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With reference to individual differences across culture and lifespan, critically discuss the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to current understandings of the development of moral reasoning:

Developmental psychology seeks to understand both how and why individuals change and develop across the lifespan, including the ways in which cognitive, emotional and social processes shape behaviour (Peterson, 2003; Stuart-Hamilton, 2012; Woodhead, 1999). One of the most widely studied areas within this field is the development of moral reasoning; the process through which individuals evaluate, justify and make decisions about moral dilemmas. Rather than simply distinguishing right from wrong, moral reasoning involves the evaluation of consequences, and the integration of emotional understanding of others in shaping moral judgements and decision making (Paxton & Greene, 2010; Setiya, 2022; Smith et al., 2023). Among the most influential explanations is that proposed by Kohlberg (1971), whose cognitive development theory offers a comprehensive framework for understanding how moral reasoning progresses through a series of universal, stage-like changes, each reflecting increasingly sophisticated forms of reasoning. However, despite his theoretical significance, the extent to which his theory fully accounts for moral development continues to evoke conflicting views within developmental research (Gibbs, 2019; Goldschmidt et al., 2021; Moroney, 2006), thereby making it a relevant context in which to examine whether moral development can be adequately explained as a universal, stage-based process. This essay will therefore critically discuss the contribution of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development to current understandings of moral reasoning, drawing upon both classic and contemporary research.  
Building on Piaget’s earlier contributions, Kohlberg (1971) conceptualised moral development as progressing through three hierarchical levels, preconventional, conventional and postconventional, that each comprise two structurally distinct stages. At the preconventional level, stage one and two, moral behaviours are externally motivated by avoiding punishment and seeking rewards, in which individuals interpret moral situations in relation to personal consequences rather than an internalised understanding of social norms. Progression to stage three reflects a shift from self-interested moral reasoning towards an increased concern with interpersonal relationships and social approval. At this stage, individuals begin to evaluate moral situations in terms of the expectations of others, striving to be perceived as ‘good’ through behaviours that maintain trust, approval and respect. Moral judgements are therefore shaped less by the direct consequences of actions and more by their impact on social relationships at this stage. Stage four represents a further shift in which moral reasoning becomes orientated towards maintaining social order and adhering to established rules and authority. At this stage, individuals recognise that adherence to these is necessary for the functioning of society, and therefore, moral behaviour is guided by a sense of obligation, even when it may conflict with personal interests or relationships. In contrast, the postconventional level reflects a more advanced and abstract form of moral reasoning. At stage five, individuals begin to recognise that laws are based on social contracts. Moral reasoning at this stage therefore incorporates an awareness of individual rights and differing perspectives, with the understanding that some principles, such as justice and equality, may transcend specific laws. Finally, stage six is characterised by reasoning based on universal ethical principles. At this stage, individuals are guided by self-chosen principles such as fairness and justice, in which they may choose to act in accordance with these principles despite conflict with societal rules or expectations. (Ahmeti & Ramadani, 2021; Mathes, 2021; Moody-Adams, 2022; Shek & Leung, 2018). Kohlberg’s theory therefore provides a structured account of how moral reasoning develops across the lifespan, proposing that individuals progress from externally driven, self-interested reasoning in childhood to more autonomous, principled forms of moral reasoning in adulthood. 
While Kohlberg’s framework has been highly influential within developmental psychology, it has also been subject to substantial critique, particularly regarding the extent to which the proposed stages of moral reasoning can be considered culturally universal. Kohlberg (1971) argued that individuals progress through invariant stages of moral reasoning, irrespective of individual differences across culture. However, much of the empirical support underpinning his model was derived from western, individualistic samples, raising questions about cultural bias (Bouhmama, 1984; Gibbs et al., 2007; Sachdeva et al., 2011). Cross-cultural research has therefore long questioned whether his framework adequately captures culturally specific forms of moral reasoning, instead suggesting that culture plays a significant role in shaping individual differences in moral development.  
