
 
 
            Erik Erikson (1902-1994) emphasized the socio-cultural determinants of personality in his theory 

of psychosocial development 
  Psychosocial theory  

“Erikson's revision of Freud's theory, which emphasizes socio-cultural (rather than sexual) determinants 
of development and posits a series of eight psychosocial conflicts that people must resolve successfully to 

display healthy psychological adjustment” 
Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development 
 As Freud became widely read, he attracted many followers. However, Freud's pupils did not 
always agree with him, and eventually they began to modify some of his ideas and became 
important theorists in their own right. Among the best known of the scholar was Erik Erikson.  
Comparing Erikson with Freud  
Although Erikson (1963, 1982) accepted many of Freud's ideas, he differed from Freud in two 
important respects. First, Erikson (1963) stressed that children are active, curious explorers who 
seek to adapt to their environments, rather than passive reactors to biological urges who are 
molded by their parents. A second critical difference between Erikson and Freud is that Erikson 
places much less emphasis on sexual urges and far more emphasis on social and cultural 
influences than Freud did. For this reason, we label Freud's theory psychosexual and Erikson's 
theory psychosocial. Eight Life Crises (or Psychosocial Stages) Erikson believed that people face 
eight major crises, which he labeled psychosocial stages, during the course of their lives. Each 
crisis emerges at a distinct time dictated by biological maturation and the social demands that 
developing people experience at particular points in life. Each crisis must be resolved 
successfully to prepare for a satisfactory resolution of the next life crisis. Table-1 below briefly 
describes the psychosocial stages and lists the Freudian psychosexual stage to which it 
corresponds. Notice that Erikson's developmental stages do not end at adolescence or young 
adulthood as Freud's do. Erikson believed that the problems of adolescents and young adults are 
very different from those faced by parents who are raising children or by the elderly who may be 
grappling with retirement, a sense of uselessness, and the end of their lives. Most contemporary 



developmentalists agree (Sheldon & Kasser, 2001; Sigelman & Rider,  
TABLE-1 

Approximate 
Age 

Erikson's stage 
or 

"psychosocial" 
crisis 

Erikson's viewpoint: 
Significant events and social influences 

Corresponding 
Freudian stage 

Birth to 1 year Basic trust 
versus mistrust 

Infants must learn to trust others to care for their basic needs. If 
caregivers are rejecting or inconsistent, the infant may view the 

world as a dangerous place filled with untrustworthy or 
unreliable people. The primary caregiver is the key social agent. 

Oral 

1 to 3 years Autonomy 
versus shame 

and doubt 
Children must learn to be "autonomous''-to feed and dress 

themselves, to look after their own hygiene, and so on. Failure to 
achieve this independence may force the child to doubt his or her 
own abilities and feel ashamed. Parents are the key social agents. 

Anal 

3 to 6 years Initiative versus 
guilt 

Children attempt to act grown up and will try to accept 
responsibilities that are beyond their capacity to handle. They 

sometimes undertake goals or activities that conflict with those 
of parents and other family members, and these conflicts may 

make them feel guilty. Successful resolution of this crisis 
requires a balance: The child must retain a sense of initiative 
and yet learn not to impinge on the rights, privileges, or goals 

of others. The family is the key social agent. 

Phallic 

6 to 12 years Industry versus 
inferiority 

Children must master important social and academic skills. This 
is a period when the child compares him- or herself with peers. 

If sufficiently industrious, children acquire the social and 
academic skills to feel self-assured. Failure to acquire these 

important attributes leads to feelings of inferiority. Significant 
social agents are teachers and peers. 

Latency 

12 to 20 years Identity versus 
role confusion 

This is the crossroad between childhood and maturity. The 
adolescent grapples with the question "Who am I?” Adolescents 
must establish basic social and occupational identities, or they 

will remain confused about the roles they should play as adults. 

