Kohlberg's Three Levels and Six Stages of Moral Reasoning

Stage





Moral Reasoning

Level I:  Pre-conventional Morality

Stage 1:

Punishment-avoidance and obedience 
Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what is best for themselves, without regard for the needs or feeling of others.  They obey rules only if established by more powerful individuals; they disobey when they can do so without getting caught. 
Stage 2:

Exchange of favors 
Individuals begin to recognize that others also have needs.  They may attempt to satisfy the needs of others if their own needs are also met in the process.  They continue to define right and wrong primarily in terms of consequences to themselves.

Level II:  Conventional Morality

Stage 3:

Good boy/good girl 
Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what actions will please others, especially authority figures.  They are concerned about maintaining interpersonal relationships through sharing, trust, and loyalty.  They now consider someone's intentions in determining innocence or guilt.

Stage 4:

Law and order 
Individuals look to society as a whole for guidelines concerning what is right or wrong.  They perceive rules to be inflexible and believe that it is their "duty" to obey them.

Level III:  Post-conventional Morality

Stage 5:

Social Contract 
Individuals recognize that rules represent an agreement among many people about appropriate behavior.  They recognize that rules are flexible and can be changed if they no longer meet society's needs.

Stage 6:

Universal ethical Principle 
Individuals adhere to a small number of abstract, universal principles that transcend specific, concrete rules.  They answer to an inner conscience and may break rules that violate their own ethical principles
Kohlberg focused on moral development and this is his stage theory of moral thinking. The stages emerge, from our own thinking about moral problems. Social experiences do promote development, but they do so by stimulating our mental processes. As we get into discussions and debates with others, we find our views questioned and challenged and are therefore motivated to come up with new, more comprehensive positions. New stages reflect these broader viewpoints. Kohlberg's scale has to do with moral thinking, not moral action. As everyone knows, people who can talk at a high moral level may not behave accordingly.
Kohlberg’s method began with children. The basic interview consists of a series of dilemmas such as the following:

Heinz Steals the Drug

In Europe, a woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was one drug that the doctors thought might save her. It was a form of radium that a druggist in the same town had recently discovered. The drug was expensive to make, but the druggist was charging ten times what the drug cost him to make. He paid $200 for the radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose of the drug. The sick woman's husband, Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow the money, but he could only get together about $ 1,000 which is half of what it cost. He told the druggist that his wife was dying and asked him to sell it cheaper or let him pay later. But the druggist said: "No, I discovered the drug and I'm going to make money from it." So Heinz got desperate and broke into the man's store to steal the drug-for his wife. Should the husband have done that? (Kohlberg, 1963, p. 19)
Stage





Moral Reasoning

Level I:  Pre-conventional Morality

Stage 1:

Punishment-avoidance and obedience 
Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what is best for themselves, without regard for the needs or feeling of others.  They obey rules only if established by more powerful individuals; they disobey when they can do so without getting caught. 

Concern is with what authorities permit and punish.

Stage 2:

Exchange of favors 
Individuals begin to recognize that others also have needs.  They may attempt to satisfy the needs of others if their own needs are also met in the process.  They continue to define right and wrong primarily in terms of consequences to themselves.

This is a notion of fair exchange or fair deals. The philosophy is one of returning favors--"If you scratch my back, I'll scratch yours." To the Heinz story, subjects often say that Heinz was right to steal the drug because the druggist was unwilling to make a fair deal; he was "trying to rip Heinz off," Or they might say that he should steal for his wife "because she might return the favor some day" 

Level II:  Conventional Morality

Stage 3:

Good boy/good girl 
Individuals make moral decisions on the basis of what actions will please others, especially authority figures.  They are concerned about maintaining interpersonal relationships through sharing, trust, and loyalty.  They now consider someone's intentions in determining innocence or guilt.

The belief that people should live up to the expectations of the family and community and behave in "good" ways. Good behavior means having good motives and interpersonal feelings such as love, empathy, trust, and concern for others. Heinz was right to steal the drug because "He was a good man for wanting to save her," and "His intentions were good, that of saving the life of someone he loves." 
Stage 4:

Law and order 
Individuals look to society as a whole for guidelines concerning what is right or wrong.  They perceive rules to be inflexible and believe that it is their "duty" to obey them.

The respondent becomes more broadly concerned with society as a whole. Now the emphasis is on obeying laws, respecting authority, and performing one's duties so that the social order is maintained. In response to the Heinz story, many subjects say they understand that Heinz's motives were good, but they cannot condone the theft. What would happen if we all started breaking the laws whenever we felt we had a good reason? The result would be chaos; society couldn't function.

Level III:  Post-conventional Morality

Stage 5:

Social Contract 
Individuals recognize that rules represent an agreement among many people about appropriate behavior.  They recognize that rules are flexible and can be changed if they no longer meet society's needs.

At stage 4, people want to keep society functioning. However, a smoothly functioning society is not necessarily a good one. A totalitarian society might be well-organized, but it is hardly the moral ideal. At stage 5, people begin to ask, "What makes for a good society?" They begin to think about society in a very theoretical way, stepping back from their own society and considering the rights and values that a society ought to uphold. They then evaluate existing societies in terms of these prior considerations. They are said to take a "prior-to-society" perspective.

Stage 5 respondents basically believe that a good society is best conceived as a social contract into which people freely enter to work toward the benefit of all They recognize that different social groups within a society will have different values, but they believe that all rational people would agree on two points. First they would all want certain basic rights, such as liberty and life, to be protected Second, they would want some democratic procedures for changing unfair law and for improving society.

In response to the Heinz dilemma, stage 5 respondents make it clear that they do not generally favor breaking laws; laws are social contracts that we agree to uphold until we can change them by democratic means. Nevertheless, the wife’s right to live is a moral right that must be protected. 
Stage 6:

Universal ethical Principle 
Individuals adhere to a small number of abstract, universal principles that transcend specific, concrete rules.  They answer to an inner conscience and may break rules that violate their own ethical principles.
At stage 6 people are less concerned with maintaining society for it own sake, and more concerned with the principles and values that make for a good society. Principles are defined by which agreement will be most just.