Accordingly, Snarey et al. (1985) conducted a longitudinal study among 92 Kibbutz adolescents to examine the applicability of Kohlberg’s theory in a more diverse, non-western context. Their findings supported the general sequence of early stages proposed by Kohlberg, indicating an element of cross-cultural consistency in moral development. Similarly, Beak (2002), using interview-based moral dilemma assessments with 128 Korean and British children, found that both groups demonstrated comparable developmental progression, indicating that the process of moral reasoning may follow a broadly universal trajectory. However, despite this apparent structural similarity, these studies simultaneously demonstrate that the content of moral reasoning differs significantly across cultural contexts. Snarey et al. (1985) concluded that higher stages, particularly those emphasising abstract principles of justice, were less frequently observed, and instead the moral reasoning of participants reflected communal and collectivistic moral values, rather than individual rights and justice-based principles central to Kohlberg’s higher stages. Consistent with these findings, Beak (2002) reported that Korean children’s reasoning often reflected culturally specific values such as social harmony and duty, which could not be easily categorised using Kohlberg’s scoring criteria. This suggests that while individuals may progress similarly across cultures, what they consider morally important appears to reflect culturally embedded norms and values. Importantly, their methodological reliance on hypothetical moral dilemmas and western derived scoring systems must be considered, as such approaches may impose western interpretive frameworks onto non-western individuals, potentially obscuring culturally distinct forms of moral reasoning. Consequently, this apparent universality may reflect the limitations of Kohlberg’s (1971) methodology rather than genuine cross-cultural similarity. 
Nevertheless, more recent theoretical explanations strengthen this critique by arguing that moral reasoning is fundamentally culturally embedded rather than universally structured. Bentahila et al. (2022), drawing on cross-cultural research, propose that societies develop distinct moral systems shaped by social, historical and institutional factors, resulting in multiple moralities as opposed to a single universal framework. Crucially, this perspective shifts the focus away from viewing cultural variation as a deviation from a normative standard, instead recognising it as reflecting context-specific forms of moral reasoning. Consistent with this, Jia and Krettenauer (2017) argue, based on cross-cultural research, that moral identity itself is culturally constructed. Their critique highlights that while western individuals tend to conceptualise moral identity in relation to stable internal traits and personal principles, individuals from non-western cultures often define morality in relation to social roles, duties and obligations. This suggests that the very standards by which moral reasoning is evaluated are themselves contingent upon culture, rather than universally applicable. These perspectives therefore directly challenge Kohlberg’s (1971) higher stages, which have long been criticised for reflecting predominantly western, individualistic moral priorities, thereby limiting the extent to which his model can be applied across diverse cultural contexts. However, it is crucial to recognise that these perspectives are primarily theoretical and interpretative, focusing on how morality is conceptualised across cultures rather than directly testing Kohlberg’s stage progression. As such, while they provide valuable insight into cultural variation in moral reasoning, they offer more indirect support when evaluating the validity of Kohlberg’s model.   
Taken together, this suggests that while cultural variation highlights important limitations in Kohlberg’s theory, it does not invalidate his contribution. Instead, cross-cultural research suggests that Kohlberg’s (1971) theory remains valuable in identifying general structural patterns in moral development but fails to adequately account for cultural variability as a key source of individual differences. As such, this research refines current understandings by demonstrating that culture does not merely influence moral reasoning, but fundamentally shapes the content, expression and underlying meaning. Kohlberg’s contribution is therefore best understood as a foundational account, which has informed the development of more integrative and contemporary approaches that incorporate the role of cultural context and individual differences in shaping moral reasoning.  
Such concerns are not limited to cultural variation but also extend to individual differences across the lifespan, where researchers have consistently questioned whether Kohlberg’s stage theory oversimplifies the process in which moral reasoning develops and changes (Ahmeti & Ramadani, 2021; Walker, 1982). Kohlberg proposed that individuals progress through invariant and hierarchical stages (Colby et al., 1983), with higher stages of moral reasoning typically emerging during adolescence and adulthood as cognitive abilities mature (Gibbs, 1979). However, his assumption of a universal, stage-like progression is increasingly challenged by contemporary developmental research suggesting that moral reasoning is both present earlier and develops in more flexible and context-dependent ways. 