Early genital 
(adolescence) 

20 to 40 years 
(young 

adulthood) 
Intimacy versus 

isolation 
The primary task at this stage is to form strong friendships and 

to achieve a sense of love and companionship (or a shared 
identity) with another person. Feelings of loneliness or isolation 

are likely to result from an inability to form friendships or an 
intimate relationship. Key social agents are lovers, spouses, and 

close friends (of both sexes). 

Genital 

40 to 65 years 
(middle 

adulthood) 
Generativity 

versus 
stagnation 

At this stage adults face the tasks of becoming productive in their 
work and raising their families or otherwise looking after the 
needs of young people. These standards of "generativity” are 

defined by one's culture. Those who are unable or unwilling to 
assume these responsibilities become stagnant and self-centered. 

Significant social agents are the spouse, children, and cultural 
norms. 

Genital 

Old age Ego integrity 
versus despair 

The older adult looks back at life, viewing it as either a 
meaningful, productive, and happy experience or a major 

disappointment full of unfulfilled promise and unrealized goals. 
One's life experiences, particularly social experiences, 

determine the outcome of this final life crisis. 

Genital 



Jean Piaget's Theory of Cognitive Development 
Piaget's (1936) theory of cognitive development explains how a child constructs a mental model 
of the world. He disagreed with the idea that intelligence was a fixed trait, and regarded 
cognitive development as a process which occurs due to biological maturation and interaction 
with the environment. Piaget was employed at the Binet Institute in the 1920s, where his job was 
to develop French versions of questions on English intelligence tests. He became intrigued with 
the reasons children gave for their wrong answers to the questions that required logical thinking. 
He believed that these incorrect answers revealed important differences between the thinking of 
adults and children. 
Piaget (1936) was the first psychologist to make a systematic study of cognitive development. 
His contributions include a stage theory of child cognitive development, detailed observational 
studies of cognition in children, and a series of simple but ingenious tests to reveal different 
cognitive abilities. 
What Piaget wanted to do was not to measure how well children could count, spell or solve 
problems as a way of grading their I.Q. What he was more interested in was the way in which 
fundamental concepts like the very idea of number, time, quantity, causality, justice and so on 
emerged.  
Before Piaget’s work, the common assumption in psychology was that children are merely less 
competent thinkers than adults. Piaget showed that young children think in strikingly different 
ways compared to adults. 
According to Piaget, children are born with a very basic mental structure (genetically inherited 
and evolved) on which all subsequent learning and knowledge are based. 
 
Piaget's Theory Differs From Others In Several Ways: 
▪ It is concerned with children, rather than all learners. 
▪ It focuses on development, rather than learning per se, so it does not address learning of 
information or specific behaviors. 
▪ It proposes discrete stages of development, marked by qualitative differences, rather than a 
gradual increase in number and complexity of behaviors, concepts, ideas, etc. 



The goal of the theory is to explain the mechanisms and processes by which the infant, and then 
the child, develops into an individual who can reason and think using hypotheses.   
To Piaget, cognitive development was a progressive reorganization of mental processes as a 
result of biological maturation and environmental experience. Children construct an 
understanding of the world around them, then experience discrepancies between what they 
already know and what they discover in their environment. 
There Are Three Basic Components To Piaget's Cognitive Theory:  

1. Schemas 
                (building blocks of knowledge). 

2. Adaptation processes that enable the transition from one stage to another (equilibrium, 
            assimilation, and  accommodation). 

3. Stages of Cognitive Development: 
 sensorimotor,  
 preoperational,  
 concrete operational,  
 formal operational. 

 
Schemas 
Imagine what it would be like if you did not have a mental model of your world. It would mean 
that you would not be able to make so much use of information from your past experience or to 
plan future actions.  
Schemas are the basic building blocks of such cognitive models, and enable us to form a mental 
representation of the world. Piaget (1952) defined a schema as: 
"a cohesive, repeatable action sequence possessing component actions that are tightly 
interconnected and governed by a core meaning." 
In more simple terms Piaget called the schema the basic building block of intelligent behavior – 
a way of organizing knowledge. Indeed, it is useful to think of schemas as “units” of knowledge, 
each relating to one aspect of the world, including objects, actions, and abstract (i.e., theoretical) 
concepts. 



