


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 reasoning is the process people use to decide what is right and wrong and how they justify their moral choices. Psychologists have been taking interest in how moral reasoning develops throughout life and why individuals may think differently about moral issues for a long period of time (Jensen, 2020). One of the most influential theories in this area was proposed by Lawrence Kohlberg, who suggested that moral reasoning develops through a series of structured stages. Kohlberg expanded on earlier work by Jean Piaget, who argued that a child’s understanding of rules and fairness develops as their thinking abilities mature (Shaffer & Kipp, 2014).
Kohlberg suggested that moral development progresses through six stages, organised into three categories: pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional morality. According to this theory, moral reasoning develops with age, as individuals mature and their cognitive abilities become increasingly complex (Kohlberg, 1984). The theory has had a significant influence on developmental psychology and has shaped how researchers study moral thinking in both children and adults. It also helped move research beyond childhood by suggesting that moral development can continue into adulthood (Sigelman & Rider, 2018).
However, although Kohlberg’s theory has been highly influential, it has also received a lot of criticism. Some researchers argue that it focuses too strongly on logical reasoning and justice while ignoring emotional and social factors that influence moral decisions (Gibbs, 2019). For example, Carol Gilligan argued that the theory may reflect a male-centred understanding of morality and does not fully consider care-based reasoning. In addition, cross-cultural research suggests that moral reasoning may not develop in the same way across different cultures (Bentahila et al., 2021).
This essay will critically discuss the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory to current understandings of moral reasoning. It will examine the main ideas of the theory, evaluate its strengths and weaknesses, and compare it with other perspectives while considering individual differences across culture and the lifespan.
Kohlberg’s theory proposes that moral reasoning develops in stages that are linked to cognitive development. He believed that individuals actively construct their moral understanding as they socially interact (Killen & Smetana, 2023). According to the theory, people move through six stages which are organised into three broader levels of moral development. The first level is pre-conventional morality, which is usually associated with young children. At this level moral reasoning is based mainly on self-interest (Sanders, 2026). In the first stage, behaviour is guided by avoiding punishment. Children may say that an action is wrong because it leads to negative consequences. In the second stage individuals begin to consider rewards and personal benefit. Moral decisions are made based on what will bring the greatest benefit to themselves (Leung & Shek, 2018).
The second level is conventional morality, which is more common during later childhood and adolescence. At this stage individuals begin to value social approval and maintaining social order. In stage three, moral behaviour is influenced by the desire to be seen as a good person by others. People may follow rules or conform in order to maintain positive relationships and gain approval. Stage four focuses more strongly on law and order, where individuals believe that rules should be followed because they maintain stability in society (Berk, 2024).
The final level is post-conventional morality, which involves more abstract thinking about ethics and justice. In stage five individuals recognise that laws are created by society and may not always be fair. Moral decisions may involve considering individual rights and the greater good. Stage six represents the highest level of moral reasoning and involves following universal ethical principles such as justice and equality, even when they conflict with social rules (Green & Snarey, 2007).
Kohlberg studied moral reasoning using hypothetical dilemmas to see how people think about right and wrong, not just what choice they make. One famous example is the Heinz dilemma, where participants were asked if a man should steal medicine to save his dying wife. Kohlberg focused on why people made their decision, which showed different levels of moral thinking (Palm, 2023). This helped him identify stages of moral development, from thinking about personal gain to following social rules, and finally to making decisions based on fairness and universal ethical principles. Kohlberg argued that the reasoning people give for their answer is more important than the decision itself, as it reflects the stage of moral development they have reached. One of the key contributions of Kohlberg’s theory is that it provided a clear and structured explanation for how moral reasoning may develop across the lifespan (Giammarco, 2016). Before his work, moral development was not widely studied in such a systematic way. The stage model helped psychologists understand that moral thinking becomes more complex as cognitive abilities develop. It also encouraged researchers to explore moral reasoning beyond childhood, suggesting that development may continue into adulthood (Crain, 2024).
However, although Kohlberg’s theory was groundbreaking, it has also been criticised for several reasons. A common criticism of Kohlberg’s theory is that it may not fully capture cultural variations in moral reasoning. Original research was primarily conducted with boys from the United States, leading to concerns about whether the proposed stages represent universal developmental patterns or instead reflect Western cultural norms and values (Bentahila, 2021). In many Western societies, moral reasoning often focuses on individual rights, fairness and justice. These ideas are reflected strongly in Kohlberg’s higher stages of moral development. However, research in cross-cultural psychology suggests that people in different cultures may prioritise different moral values (Gibbs et al., 2007).
