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Reading 19: HOW MORAL ARE YOU?

Kohlberg, L. (1963). The development of children’s orientations toward a moral order:
Sequence in the development of moral thought. Vita Humana, 6, 11-33.

Have you ever really thought about how moral you are compared to others?
What are the moral principles guiding your decisions in life? Experience should
tell you that people’s morality varies a great deal. Psychologists generally define
morals as those attitudes and beliefs that help people decide the difference
between and degrees of right and wrong. Your concept of morality is deter-
mined by the rules and norms of conduct that are set forth by the culture in
which you have been raised and that have been internalized by you. Morality is
not part of your standard equipment at birth: You were probably born without
morals. As you developed through childhood into adolescence and adulthood,
your ideas about right and wrong developed along with you. Every normal adult
has a personal conception of morality. But where did your morality originate?
How did it go from a set of cultural rules to part of who you are?

Probably the two most famous and influential figures in the history of
research on the formation of morality were Jean Piaget (discussed in Reading 18)
and Lawrence Kohlberg (1927-1987). Kohlberg’s research at the University of
Chicago incorporated and expanded upon many of Piaget's ideas about intel-
lectual development and sparked a new wave of interest in this topic of study.
Kohlberg was addressing this question: “How does the amoral infant become
Capable of moral reasoning?”

Using the work of Piaget as a starting point, Kohlberg theorized that the
uniquely human ability to make moral judgments develops in a predictable
way during childhood. He believed that specific, identifiable stages of moral
development are related and similar in concept to Piaget’s stages of intellec-
tual development. As Kohlberg explained, “The child can internalize the moral
values of his parents and culture and make them his own only as he comes to
relate these values to a comprehended social order and to his own goals as a
80clia1 self” (Kohlberg, 1964). In other words, a child must reach a certain stage
of intellectyal ability in order to develop a certain level of morality.

With these ideas in mind, Kohlberg set about formulating a method for
;tu dying children’s abilities to make moral judgments. From that research grew

'S Widely recognized theory of moral development.
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Kohlberg believed that his theory of the formation of morality could be
explored by giving children at various ages the opportunity to make moral
judgments. If the reasoning they used to make moral decisions could be found
to progress predictably at increasing ages, this would be evidence that his

stage theory was essentially correct.
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METHOD

Kohlberg's research methodology was really quite simple. He presented chil
dren of varying ages with 10 hypothetical moral dilemmas. Each child was
interviewed for 2 hours and asked questions about the moral issues presented
in the dilemmas. The interviews were tape—recorded for later analysis of the
moral reasoning used. Two of Kohlberg’s most widely cited moral dilemmas
were as follows:

The Brother’s Dilemma. Joe’s father promised he could go to camp if he earned the
$50 for it, and then changed his mind and asked Joe to give him the money he
had earned. Joe lied and said he had only earned $10 and went to camp using the
other $40 he had made. Before he went, he told his younger brother, Alex, about
the money and about lying to their father. Should Alex tell their father? (p- 12
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make mm]](- f;. ’_1} it _,S” H(mz got desperate and broke into the man’s store to
steal the drug tor his wite. Should the husband have done this (p. 17)

The parlicip;uﬂs n Kohlberg's original study were 72 bovs living in the
Chicago suburbs. The boys were in three different age gmups: 10 %i‘% and
16 years. Half of each group of boys were from lower-middle-class so(‘i()(:(‘n‘n‘()mi(‘
hrackets; the other half were from upper-middle-class brackets. During th(;
course of the 2-hour interviews, the children expressed between 50 and 150
moral ideas or statements.