Wadsworth (2004) suggests that schemata (the plural of schema) be thought of as 'index cards' 
filed in the brain, each one telling an individual how to react to incoming stimuli or information. 
When Piaget talked about the development of a person's mental processes, he was referring to 
increases in the number and complexity of the schemata that a person had learned. 
When a child's existing schemas are capable of explaining what it can perceive around it, it is 
said to be in a state of equilibrium, i.e., a state of cognitive (i.e., mental) balance. 
Piaget emphasized the importance of schemas in cognitive development and described how they 
were developed or acquired. A schema can be defined as a set of linked mental representations of 
the world, which we use both to understand and to respond to situations. The assumption is that 
we store these mental representations and apply them when needed. 
For example, a person might have a schema about buying a meal in a restaurant. The schema is a 
stored form of the pattern of behavior which includes looking at a menu, ordering food, eating it 
and paying the bill. This is an example of a type of schema called a 'script.' Whenever they are in 
a restaurant, they retrieve this schema from memory and apply it to the situation.  
The schemas Piaget described tend to be simpler than this - especially those used by infants. He 
described how - as a child gets older - his or her schemas become more numerous and elaborate. 
Piaget believed that newborn babies have a small number of innate schemas - even before they 
have had many opportunities to experience the world. These neonatal schemas are the cognitive 
structures underlying innate reflexes. These reflexes are genetically programmed into us.  
For example, babies have a sucking reflex, which is triggered by something touching the baby's 
lips. A baby will suck a nipple, a comforter (dummy), or a person's finger. Piaget, therefore, 
assumed that the baby has a 'sucking schema.' 
Similarly, the grasping reflex which is elicited when something touches the palm of a baby's 
hand, or the rooting reflex, in which a baby will turn its head towards something which touches 
its cheek, are innate schemas. Shaking a rattle would be the combination of two schemas, 
grasping and shaking. 
Assimilation and Accommodation 
Jean Piaget viewed intellectual growth as a process of adaptation (adjustment) to the world. This 
happens through: 
• Assimilation 



– Which is using an existing schema to deal with a new object or situation.  
• Accommodation 
– This happens when the existing schema (knowledge) does not work, and needs to be changed 
to deal with a new object or situation.  
• Equilibration 
– This is the force which moves development along. Piaget believed that cognitive development 
did not progress at a steady rate, but rather in leaps and bounds. 
Equilibrium occurs when a child's schemas can deal with most new information through 
assimilation. However, an unpleasant state of disequilibrium occurs when new information 
cannot be fitted into existing schemas (assimilation). 
Equilibration is the force which drives the learning process as we do not like to be frustrated and 
will seek to restore balance by mastering the new challenge (accommodation). Once the new 
information is acquired the process of assimilation with the new schema will continue until the 
next time we need to make an adjustment to it. 

                                                             
 



Example of Assimilation 
A 2-year-old child sees a man who is bald on top of his head and has long frizzy hair on the 
sides. To his father’s horror, the toddler shouts “Clown, clown” (Siegler et al., 2003). 
Example of Accommodation 
In the “clown” incident, the boy’s father explained to his son that the man was not a clown and 
that even though his hair was like a clown’s, he wasn’t wearing a funny costume and wasn’t 
doing silly things to make people laugh. 
With this new knowledge, the boy was able to change his schema of “clown” and make this idea 
fit better to a standard concept of “clown”. 
Piaget's 4 Stages of Cognitive Development  
Piaget proposed four stages of cognitive development which reflect the increasing sophistication 
of children's thought:  
1. Sensorimotor stage (birth to age 2) 
2. Pre-operational stage (from age 2 to age 7) 
3. Concrete operational stage (from age 7 to age 11) 
4. Formal operational stage (age 11+ adolescence and adulthood). 
Each child goes through the stages in the same order, and child development is determined by 
biological maturation and interaction with the environment. Although no stage can be missed 
out, there are individual differences in the rate at which children progress through stages, and 
some individuals may never attain the later stages. 
Piaget did not claim that a particular stage was reached at a certain age - although descriptions of 
the stages often include an indication of the age at which the average child would reach each 
stage.  
Sensorimotor Stage (Birth-2 yrs)  
The main achievement during this stage is object permanence - knowing that an object still 
exists, even if it is hidden.  
It requires the ability to form a mental representation (i.e., a schema) of the object. 
Preoperational Stage (2-7 years)  
During this stage, young children can think about things symbolically. This is the ability to make 
one thing - a word or an object - stand for something other than itself.  