For example, collectivist cultures often emphasise the importance of family responsibilities, social harmony and respect for authority. In these societies, moral reasoning may focus more on maintaining group relationships rather than challenging social rules. As a result, individuals may appear to remain at the conventional stage according to Kohlberg’s model even though their reasoning is complex and appropriate within their cultural context (Shweder et al., 1987).
Research by Richard Shweder (1945) suggested that moral thinking may be organised around several cultural frameworks, including autonomy, community and divinity. These frameworks reflect different moral priorities that vary across cultures (Jensen & McKenzie, 2017). This perspective challenges the idea that justice-based reasoning represents the highest level of moral development. Despite this criticism, some cross-cultural studies have found evidence for the earlier stages of Kohlberg’s theory across a range of societies. Young children in many cultures tend to focus on punishment and rewards when making moral decisions, which supports the idea that some aspects of moral development may be universal (Snarey, 1985). However, the later stages of the theory appear to be influenced more strongly by cultural values. This suggests that while Kohlberg’s model provides a useful framework, it may not fully capture the diversity of moral reasoning across different cultural contexts. Modern research views moral development as influenced by both cognitive development and cultural experience (Gray & Pratt, 2025).
Another important criticism of Kohlberg’s theory was proposed by Carol Gilligan. Gilligan (1936) argued that Kohlberg’s research focused mainly on male participants, which may have influenced the conclusions he reached about moral reasoning. She suggested that the theory reflects a justice-based perspective that is often associated with male patterns of reasoning (Gilligan, 1982). Gilligan proposed an alternative approach known as the ethics of care. According to this perspective, moral reasoning may also involve considering relationships, empathy and responsibility for others. Rather than focusing on abstract principles of justice, individuals may make moral decisions by considering how actions affect people and relationships (Held, 2006).
For example, when faced with a moral dilemma, someone using a care-based approach might focus on the emotional consequences of the decision and the need to maintain supportive relationships. Gilligan argued that this form of reasoning should not be viewed as less advanced than justice-based reasoning, but as a different moral perspective. This criticism highlights an important limitation of Kohlberg’s theory (Josselson, 2022). By focusing strongly on logical reasoning and justice, the model may overlook the role of emotions and interpersonal relationships in moral decision-making. Moral choices in everyday life often involve balancing empathy, responsibility and social expectations, which does not align with Kohlberg’s stages. However, research on gender differences in moral reasoning has shown mixed findings. Some studies suggest that both men and women use a combination of justice and care when making moral decisions (Li, 2023). This suggests that Gilligan’s perspective may not replace Kohlberg’s theory but instead complements it by identifying important aspects of morality that were previously ignored. Gilligan’s work contributed to a broader and more inclusive understanding of moral reasoning, by emphasising empathy and relationships, it helped expand the study of moral development beyond rational decision-making (Adams, 2015).
Another important contribution of Kohlberg’s theory is its focus on moral development across the lifespan. Earlier research in developmental psychology focused mainly on childhood. Kohlberg argued that moral reasoning continues to develop into adolescence and adulthood as individuals gain more advanced cognitive abilities and life experiences (Killen et al., 2021). This idea encouraged researchers to examine moral reasoning in adults and to explore how education, social interactions and life experiences may influence moral development. It also helped highlight that moral reasoning is not fixed in childhood but can continue to evolve over time (Eisenberg et al., 2015).
However, research suggests that few people consistently reach the highest stages of Kohlberg’s model. Many adults continue to rely on conventional reasoning, where moral decisions are influenced by social rules and expectations. This raises questions about whether the post-conventional level represents a realistic stage of development for most individuals or whether it describes an ideal form of reasoning (Colby & Kohlberg, 1989).
In addition, modern research suggests that moral decision-making may not always follow a logical step-by-step process. For example, Jonathan Haidt introduced the social intuitionist model, which suggests that moral judgements are frequently driven by rapid emotional reactions rather than careful, deliberate reasoning (Dubljević et al., 2018). According to this perspective, individuals often experience an immediate intuitive sense that something is right or wrong, and only afterwards engage in reasoning to explain or justify their judgment. This perspective challenges Kohlberg’s assumption that moral reasoning develops mainly through logical thinking (Jiang et al., 2022). It suggests that emotions, intuition and social influences may play a greater role in moral decision-making than Kohlberg originally suggested.
