns (Gillian), emphasising cultural plurality (Shweder), foregrounding intuition and emotion (Haidt), or proposing domain-specific structures (Turiel). In this sense, Kohlberg's work has functioned as both a catalyst and a point of departure for a more nuanced, multidimensional accounts. The theory’s greatest strength lies in its lasting influence that it established moral reasoning as a central topic in developmental psychology and provided a foundation upon which more culturally and contextually sensitive models have been built. 
Ultimately, while Kohlberg's theory cannot fully account for cultural diversity, gendered patterns of reasoning, emotional processes, or lifespan variability, its enduring significance lies in establishing moral reasoning as a developmental phenomenon open to systematic study. Contemporary understandings increasingly conceptualise moral development as culturally embedded, relationally situated, emotionally informed, and dynamically shaped across the lifespan. Yet these advances build upon the conceptual architecture Kohlberg constructed. Critically assessed, Kohlberg's theory is best understood not as a definitive account of moral development, but as a seminal framework that continues to structure, challenge, and inspire evolving theories of how humans come to reason about right and wrong. 
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