Following are four examples quoted by Kohlberg, of responses made by
children of different ages to these dilemmas: I

Danny, age 10, The Brother’s Dilemma. “In one way it would be right to tell on his
brother, or [else] his father might get mad at him and spank him. In another way it
would be right to keep quiet, or [else] his brother might beat him up.” (p. 12) I

Don, age 13, The Heinz Dilemma. “It really was the druggist’s fault, he was unfair,
trving to overcharge and letting someone die. Heinz loved his wife and wanted to
save her. I think anyone would. I don’t think they would put him in jail. The judge
would look at all sides and see the druggist was charging too much.” (p. 19)

Andy, age 13, The Brother’s Dilemma. “If my father finds out later, he won't trust
me. My brother wouldn’t either, but I wouldn’t [feel so bad] if he (the brother)
didn’t.” (p. 20)

George, age 16, The Heinz Dilemma. “1 don’t think so, since it says the druggist
had a right to set the price. I can’t say he’d actually be right; I suppose anyone
would do it for a wife, though. He’d prefer to go to jail than have his wife die. In
my eyes he’d have just cause to do it, but in the law’s eyes he’d be wrong. Ican’t
say more than that as to whether it was right or wrong.” (p. 21)

Based on such statements, Kohlberg and his associates defined six stages
of moral development and assigned various statements to one of the six stages.
In addition, six types of motives were used to justify the boys’ reasoning, which
corresponded to the six stages. It should be noted that each of the six stages
of moral reasoning delineated by Kohlberg was intended to apply universally
to any situation the child might encounter. The stages do not predict a specific
action a child might take when faced with a real dilemma, but rather the
reasoning the child would use in determining a course of action.

RESULTS
Kohlberg grouped the six stages he had found into three moral levels, ea.ch
with distinct stages as outlined in Table 19-1. The early' stages of mora!lty,
which Kohlberg called the “premoral” level, are charactenz.ed by egocentrism
and personal interests. In Stage 1, the child fails to recognize the mter-ests of
others and behaves morally out of fear of punishment for bad behavior. In
Stage 2, the child begins to recognize the interests and n'eec%s (?f others but
behaves morally to get moral behavior back. Good behavior is, In essence, a
Manipulation of a situation to meet the child’s own needs. N -
In Level 2, conventional morality that is a part of recogmzing one ; ro &
in interpersonal relationships comes into play. In Stage 3, the child 'I?e ;\uesi
Morally in order to live up to the expectations of others and to maintain
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Kohlberg's Si stages of Moral Development
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TABLE 19-1

MORAL LEVEL . .
LEVEL 1. PRE p— obedience orientation (Consequences for actions determine
Punishm

Stage 1. _ | |
:,gpt: ir;dstv:l:(r):egr'l)tal hedonism (Satisfaction of one's own needs defines what
Stage 2. aiv
is good.)
i CONVENTIONAL ROLE CONFORMITY

LEVEL 2. MORALITY OF .
" orientation (What pleases others is good.)

“Good boy-nice g'f taining law and order, doing one's duty

2:232 i Authority maintaining morality (Main
are good.)
SELF-ACCEPTED MORAL PRINCIPLES

LEVEL 3. MORALITY OF
Morality of agreé

ments and democratically determined law (Society’s values

5. dem

Siege and individual rights determine right anq wrong.)_

Stage 6 Morality of individual principles of conscience (R'.ghF and wrong are matters
' of individual philosophy according to universal principles.)

(Based on data from p. 13.)

and loyalty in relationships. It is during this stage, according to Kohlberg, that
“golden rule thinking” begins and the child becomes concerned about the
feelings of others (similar to Piaget’s notion of overcoming egocentric think-
ing). Stage 4 begins with the child’s recognition of and respect for law and
order. Here, an individual takes the viewpoint of the larger social system and
sees good behavior in terms of being a law-abiding citizen. There is no ques-
tioning of the established social order but rather the belief that whatever
upholds the law is good.
When a person enters Level 3, judgments about morality begin to transcend
formal societal laws. In Stage 5, the child recognizes that some laws are better
tban others. Sometimes what is moral may not be legal, and vice versa. The indk
vidual still believes that laws should be obeyed to maintain social harmony but
may seek to change laws through due process. At this stage, Kohlberg maintained,
a person will experience conflict in attempting to integrate morality with legality.
. If a person reaches morality Stage 6 (and not everyone does), moral
Jl“ 8“1.5'1“5 will be based upon a belief in universal ethical principles. When
a:ivrslc‘fl(; ate these principles, the person behaves according to these ethical
gwn ég rfsséi ;::lgar(;ess of the law. Morality is determined by the individual’s
individuals acflilll Ohlbf;: g was to find in this and later studies that very f€¥
ing to great Ieadf}:]r:eztc‘ Stage 6. He eventually ascribed this level of reaso™
Luther Kin conscience, such as Gandhi, Thoreau, and Martil
8. Jr. Kohlberg claimed that,
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It was crucial to Kohlberg’s stage theory that the different levels of moral
reasoning are seen to advance with the age of the person. To test this idea, he
analyzed the various stages corresponding to the children’s answers accord-
ing to the ages of the children. Figure 19-1 summarizes these findings: As the
age of the subjects increased, the children used increasingly higher stages of
moral reasoning to respond to the dilemmas. Other statistical analyses dem-
onstrated that the ability to use each stage appeared to be a prerequisite to
moving to the next-higher level.