Thinking is still egocentric, and the infant has difficulty taking the viewpoint of others.  
Concrete Operational Stage (7-11 years)  
Piaget considered the concrete stage a major turning point in the child's cognitive development 
because it marks the beginning of logical or operational thought.  
This means the child can work things out internally in their head (rather than physically try 
things out in the real world).  
Children can conserve number (age 6), mass (age 7), and weight (age 9). Conservation is the 
understanding that something stays the same in quantity even though its appearance changes. 
Formal Operational Stage (11 years and over) 
The formal operational stage begins at approximately age eleven and lasts into adulthood. During 
this time, people develop the ability to think about abstract concepts, and logically test 
hypotheses. 
Educational Implications 
Piaget (1952) did not explicitly relate his theory to education, although later researchers have 
explained how features of Piaget's theory can be applied to teaching and learning.  
Piaget has been extremely influential in developing educational policy and teaching practice. For 
example, a review of primary education by the UK government in 1966 was based strongly on 
Piaget’s theory. The result of this review led to the publication of the Plowden report (1967). 
Discovery learning – the idea that children learn best through doing and actively exploring - was 
seen as central to the transformation of the primary school curriculum. 
'The report's recurring themes are individual learning, flexibility in the curriculum, the centrality 
of play in children's learning, the use of the environment, learning by discovery and the 
importance of the evaluation of children's progress - teachers should 'not assume that only what 
is measurable is valuable.' 
Because Piaget's theory is based upon biological maturation and stages, the notion of 'readiness' 
is important. Readiness concerns when certain information or concepts should be taught. 
According to Piaget's theory children should not be taught certain concepts until they have 
reached the appropriate stage of cognitive development.  
According to Piaget (1958), assimilation and accommodation require an active learner, not a 
passive one, because problem-solving skills cannot be taught, they must be discovered. 



Within the classroom learning should be student-centered and accomplished through active 
discovery learning. The role of the teacher is to facilitate learning, rather than direct tuition. 
Therefore, teachers should encourage the following within the classroom: 
o Focus on the process of learning, rather than the end product of it. 
o Using active methods that require rediscovering or reconstructing "truths." 
o Using collaborative, as well as individual activities (so children can learn from each other). 
o Devising situations that present useful problems, and create disequilibrium in the child. 
o Evaluate the level of the child's development so suitable tasks can be set. 
Critical Evaluation 
Support 
• The influence of Piaget’s ideas in developmental psychology has been enormous. He 
changed how people viewed the child’s world and their methods of studying children. 
He was an inspiration to many who came after and took up his ideas. Piaget's ideas have 
generated a huge amount of research which has increased our understanding of cognitive 
development.  
• His ideas have been of practical use in understanding and communicating with children, 
particularly in the field of education. 
Criticisms 
• Are the stages real? Vygotsky and Bruner would rather not talk about stages at all, 
preferring to see development as a continuous process. Others have queried the age ranges of the 
stages. Some studies have shown that progress to the formal operational stage is not guaranteed.  
For example, Keating (1979) reported that 40-60% of college students fail at formal operation 
tasks, and Dasen (1994) states that only one-third of adults ever reach the formal operational 
stage.  
• Because Piaget concentrated on the universal stages of cognitive development and 
biological maturation, he failed to consider the effect that the social setting and culture may have 
on cognitive development.  
Dasen (1994) cites studies he conducted in remote parts of the central Australian desert with 8-
14 year old Aborigines. He gave them conservation of liquid tasks and spatial awareness tasks. 



