
Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development:
A Summary

Lawrence Kohlberg's theory of moral development is based on the idea that individuals progress
through distinct stages of moral reasoning as they age and mature. He conducted extensive
research on children, adolescents, and adults, presenting them with moral dilemmas to
understand their reasoning behind moral decision-making.

Kohlberg's theory consists of six stages of moral development, grouped into three levels:

Pre-conventional Level:
a. Stage 1 - Obedience and Punishment Orientation: Children in this stage focus on avoiding
punishment and following rules to maintain their own safety and self-interest.
b. Stage 2 - Individualism and Exchange: Individuals at this stage consider their own needs and
may engage in a "you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours" mentality, where actions are motivated
by personal gain.

Conventional Level:
a. Stage 3 - Interpersonal Relationships: At this stage, individuals seek approval from others
and strive to be seen as good and caring. They conform to societal norms and expectations.
b. Stage 4 - Maintaining Social Order: Moral decisions are based on fulfilling duties, following
laws, and maintaining social order. Upholding societal rules is seen as essential for the greater
good.

Post-conventional Level:
a. Stage 5 - Social Contract and Individual Rights: Individuals at this stage begin to question
and evaluate societal norms and rules. They understand that rules are social agreements and
may be changed if they don't promote the welfare of everyone involved.
b. Stage 6 - Universal Principles: This final stage involves a strong adherence to internal ethical
principles, even if they conflict with societal norms. Moral decisions are based on universal
ethical principles and conscience.

It's important to note that not everyone reaches the highest stages of moral development, and
progression through the stages may not be linear. Kohlberg acknowledged that various cultural,
social, and personal factors influence moral development. Furthermore, some critics argue that
Kohlberg's theory might overemphasize Western individualistic values and not adequately
account for cultural differences in moral reasoning.

Despite its limitations, Kohlberg's theory has contributed significantly to our understanding of
moral development and remains influential in the field of developmental psychology.
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