DISCUSSION

In Kohlberg’s discussion of the implications of his findings, he pointed out
that this new conceptualization clarified how children actively organize the
morality of the world around them in a series of predictable, sequential stages.
For the child, this was not seen simply as an assimilation and internalization of
adult moral teachings through verbal explanation and punishment but as an
emergence of cognitive moral structures that developed as a result of the child’s
interaction with the social and cultural environment. In this view, children do
not simply learn morality—they construct it. What this means is tha_t achild is
literally incapable of understanding or using Stage 3 moral reasoning before
passing through Stages 1 and 2. And a person would not aPply the moral con-
cepts of basic human rights found in Stage 5 to solve a dilemma unless th-at
Person had already experienced and constructed the patterns of morality
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herent in the first four stages. Further implications of this and later woyy of
inhere

Kohlberg are discussed shortly.

CRITICISMS AND RECENT APPLICATIONS

Kohlberg expanded and revised .his stage theory of m‘?rﬁl developmt?nt over
more than 30 years following this orlglvnal study. As with most newf influep.
tial research, his views have been questioned ffom several perspectives. Ope
of the most often cited criticisms is that even if Kohlbe.rg was correct in hig
ideas about moral reasoning, this does not mean th.ose ideas ca-n be applied
to moral behavior. In other words, what a person thinks or says is moral may
not be reflected in the person’s moral actions. Several studies have sug-
gested a lack of correspondence between moral reasoning and moral behay-
ior, although others have found evidence that such a relationship does exist.
One interesting line of research related to this criticism focused on the
importance of strong situational factors in determining whether someone
will act according to his or her stage of moral reasoning (see Kurtines,
1986). Although this criticism may have some validity, Kohlberg acknowl-
edged that his theory applied only to moral reasoning. The fact that situa-
tional forces may sometimes alter moral behavior does not negate the fact,
according to Kohlberg, that moral reasoning progresses through the stages
he described.

Another criticism of Kohlberg’s work has focused on his claim that the
six stages of moral reasoning are universal. These critics claim that Kohlberg’s
stages represent an interpretation of morality that is found uniquely in West-
ern individualistic societies and may not apply to the non-Western, collectivist
cultures that make up most of the world’s population (see Reading 28 on the
research b.y Triandis for a discussion of the differences between these cultures).
However, in defense of the universality of Kohlberg’s ideas, 45 separate studies
condl}cted in 27 different cultures were reviewed (Snarey, 1987). In every study
examlr?ed, researchers found that all the participants passed through the
stages in the same sequence, without reversals, and that stages 1 through 5
were present in all the cultures studied. Interestingly, however, in more collec-
tvist cultures (e.g., Taiwan, Papua, New Guinea, and Israel), some of the moral
Judgments did not fit into any of Kohlberg’s six stages. These were judgments
based on the welfare of the entire com ity. S : i y found
in the judgments made by U g S uch reas_omngwas not. o ’
st i ) U-S. participants (see Reading 28 on Triandis’s

N tgﬁéna:::zafhz?iz :;r;d C(()illectivi§t cultures later in this book).
of moral Seloniney. m deals with the belief that Kohlberg's stages
researeh P ; H}ay not apply equally to males and females. The

carcher who led this line of questionin Carol Gilli 1982). She
maintained that girls and b &, Was Larol Gitugan | . ' t
Ch Oys and women and men do not think abou