He found that the ability to conserve came later in the aboriginal children, between aged 10 and 
13 ( as opposed to between 5 and 7, with Piaget’s Swiss sample). 
However, he found that spatial awareness abilities developed earlier amongst the Aboriginal 
children than the Swiss children. Such a study demonstrates cognitive development is not purely 
dependent on maturation but on cultural factors too – spatial awareness is crucial for nomadic 
groups of people.  
Vygotsky, a contemporary of Piaget, argued that social interaction is crucial for cognitive 
development. According to Vygotsky the child's learning always occurs in a social context in co-
operation with someone more skillful (MKO). This social interaction provides language 
opportunities and language is the foundation of thought.  
• Piaget’s methods (observation and clinical interviews) are more open to biased 
interpretation than other methods. Piaget made careful, detailed naturalistic observations of 
children, and from these he wrote diary descriptions charting their development. He also used 
clinical interviews and observations of older children who were able to understand questions and 
hold conversations.  
Because Piaget conducted the observations alone the data collected are based on his own 
subjective interpretation of events. It would have been more reliable if Piaget conducted the 
observations with another researcher and compared the results afterward to check if they are 
similar (i.e., have inter-rater reliability).  
Although clinical interviews allow the researcher to explore data in more depth, the 
interpretation of the interviewer may be biased. For example, children may not understand the 
question/s, they have short attention spans, they cannot express themselves very well and may be 
trying to please the experimenter. Such methods meant that Piaget may have formed inaccurate 
conclusions.  
• As several studies have shown Piaget underestimated the abilities of children because his 
tests were sometimes confusing or difficult to understand (e.g., Hughes, 1975). Piaget failed to 
distinguish between competence (what a child is capable of doing) and performance (what a 
child can show when given a particular task). When tasks were altered, performance (and 
therefore competence) was affected. Therefore, Piaget might have underestimated children’s 
cognitive abilities. 



For example, a child might have object permanence (competence) but still not be able to search 
for objects (performance). When Piaget hid objects from babies he found that it wasn’t till after 
nine months that they looked for it. However, Piaget relied on manual search methods – whether 
the child was looking for the object or not.  
Later, research such as Baillargeon and Devos (1991) reported that infants as young as four 
months looked longer at a moving carrot that didn’t do what it expected, suggesting they had 
some sense of permanence, otherwise they wouldn’t have had any expectation of what it should 
or shouldn’t do.  
• The concept of schema is incompatible with the theories of Bruner (1966) and Vygotsky 
(1978). Behaviorism would also refute Piaget’s schema theory because is cannot be directly 
observed as it is an internal process. Therefore, they would claim it cannot be objectively 
measured. 
• Piaget studied his own children and the children of his colleagues in Geneva in order to 
deduce general principles about the intellectual development of all children. Not only was his 
sample very small, but it was composed solely of European children from families of high socio-
economic status. Researchers have therefore questioned the generalisability of his data.  
• For Piaget, language is seen as secondary to action, i.e., thought precedes language. The 
Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) argues that the development of language and thought 
go together and that the origin of reasoning is more to do with our ability to communicate with 
others than with our interaction with the material world. 
 
Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development 
Lawrence Kohlberg (1958) agreed with Piaget's (1932) theory of moral development in principle 
but wanted to develop his ideas further.   
He used Piaget’s storytelling technique to tell people stories involving moral dilemmas.  In each 
case, he presented a choice to be considered, for example, between the rights of some authority 
and the needs of some deserving individual who is being unfairly treated.  
One of the best known of Kohlberg’s (1958) stories concerns a man called Heinz who lived 
somewhere in Europe.  