Accordingly, Yoo and Smetana’s (2022) meta-analysis, which synthesised findings from multiple studies examining children’s responses to moral versus conventional transgressions, found that children reliably distinguish between moral and conventional rules from early childhood. Their findings emphasise that children judged moral transgressions as more serious, generalisable and less dependent on authority, which directly challenges Kohlberg’s claim that early moral reasoning is qualitatively limited. Instead, this study suggests that core aspects of moral understanding may be present from a younger age. A key strength of this research is their qualitative synthesis of multiple studies, which enhances reliability and generalisability. However, since many studies included rely on hypothetical judgement tasks, ecological validity may be limited, as children’s real-world moral behaviour may differ from their reasoning in experimental conditions.  
Additionally, contemporary research also indicates that moral development appears to continue across adolescence and adulthood in ways that are not adequately captured by Kohlberg’s fixed stage model. Malti et al. (2021) reviewed theoretical and empirical studies in adolescent moral development, highlighting that adolescence presents a critical development period characterised by identity formation, emotional development and increasingly complex social relationships. Their findings indicate that moral reasoning may be shaped by a range of psychological processes rather than cognitive advancement alone, thus, providing important support for the view that moral development cannot be fully explained by Kohlberg’s (1971) cognitively driven stage model. 
This view is reinforced by Krettenauer (2022), who argues that moral development extends beyond reasoning to include the formation of a moral identity. Krettenauer (2022) proposes that individuals across childhood, adolescence and adulthood develop a sense of moral self, whereby moral goals and values become increasingly integrated into the self over time. This highlights that moral development is not solely a cognitive progression through stages, as proposed by Kohlberg (1971), but also involves changes in motivation, identity and personal values across the lifespan. While these perspectives offer a more nuanced and comprehensive explanation, it is important to recognise that such constructs are more difficult to operationalise than Kohlberg’s structured stage model. Nevertheless, they provide a more ecologically valid account of moral development by acknowledging the influence of individual differences and real-world social contexts. 
Importantly, further support for this more flexible and context-dependent account of moral development comes from research on autism spectrum disorder (ASD), which highlights how variations in cognitive and emotional processing can shape moral reasoning across the lifespan. For example, Labusch et al. (2024), who compared autistic individuals and typically developing children using moral dilemma tasks, reported that while utilitarian judgements decreased with age in both groups, this decline was more gradual in autistic individuals. This indicates differences in how emotional processes are integrated into moral reasoning over time, providing support for the view that developmental change is not uniform but instead may depend on underlying cognitive and emotional mechanisms. Additionally, Bellesi et al. (2018) examined moral reasoning in adults with and without ASD using everyday scenario-based tasks. While autistic and non-autistic individuals demonstrated similar recognition of moral transgressions, individuals with ASD provided less sophisticated justifications and generated harsher response strategies. Taken together, these findings support and reinforce the view that moral development is not a fixed, universal progression, but is instead shaped by individual differences across the lifespan. 
Collectively, these findings highlight that individual differences in development across the lifespan challenge Kohlberg’s assumption of a universal, hierarchical progression of moral reasoning. However, rather than undermining his theory entirely, these perspectives instead refine his contribution by demonstrating that moral development is more variable, context-dependent and influenced by emotional and social processes than Kohlberg originally proposed. Kohlberg’s model therefore remains significant in establishing that moral reasoning develops systematically and becomes increasingly sophisticated over time, but it may oversimplify the complexity and heterogeneity of real-world moral reasoning. 
To conclude, while Kohlberg’s theory has made a significant contribution to current understandings of moral reasoning, the extent to which it provides a comprehensive account is limited. Although some support exists for the structural consistency in the early stages of moral development across both culture and lifespan, contemporary literature reviewed throughout suggests that moral development cannot be fully explained as a universal, stage-based progression driven solely by cognitive maturation. Crucially, research on moral identity and cultural variation demonstrates that moral reasoning is not simply about reaching abstract principles of justice, but involves the integration of values, motivation and social expectations that differ across contexts. This is further supported by research on individuals with autism, which highlights that moral reasoning develops through diverse cognitive and emotional processes rather than a single, uniform trajectory. Taken together, these findings challenge the assumption that moral maturity can be defined in one universal way, and subsequently, moral development is better understood as a dynamic and context-dependent process, in which individual differences across culture and lifespan interact. As such, Kohlberg’s theory remains a valuable foundation, but a more comprehensive account of moral development is required to move beyond Kohlberg’s original framework, one that incorporates cultural influences, emotional processes and individual differences across the lifespan. 
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