» In_her research, she found that, in making mo
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the importance of the connections among people. She called this foundation
upon which women’s morality rests a care orientation. Based on this gender
difference, Gilligan has argued that women will score lower on Kohlberg’s
scale because the lower stages deal more with these relationship issues (such
as Stage 3, which is based primarily on building trust and loyalty in relation-
ships). Men, on the other hand, Gilligan says, make moral decisions based
on issues of justice, which fit more easily into Kohlberg’s highest stages. She
contends that neither of these approaches to morality is superior, and that
if women are judged by Kohlberg to be at a lower moral level than men, it is
because of an unintentional gender bias built into Kohlberg’s theory.

Other researchers, for the most part, have failed to find support for
Gilligan’s assertion. Several studies have found no significant gender differences
in moral reasoning using Kohlberg’s methods. Gilligan has responded to those
negative findings by acknowledging that although women are capable of using
all levels of moral reasoning, in their real lives they choose not to do so. Instead,
women focus on the human relationship aspects discussed in the preceding
paragraph. This has been demonstrated by research showing how girls are will-
ing to make a greater effort to help another person in need and tend to score
higher on tests of emotional empathy (see Hoffman, 1977, for a more com-
plete discussion of these gender issues).

Kohlberg’s early work on the development of moral judgment continues
to be cited in studies from a wide range of disciplines. One area of research
that relied on Kohlberg’s study examined the effects of women’s alcohol abuse
during pregnancy on their children’s moral development (Schonfeld, Mattson,
& Riley, 2005). Although evidence is clear that alcohol abuse during pregnancy
suppresses intelligence scores in exposed children, this study also found that
“Children and adolescents with histories of prenatal alcohol exposure demon-
strated lower overall moral maturity compared with the control group. Accord-
ing to Kohlberg’s stages of moral development, the [alcohol exposed] group
was primarily concerned with minimizing negative consequences to self
(Le., Stage 2), whereas the control group demonstrated concern for others
and what is socially normative (i.e., Stage 3)” (pp-. 550-551).

Another study citing Kohlberg’s theory examined the accuracy of
eyewitness testimony given by children (Bottoms et al., 2002). Children between
the ages of three and six participated in a play session with their mothers. Half
of the children were told not to play with certain toys in the room. However,
when the researcher left, the children’s mothers urged them to play with the
“forbidden” toys but to “keep it a secret.” Later the researchers interviewed the
children and asked if they had played with the prohibited toys: “Results indi-
Cated that older children who were instructed to keep events secret withheld
more information than did older children not told to keep events secret.

ounger children’s reports were not significantly affected by the secret manipu-
ation” (p, 285). Often, children are told by adults to keep secrets about the
adults’ illegal or injurious activities. Understanding when their understanding
of the use and meaning of secrecy may play an important role in the use of
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in legal proceedings (see Reading 16 ¢

child eyewitness tesumony : :
: lier in this book).

CONCLUSION

Dialogue and debate on Kohlberg’s work has con.tinued to the present (e
see Goodwin & Darley, 2010) and shows every sign of continuing ing, t'h‘e’
future. Its ultimate validity and importance remain to be clearly defineq
However, few new conceptualizations of human development have produce d
the amount of research, speculation, and debate that surrounds Kohlberg’s
theory of moral development. And its usefulness to society, in one sense, yy;

predicted by Kohlberg in this quote from 1964:

Although any conception of moral education must recognize that the parent

cannot escape the direct imposition of behavior demands and moral judgments

upon the child, it may be possible to define moral education primarily as 5
matter of stimulating the development of the child’s own moral judgment and
its control of action . . . . [I] have found teachers telling 13-year-olds not to cheat
“because the person you copied from might have it wrong and so it won’t do you
any good.” Most of these children were capable of advancing much more mature
reasons for not cheating . . . . Children are almost as likely to reject moral
reasoning beneath their level as to fail to assimilate reasoning too far above their

level. (p. 425)
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