Heinz’s wife was dying from a particular type of cancer. Doctors said a new drug might save her. 
The drug had been discovered by a local chemist, and the Heinz tried desperately to buy some, 
but the chemist was charging ten times the money it cost to make the drug, and this was much 
more than the Heinz could afford.  
Heinz could only raise half the money, even after help from family and friends. He explained to 
the chemist that his wife was dying and asked if he could have the drug cheaper or pay the rest of 
the money later.  
The chemist refused, saying that he had discovered the drug and was going to make money from 
it. The husband was desperate to save his wife, so later that night he broke into the chemist’s and 
stole the drug. 
Kohlberg asked a series of questions such as: 
1. Should Heinz have stolen the drug? 
2. Would it change anything if Heinz did not love his wife? 
3. What if the person dying was a stranger, would it make any difference? 
4. Should the police arrest the chemist for murder if the woman died? 
By studying the answers from children of different ages to these questions, Kohlberg hoped to 
discover how moral reasoning changed as people grew older. The sample comprised 72 Chicago 
boys aged 10–16 years, 58 of whom were followed up at three-yearly intervals for 20 years 
(Kohlberg, 1984).  
Each boy was given a 2-hour interview based on the ten dilemmas. What Kohlberg was mainly 
interested in was not whether the boys judged the action right or wrong, but the reasons given for 
the decision. He found that these reasons tended to change as the children got older.  
He identified three distinct levels of moral reasoning each with two sub-stages. People can only 
pass through these levels in the order listed. Each new stage replaces the reasoning typical of the 
earlier stage. Not everyone achieves all the stages. 
Kohlberg's Stages of Moral Development 
Level 1 - Pre-conventional morality 
At the pre-conventional level (most nine-year-olds and younger, some over nine), we don’t have 
a personal code of morality. Instead, our moral code is shaped by the standards of adults and the 
consequences of following or breaking their rules. 



Authority is outside the individual and reasoning is based on the physical consequences of 
actions. 
• Stage 1. Obedience and Punishment Orientation. The child/individual is good in order to avoid 
being punished. If a person is punished, they must have done wrong. 
• Stage 2. Individualism and Exchange. At this stage, children recognize that there is not just one 
right view that is handed down by the authorities. Different individuals have different 
viewpoints. 
 
Level 2 - Conventional morality 
At the conventional level (most adolescents and adults), we begin to internalize the moral 
standards of valued adult role models.  
Authority is internalized but not questioned, and reasoning is based on the norms of the group to 
which the person belongs. 
• Stage 3. Good Interpersonal Relationships. The child/individual is good in order to be seen as 
being a good person by others. Therefore, answers relate to the approval of others. 
• Stage 4. Maintaining the Social Order. The child/individual becomes aware of the wider rules 
of society, so judgments concern obeying the rules in order to uphold the law and to avoid guilt. 
 
Level 3 - Post-conventional morality 
Individual judgment is based on self-chosen principles, and moral reasoning is based on 
individual rights and justice. According to Kohlberg this level of moral reasoning is as far as 
most people get. 
Only 10-15% are capable of the kind of abstract thinking necessary for stage 5 or 6 (post-
conventional morality). That is to say, most people take their moral views from those around 
them and only a minority think through ethical principles for themselves.  
• Stage 5. Social Contract and Individual Rights. The child/individual becomes aware that while 
rules/laws might exist for the good of the greatest number, there are times when they will work 
against the interest of particular individuals.   
The issues are not always clear-cut. For example, in Heinz’s dilemma, the protection of life is 
more important than breaking the law against stealing. 



