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Critically Discuss the Contribution of Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development to Current Understandings of the Development of Moral Reasoning

The issue of moral development has been a significant topic of interest within the field of developmental psychology. As a result, researchers have been keen to discover how children develop moral reasoning. Lawrence Kohlberg (1969), a key figure in developmental psychology, has greatly contributed to this area of study through his stage theory of moral development. This theory has been widely taught, leading to substantial research and criticism in the field of psychology. This essay will discuss Kohlberg’s stage theory and its major contribution to the field of moral development. In addition to that, the limitations of his theory will be examined, as well as studies on individual differences in different cultures, between the sexes and atypical developmental learning. The theory and studies that cover development across the lifespan will also be explored, in addition to other psychological theories that may offer more insight into the structure of moral development.
Kohlberg’s theory is a development of Piaget’s theory of moral development which was the focus of Kohlberg’s work. It is a life span theory of moral development, which is divided into three levels and six stages, with each stage being a qualitative improvement of the previous one. The levels represent a progression from behaviour controlled by external rewards and punishment to behaviour controlled by societal norms and laws, to behaviour controlled by a sense of justice and abstract principles of morality. Humans pass through the stages in a fixed, sequential fashion due to the development of higher levels of cognitive structures, as well as due to the social cognitive process of taking the perspective of others into account. Kohlberg’s methodology relied heavily on the Moral Judgement Interview. This is administered by presenting a series of scenarios to which moral dilemmas must be responded to. For instance, this can be seen through the Heinz dilemma, which is a variation of a scenario first described by Kohlberg (1971). The interview is focused on the reasoning behind the interviewee’s choices, and it is the stage at which their reasoning falls which is determined.
Kohlberg’s theory has had a lasting influence on the area of moral development. The moral development theory, as conceptualised by Kohlberg and Kramer (1969), distinguished the area from other theories, where moral development was seen as the acquisition of specific sets of behaviours. In a research by Catania and Laties (1999), they highlighted that, unlike behaviourists such as Pavlov and Skinner, who focused heavily on the overt behaviour that people exhibited in response to situations, with moral development being secondary to this focus, Kohlberg identified a stage model of moral development. The theory provided a more structured scientific base to the assessment of moral development and understanding the sequence in which children develop at different stages, and comparing children of different ages, thereby providing a method of comparison for assessing differences between the ages. A further aspect of the work of Kohlberg and his colleagues’ research (1969) provided qualitative and quantitative evidence for children’s progression through the stages over a period of 20 years, confirming Kohlberg’s sequence as identified in his stage model of moral development. The influence of Kohlberg’s theories regarding the role of justice in underpinning a person’s morality has also had a considerable bearing on the curriculum design of a number of courses that have been implemented in schools with the objective of increasing students’ level of moral education. 
Most psychologists who have written about Kohlberg believe his theory to be a very important piece of work and are critical of his methods and ideas. One of the criticisms of the theory is the assumption of cultural universality of the theory. When the theory was originally proposed, it was founded upon research of a white, middle-class male population. Since then, there has been a huge amount of cross-cultural research carried out that has proven the first three stages of the theory are universal. The latter stages of the theory are not as commonly achieved in collectivist, non-individualistic societies, for instance, those in Eastern Europe. In collectivist cultures, however, the post-conventional level of moral reasoning is very rare, and the predominant form of moral reasoning in collectivist cultures is more focused towards the preservation of in-group relationships, societal norms and obligations, rather than the abstract principle of justice. Miller (1987) re-examined some of the data collected by Kohlberg in his study in India, which originally had been classified as being at the conventional level. In this study, Kohlberg had labelled the conventional level of moral reasoning as being based on cultural, religious or social values and did therefore not classify it as being at the higher levels of abstract moral reasoning as dictated by his theory. It can therefore be argued that the levels of moral development as described by Kohlberg’s theory do not reflect universal moral development but are instead simply a set of societal values present within the Western Capitalist world. 
Another factor that has contributed to the cultural bias in the theory of moral development is the use of hypothetical dilemmas in the Heinz test by Kohlberg. Most people do not have to deal with real moral dilemmas. Most reported that it is a familiar social context. The hypothetical nature of the dilemmas used in the test tends to be very abstract. This and other factors may mean that a low score on the test does not reflect a person’s stage of development. Instead, the individual may simply not be familiar with the type of moral situations that are embodied in the test. It can be seen clearly that there is a cultural bias in the test, and it should be taken into consideration in accepting the universal nature of Kohlberg’s stages of development. 