Research on young children also supports this view. Studies have shown that even very young children demonstrate empathy and concern for others, suggesting that moral behaviour may develop earlier than Kohlberg’s theory suggests. These findings indicate that moral development may involve both emotional and cognitive processes (Kahane & Shackel, 2012). Despite these criticisms, Kohlberg’s theory continues to serve as an important foundation for research into moral development. It introduced the idea that moral reasoning can develop in structured ways and encouraged psychologists to examine how moral thinking changes across different stages of life.
Another criticism of Kohlberg’s theory is that it assumes moral development follows a fixed sequence of stages that everyone progresses through in the same order. Kohlberg argued that individuals cannot skip stages and that moral reasoning becomes increasingly complex over time. However, some researchers question whether moral development is as structured and predictable as the theory suggests (Rest et al., 1999).
In real life, people use different types of moral reasoning depending on the situation they face. For example, an individual may normally follow social rules and laws but may choose to challenge them in situations where they believe a rule is unfair. This suggests that moral reasoning may be more flexible than Kohlberg’s stage model proposes. Rather than moving from one stage to another, individuals may use different forms of reasoning depending on the context of the moral problem (Basinger, 1995).
Research has also suggested that moral behaviour does not always match moral reasoning. An individual may be able to explain a morally advanced response to a dilemma but still behave differently in real situations. This raises questions about whether Kohlberg’s dilemmas accurately measure moral development in everyday life. Some critics argue that the theory focuses too heavily on how people talk about morality rather than how they behave (FeldmanHall et al., 2012; Bostyn et al., 2018).
Despite these limitations, Kohlberg’s approach was still important because it introduced a scientific way of studying moral reasoning. His use of moral dilemmas encouraged researchers to explore how people think about ethical issues and laid the foundation for later theories that consider emotional, cultural and situational influences on moral decision-making. In this sense, even criticisms of Kohlberg’s work have helped improve modern understanding of moral development (Gibbs, 2003).
Although Kohlberg’s theory has several limitations, it has made a lasting contribution to psychological understanding of moral development. The stage model provided a clear framework that allowed researchers to systematically study moral reasoning. It also highlighted the importance of cognitive development in shaping moral thinking (Gibbs, 2019). The theory influenced many areas of psychology, including developmental psychology, education and moral education programmes. For example, educators have used Kohlberg’s ideas to design classroom discussions that encourage students to consider moral dilemmas and develop more advanced reasoning (Nucci & Narvaez, 2008).
Importantly, many modern theories of moral development have been developed in response to Kohlberg’s work. Researchers such as Gilligan and Haidt challenged aspects of the theory, but their work also built on the foundation that Kohlberg created. Therefore, his theory played a key role in shaping the direction of research in moral psychology. Today, most psychologists recognise that moral reasoning is influenced by a combination of cognitive development, emotions, cultural values and social experiences. Kohlberg’s theory does not fully explain all of these factors, but it remains an important starting point for understanding how moral thinking develops (Vozzola & Senland, 2022).
In conclusion, Kohlberg’s theory of moral development has made a significant contribution to psychological understanding of how moral reasoning develops across the lifespan. By proposing a stage-based model, Kohlberg provided an explanation for how individuals may progress from simple, self-focused reasoning in childhood to more complex forms of moral thinking in adulthood. His work also highlighted the link between cognitive development and moral reasoning, which encouraged further research in developmental psychology.
However, the theory has several important limitations. One major criticism is that Kohlberg’s research was largely based on Western participants, which raises questions about whether the stages apply universally. Cross-cultural research suggests that moral reasoning may be shaped by cultural values and social traditions, meaning that different societies may prioritise different moral principles.
In addition, Gilligan’s ethics of care perspective challenged Kohlberg’s emphasis on justice and rational thought by drawing attention to the role of empathy, relationships, and emotional understanding in moral decision-making. More recent approaches, including Haidt’s social intuitionist model, further propose that moral judgements are often shaped by intuitive emotional reactions rather than logical reasoning alone. Despite these criticisms, Kohlberg’s theory continues to play an important role in modern discussions of moral development. It provided a foundation for later research and helped establish moral reasoning as a central topic within developmental psychology. Many contemporary theories build on Kohlberg’s ideas while also recognising the importance of cultural influences, emotional processes and individual differences. Overall, while Kohlberg’s theory may not provide a complete explanation of moral development, it remains a highly influential framework that has shaped current understanding of how moral reasoning develops across both culture and the lifespan.
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