• Stage 6. Universal Principles. People at this stage have developed their own set of moral 
guidelines which may or may not fit the law. The principles apply to everyone. 
E.g., human rights, justice, and equality. The person will be prepared to act to defend these 
principles even if it means going against the rest of society in the process and having to pay the 
consequences of disapproval and or imprisonment. Kohlberg doubted few people reached this 
stage. 
Problems with Kohlberg's Methods 
1. The dilemmas are artificial (i.e., they lack ecological validity) 
Most of the dilemmas are unfamiliar to most people (Rosen, 1980). For example, it is all very 
well in the Heinz dilemma asking subjects whether Heinz should steal the drug to save his wife.  
However, Kohlberg’s subjects were aged between 10 and 16. They have never been married, and 
never been placed in a situation remotely like the one in the story. How should they know 
whether Heinz should steal the drug? 
2. The sample is biased 
According to Gilligan (1977), because Kohlberg’s theory was based on an all-male sample, the 
stages reflect a male definition of morality (it’s androcentric). Mens' morality is based on 
abstract principles of law and justice, while womens' is based on principles of compassion and 
care.  
Further, the gender bias issue raised by Gilligan is a reminded of the significant gender debate 
still present in psychology, which when ignored, can have a large impact on the results obtained 
through psychological research. 
3. The dilemmas are hypothetical (i.e., they are not real) 
In a real situation, what course of action a person takes will have real consequences – and 
sometimes very unpleasant ones for themselves. Would subjects reason in the same way if they 
were placed in a real situation? We just don’t know. 
The fact that Kohlberg’s theory is heavily dependent on an individual’s response to an artificial 
dilemma brings a question to the validity of the results obtained through this research.  People 
may respond very differently to real life situations that they find themselves in than they do with 
an artificial dilemma presented to them in the comfort of a research environment. 
4. Poor research design 



The way in which Kohlberg carried out his research when constructing this theory may not have 
been the best way to test whether all children follow the same sequence of stage progression. His 
research was cross-sectional, meaning that he interviewed children of different ages to see what 
level of moral development they were at.  
A better way to see if all children follow the same order through the stages would have been to 
carry out longitudinal research on the same children.  
However, longitudinal research on Kohlberg’s theory has since been carried out by Colby et al. 
(1983) who tested 58 male participants of Kohlberg’s original study. She tested them six times in 
the span of 27 years and found support for Kohlberg’s original conclusion, which we all pass 
through the stages of moral development in the same order. 
Problems with Kohlberg's Theory 
1. Are there distinct stages of moral development? 
Kohlberg claims that there are, but the evidence does not always support this conclusion. For 
example, a person who justified a decision on the basis of principled reasoning in one situation 
(post-conventional morality stage 5 or 6) would frequently fall back on conventional reasoning 
(stage 3 or 4) with another story. In practice, it seems that reasoning about right and wrong 
depends more upon the situation than upon general rules.  
What is more, individuals do not always progress through the stages and Rest (1979) found that 
one in fourteen actually slipped backward. The evidence for distinct stages of moral development 
looks very weak, and some would argue that behind the theory is a culturally biased belief in the 
superiority of American values over those of other cultures and societies. 
2. Does moral judgment match moral behavior? 
Kohlberg never claimed that there would be a one to one correspondence between thinking and 
acting (what we say and what we do) but he does suggest that the two are linked. However, Bee 
(1994) suggests that we also need to take account of: 
a) habits that people have developed over time. 
b) whether people see situations as demanding their participation. 
c) the costs and benefits of behaving in a particular way. 
d) competing motive such as peer pressure, self-interest and so on. 



Overall Bee points out that moral behavior is only partly a question of moral reasoning. It is also 
to do with social factors. 
3. Is justice the most fundamental moral principle? 
This is Kohlberg’s view. However, Gilligan (1977) suggests that the principle of caring for 
others is equally important. Furthermore, Kohlberg claims that the moral reasoning of males has 
been often in advance of that of females.  
Girls are often found to be at stage 3 in Kohlberg’s system (good boy-nice girl orientation) 
whereas boys are more often found to be at stage 4 (Law and Order orientation). Gilligan  
replies: 
“The very traits that have traditionally defined the goodness of women, their care for and 
sensitivity to the needs of others, are those that mark them out as deficient in moral 
development”. 
In other words, Gilligan is claiming that there is a sex bias in Kohlberg’s theory. He neglects the 
feminine voice of compassion, love, and non-violence, which is associated with the socialization 
of girls. 
Gilligan concluded that Kohlberg’s theory did not account for the fact that women approach 
moral problems from an ‘ethics of care’, rather than an ‘ethics of justice’ perspective, which 
challenges some of the fundamental assumptions of Kohlberg’s theory. 
 


