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Essay on Kohlberg's theory of moral development

This essay will critically discuss Kohlberg’s theory of moral development, with specific reference to individual differences across cultures and the lifespan. Moral reasoning is the process individuals go through when making judgments. These judgements can be right or wrong, and they involve justice, obligation, and social responsibility. The psychologist Laurence Kohlberg is known for his influential accounts of the theory of moral development. He conceptualised moral development as a series of hierarchical stages, leading to advanced moral reasoning (Muslikhul & Nunung, 2025). Individual differences can influence moral development, so personality, intelligence, and atypical development will be examined.

Kohlberg's theory focuses on cognitive development and is based on Jean Piaget's theory of moral development. He believes that there was no emphasis on social relations (Kavathatzopoulos, 1991). Lawrence Kohlberg has theorised that there are six stages of moral development to define the progression individuals go through as they mature. The stages are categorised into these levels to understand the different ways they think about right and wrong at each stage (Mathes, 2021). Kohlberg's theory focuses on how moral reasoning develops, with universal ethical principles, particularly justice, guiding the most advanced and mature stage. He believes that his development of the stages is considered to be universal (Muslikhul & Nunung, 2025).
Next, each stage of moral development will be explained by what Kohlberg has theorised, highlighted in this study, Mathes (2021). There are three levels involved in the six stages. The first level is preconventional, as the first two stages are categorised by externally controlled moral reasoning. Stage one highlights heteronomous morality, which involves moral behaviour being motivated only to avoid being punished. Stage 2 is about individualism, instrumental purpose, and exchange morality. This stage is driven by engaging in good and moral behaviour, which leads to rewards. The next two stages mark the beginning of the conventional level. They are categorised into this level as individuals start to reason the importance of conformity to social norms, expectations and rules. This is reflected in stage 3 as it highlights the importance of mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships and interpersonal conformity. Individuals start to reason to help others around them, friends and family, to care for them. Stage 4 involves starting to understand the social system and developing a conscience. As they begin to develop awareness of authority, traditional norms, and laws, they learn what is morally right or wrong (Power, 2011). The last two stages of developing moral reasoning are the post-conventional level. Stage 5 is about social contract orientation. At this stage, morality is based on the greatest good, meaning people understand what benefits the greatest number of people overall. This comes from the philosophy of Utilitarianism. People start to realise the importance of law, but also believe laws should be able to be changed or questioned if they are unfair. They start to have respect for individual rights and cultural differences. The last stage involves reasoning about universal moral principles. This always applies to everyone across all cultures, even if they conflict with preexisting moral standards. It is about valuing the importance of all human beings and justice. 