Gilligan and Murphy (1980) suggested that the theory proposed by Kohlberg is masculine and biased towards justice and away from care. They suggest that women’s moral reasoning is based on the principles of relationships, caring and sympathy and that these types of moral reasoning are not valued by Kohlberg. He sees women as only reaching conventional morality rather than being able to progress to the higher levels of moral reasoning as are seen in men. Another criticism of the theory of Kohlberg is that of lifespan development. According to the theory of Kohlberg, an individual is expected to continue to develop their moral reasoning throughout their lifespan, particularly during the adolescent years. However, a number of studies have shown that not all individuals are able to reach the level of post-conventional reasoning. Adolescence is a period of considerable change and development, in terms of cognitive and social structures (Choudhury et al., 2023). A number of adolescents are able to ascend from the level of conventional to principle-based moral reasoning. However, a number of studies have shown that only a limited number of adolescents and adults are able to reach this level of moral reasoning. Lifespan research has shown that conventional levels of moral reasoning are present right throughout the lifespan. This suggests that, rather than being a stage of development, the post-conventional level of development is. In addition, several studies have suggested that levels of moral reasoning in adulthood can be influenced by a variety of factors such as education, roles within the workplace and life experiences. In later adulthood, moral reasoning is thought to become more relativistic and to become more centred on emotions. This is largely due to the theory of socioemotional selectivity, which suggests that adults choose to focus on a variety of goals that are emotionally significant (Margoni et al., 2023). As a result, individuals tend to regress from the principle-based level of moral reasoning to the level of people-based moral reasoning. 
Atypical development has cast considerable doubt on the workability of the Kohlberg theory (Kohlberg, 1971). Children with autism spectrum conditions (ASD) are generally able to use rules to arrive at a moral decision but have great difficulties with the social and emotional aspects of the process. These are the very stages that need to be developed for the child to fully participate in the process, as indicated by the Kohlberg theory, which is based on normal social cognitive development. In addition to that, the studies on children with psychopathic traits also point to the shortcomings of the theory (Beckerson, 2023). Such children can present high-level moral reasoning when asked for their principles concerning right and wrong in a hypothetical situation. However, when they have to act morally, they invariably fail to live up to their principles and carry on as usual with their immoral behaviour (Belgasem-Hussain & Hussaien, 2023). This phenomenon cannot be explained within the framework of the Kohlberg theory. The theory neglects the emotional processes and the role of empathy in the context of moral development as well as social learning.
Another approach to moral development in the Social Learning Theory. Bandura, in his work ‘Social Learning Theory’ (1977) argues that our morality is learned from a few ways. One of which is the models that we are given as examples of what is right and what is not an acceptable behaviour. Secondly, the punishments and/or rewards are received when acting in a certain way. The third is the situation in which the behaviour takes place, and finally, is the entire list of elements that have been left out of the moral development theory of Kohlberg, with Social Learning Theory placing more emphasis on the environment in which our behaviour occurs. In contrast, Smetana (2013) argues that social domain theory, which was developed by Turiel (1983), is an alternative to the moral development theory. This theory describes three distinct domains which are morally assessed differently and where therefore, different types of moral reasoning are used. Starting with morals, which are behaviours related to harming or killing others. Secondly is social convention, where behaviours such as respect for other people or meeting the social rules and norms of society. Lastly is personal, where behaviours are related to personal safety and interests. The theory therefore describes the fact that our morality in one domain is very different to our morality in another domain, therefore a greater amount of cultural and individual variation is seen when using the social domain theory.
Another theory to compare to the moral development theory is the Moral Intuitionist Theory. This theory, founded by Haidt (2001) argues that our moral beliefs are generated by our emotions, with us only coming up with reasons to justify our emotions. Abbott (2025) also supports this claim after studying people’s decision-making processes when faced with a moral dilemma. His results found that our moral decision-making happens within seconds and is controlled by affective processes. According to Bammel (2024), the dual-process theory was founded by Greene (2001) and is another alternative theory to the moral development theory. This theory states that these are two separate mental processes that we go through when we are given a moral decision to make. These two processes are described as an intuitive process, where this stage occurs immediately and will determine if our gut feeling towards the decision is one of right or wrong, and a cognitive process, where at this stage, our moral theory carries out reasoning to justify our gut feeling towards whether something is right or wrong.
It is important to consider the question of whether there are significant differences within a culture, across cultures, or even across the life span when we examine the moral development of an individual. Most contemporary psychologists believe that culture, life experiences, personality traits, and emotional processes all impact our moral development. Given the diversity of human development in each of these areas, it seems that it is about time for a more contemporary view of moral development that is provided by a theory such as that proposed by Kohlberg. It is hoped that future researchers will be sure to capture all the of the details of the theory in a more developmental, culturally sensitive and pluralistic approach. 
Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has been a very influential theory in the field of developmental psychology. It was the first theory to clearly document the idea of moral reasoning as a developmental construct, and it provided a very adequate model for research. However, the theory also has a number of major limitations. Some of the most important limitations are cultural bias, gender differences, atypical development, and the assumption that there is a universal sequence of levels. Most recent theories in the field of developmental psychology attempt to deal with the role of emotion, social relationships, cultural standards and individual differences in the moral reasoning process. While the theory of moral development by Kohlberg is still a very popular theory of moral development that was published many years after many of the other major theories of moral development, many recent theories attempt to correct some of the shortcomings of the theory of moral development as presented by Kohlberg. One of the main ways in which recent theories attempt to correct the theory of moral development by Kohlberg is by proposing a pluralistic theory of moral development that is capable of dealing with the much more complex and diverse nature of human morality than was the case in the years when the theory of moral development by Kohlberg was first presented. 
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