Kohlberg's theory of moral development has many strengths and limitations in the life span development. Mathes (2021) argues that his theory is strong, as moral thinking becomes more complex as people mature. It also suggests that the way people morally reason can reflect the kind of society an individual lives in, which could be in a simpler or more hierarchical society. It also highlights that at advanced stages of development; people start to consider larger groups of people and not just themselves. The stages apply moral reasoning to universal ethical principles to everyone, not just certain groups of people. His developmental theory has allowed for empirical testing. This allows researchers to develop scoring systems based on his stages of moral development. Moral reasoning can be measured in relation to social behaviour. Muslikhul & Nuung, (2025) believe that Kohlberg’s theory of development has been crucial in understanding how people determine moral reasoning as they mature. There is a big emphasis on as people develop morally, their values become more mature and complex, they will also start to have internally grounded morals guided by their own personal principles. 
Moody-Adams (2025) found several key weaknesses of Kohlberg’s explanation of the life span of how people develop moral maturity. Firstly, he fails to consider the importance of the role of empathy and imaginative understanding in helping people develop deeper moral awareness, stronger emotional concern for others and motivation to act morally. He does not provide strong enough evidence that moral development is guided by a fixed step-by-step progression through increasingly ‘hierarchical’ stages for moral reasoning. Despite this, Kohlberg’s ideas about moral maturity can still offer valuable insights, and it remains worthwhile to promote the development of individuals who display strong moral character and principles. 
A critique of Kohlberg’s theory is that it may not fully work as a structural developmental theory, as it does not apply what cognitive problems people face at each stage. He is missing the explanation of the developmental stages people move from one stage to the next, lacking a clear structural progression. The theory is being revisited to rebuild and revise the stage using Piaget's development logic. This will help present each stage logically from earlier thinking (Minnameier, 2001). Piaget's theory emphasises moral development of cognitive development, but, in contrast to Kolberg's theory, highlights the influence of action on thought (Kavathatzopoulos, 1991). As explained by Minnameier (2001), that Kohlbergs theory is lacking structure in his stages; Piaget has also critiqued this about his theory. Piaget believes that Kohlberg's theory is too rigid and overly cognitive, whereas his own theory considers how moral thinking has an impact on people's behaviour (Kavathatzopoulos, 1991). Piaget looks more in-depth at the earlier stages of development and develops the understanding at a young age of the progress between heteronomous and autonomous moral reasoning. This suggests that Piaget has more fluidity in his stages compared to Kohlberg’s theory. On the other hand, a limitation of Piaget’s theory is not apply to universality, as his theory of progression from heteronomous to autonomous may not be applicable across cultures.
A crucial limitation to Kohlberg’s theory is that his original studies were conducted solely on boys in Western cultures. Carol Gilligan has argued that his theory lacks universality as girls may follow a different pattern of moral development (Woods 1996). Gilligan’s theory of moral development highlights two different styles of moral reasoning. The first being “justice ethic”, which is generally linked with men, which focuses on fairness, rules, and individual rights. The next pattern typically associated with women is the “care ethic”, which emphasises responsibility for others and maintaining relationships. Gilligan's theory challenges Kohlberg’s idea that moral development follows a single universal path, suggesting that instead, men and women may develop morally differently in equally valid ways. However, Gilligan’s theory has been criticised for reinforcing stereotypes by moral reasoning styles with sex, which may indicate that her theory overlooks individual variation and complexity of moral development.
Kohlberg believes that his theory can be applied universally; however, it lacks cultural universality due to having only ever conducted his studies with Western cultures, as Locke (1979) argues that moral reasoning is developed by cultural values and social norms. This may suggest that the emphasis on individual rights and justice reflects Western perspectives rather than universal implications. Comparatively, Mathes (2021) has stated that Kohlberg’s theory has been correlated with social evolution. There is a link between social inclusiveness and moral development, suggesting that moral reasoning progresses from self-interest to universal ethical principles alongside social evolution. This suggests the universality of development as it appears in many societies in a universal pattern of moral development. On the other hand, this study has criticised this concept as it may reflect Western views of moral reasoning and social progress, limiting its ability to apply across all non-Western cultures. 
Modjtahedi et al. (2016) developed a study examining moral development across different cultures, emphasising both universal and culture-specific aspects. Using an adapted version of Kohlberg's moral measurement, it was discovered that the psych-socio-moral development of children in Iran and Germany was considerably different. In Germany, youths' moral development levels were significantly higher than those of youths in Iran. This suggests that moral development across different cultures is different or develops at a different pace. This also shows the comparison that Kohlberg's theory only uses Western participants and does not apply to non-Western cultures. Similarly, Chaparro (2013) highlights the difference in moral development across cultures, particularly in Chile and Switzerland. Swiss children displayed higher levels of moral reasoning when applying to rule violations compared to Chilean children. Whereas Chilean children presented higher sympathy levels of reasoning in comparison to the same age of Swiss children. These results indicate developmental and cultural differences in moral reasoning. 
Furthermore, cultural differences in moral reasoning were presented in individualistic and collectivistic cultures in Vauclair et al.'s (2014) study. Within individualistic cultures, they were more likely to associate morality with a rights-based reasoning compared to collectivistic cultures, which were more associated with duty-based attributes. There were mixed views on justice and welfare concerns between these two types of cultures. Despite these differences, it was found that Kohlberg’s moral hierarchy stages were similar across numerous cultures. Gibbs et al (2007) found mixed views when investigating a cross-cultural analysis of moral development. Gibbs was trying to test Kohlberg's theory of universality of moral development. He found that many studies found people to generally progress in a similar order. Though differences appeared at the advanced stage of development, there were culturally specific differences. The results indicate that there is universality across the basic moral development processes. But culture has an impact on how moral values are expressed and interpreted. 
Kohlberg does not consider personality development in his study; his main focus is only on the stages of moral judgment. Donner (1987) discovered that without his wider framework, it becomes hard to understand the motivations for moral growth, how individuals progress between stages, or how moral reasoning translates into actual behaviour. Kohlberg's also assumes that morality is primarily based on principles of justice and reciprocity, a view challenged by theorists who emphasise care, empathy and responsibility within relationships. Research on Object relations theory focuses on the role of relationships in personality development. Research involving adult women has found a relationship between object relational development and Kohlberg’s moral stages, suggesting that relational aspects of personality may support higher levels of moral reasoning. Similarly to this study, Jamisom (1981) found that Kohlberg’s theory suggests that the stage of moral reasoning a person is in can influence their moral behaviour. However, other factors such as personality traits and situational influences also play an important role. For instance, individuals at the conventional stages of moral development (stages 3 and 4) are believed to be guided by social relationships and societal rules. Research investigating the effects of peer pressure on moral behaviour found that peer influence can sometimes encourage people to act more morally. However, the expected link between peer pressure and particular stages of moral reasoning, such as stage 3, was not clearly supported. These findings suggest that moral behaviour is shaped by a complex interaction between personality, social influences, and moral reasoning, which Kohlberg’s theory alone may not fully explain.
Buon (2013) applied Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to atypical populations, including individuals with autism spectrum disorder, shows some important differences in moral reasoning. Studies suggest that adults with high-functioning autism or Asperger syndrome make similar judgments to neurotypical adults when evaluating situations involving suffering or cause and effect. However, they may experience subtle difficulties when interpreting intentional actions and assigning moral responsibility. These findings indicate that although certain aspects of moral reasoning remain intact in this population, abilities related to understanding intentions and evaluating moral responsibility may be affected. According to Dempsey et al. (2020), Kohlberg’s traditional rationalist theories of morality may not be fully recognised in the development of autistic people. Autistic individuals often show differences in understanding social interactions and intentions, so this study believes that it is best to consider alternative theoretical approaches that recognise social cognitive characteristics. This can help explain moral decision-making that occurs in ASD beyond Kohlberg’s developmental stages.
Overall, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has been influential in developmental psychology, providing a framework for understanding how moral reasoning progresses across the lifespan. His stage-based model highlights how individuals mature to more complex forms of moral reasoning grounded in universal ethical principles throughout their lifespans. The main strength of his theory is its clear structure and its contribution to empirical research, particularly its ability to measure moral reasoning. However, there were many limitations throughout, one being the theory's lack of universality. Critics argue that Kohlberg’s theory lacks universality because it places too much emphasis on cognitive development. He overlooks considering other cultures this was seen as he only ever had male Western participants, raising concerns about cultural and gender bias. He has also lacked consideration of individual differences, such as personality and atypical development, so that moral behaviour can not be explained by stage progression only. Kohlberg’s theory is highly influential, but it just needs further research to consider further impacts on the stages of moral development.
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