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For 12 years, my colleagues and | studied the same
group of 75 boys, following their development at
three-year intervals from early adolescence through
young manhood. At the start of the study, the boys
were aged 10 to 16. We have now followed them
through to ages 22 to 28. In addition, | have explored
moral development in other cultures—Great Britain,
Canada, Taiwan, Mexico and Turkey.

Inspired by Jean Piaget’s pioneering effort to
apply a structural approach to moral development, |
have gradually elaborated over the years of my study
a typological scheme describing general structures
and forms of moral thought which can be defined
independently of the specific content of particular
moral decisions or actions.

The typology contains three distinct levels of
moral thinking, and within each of these levels
distinguishes two related stages. These levels and
stages may be considered separate moral
philosophies, distinct views of the socio-moral world.

We can speak of the child as having his own
morality or series of moralities. Adults seldom listen
to children’s moralizing. If a child throws back a few
adult clichés and behaves himself, most parents—and
many anthropologists and psycho-biologists as well—
think that the child has adopted or internalized the
appropriate parental standards.

Actually, as soon as we talk with children about
morality, we find that they have many ways of
making judgments which are not “internalized” from
the outside, and which do not come in any direct and
obvious way from parents, teachers or even peers.

Moral Levels
The preconventional level is the first of three levels
of moral thinking; the second level is conventional,
and the third post conventional or autonomous. While
the preconventional child is often “well-behaved”
and is responsive to cultural labels of good and bad,
he interprets these labels in terms of their physical
consequences (punishment, reward, exchange of
favors) or in terms of the physical power of those
who enunciate the rules and labels of good and bad.
This level is usually occupied by children aged
four to 10, a fact long known to sensitive observers of
children. The capacity of “properly behaved”
children of this age to engage in cruel behavior when
there are holes in the power structure is sometimes

noted as tragic (Lord of the Flies, High Wind in
Jamaica), sometimes as comic (Lucy in Peanuts).

The second or conventional level also can be
described as conformist, but that is perhaps too smug
a term. Maintaining the expectations and rules of the
individual’s family, group or nation is perceived as
valuable in its own right. There is a concern not only
with conforming to the individual’s social order but
in maintaining, supporting and justifying this order.

The postconventional level is characterized by a
major thrust toward autonomous moral principles
which have validity and application apart from
authority of the groups or persons who bold them and
apart from the individual’s identification with those
persons or groups.

Moral Stages
Within each of these three levels there are two
discernable stages.

At the preconventional level we have:

Stage 1: Orientation toward punishment and
unquestioning deference to superior power. The
physical consequences of action regardless of their
human meaning or value determine its goodness or
badness.

Stage 2: Right action consists of that which
instrumentally satisfies one’s own needs and
occasionally the needs of others. Human relations are
viewed in terms like those of the marketplace.
Elements of fairness, of reciprocity and equal sharing
are present, but they are always interpreted in a
physical, pragmatic way. Reciprocity is a matter of
“you scratch my back and I'll scratch yours” not of
loyalty, gratitude or justice.

And at the conventional level we have:

Stage 3: Good-boy—good-girl orientation. Good
behavior is that which pleases or helps others and is
approved by them. There is much conformity to
stereotypical images of what is majority or “natural”
behavior. Behavior is often judged by intention —he
means well” becomes important for the first time, and
is overused, as by Charlie Brown in Peanuts. One
seeks approval by being “nice.”

Stage 4: Orientation toward authority, fixed
rules and the maintenance of the social order. Right



behavior consists of doing one’s duty, showing
respect for authority and maintaining the given social
order for its own sake. One earns respect by
performing dutifully.

At the postconventional level, we have:

Stage 5: A social-contract orientation, generally
with legalistic and utilitarian over-tones. Right action
tends to be defined in terms of general rights and in
terms of standards which have been critically
examined and agreed upon by the whole society.
There is a clear awareness of the relativism of
personal values and opinions and a corresponding
emphasis upon procedural rules for reaching
consensus. Aside from what is constitutionally and
democratically agreed upon, right or wrong is a
matter of personal “values” and “opinion.” The result
is an emphasis upon the “legal point of view,” but
with an emphasis upon the possibility of changing
law in terms of rational considerations of social
utility, rather than freezing it in the terms of Stage 4
“law and order.” Outside the legal realm, free
agreement and contract are the binding elements of
obligation. This is the “official” morality of
American government, and finds its ground in the
thought of the writers of the Constitution.

Stage 6: Orientation toward the decisions of
conscience and toward chosen ethical principles
appealing to logical comprehensiveness, universality
and consistency. These principles are abstract and
ethical (the Golden Rule, the categorical imperative);
they are not concrete moral rules like the Ten
Commandments. Instead they are universal Principles
of justice, of the reciprocity and equality of human
rights, and of respect for the dignity of human beings
as individual persons.

Moral Reasons

In our research, we have found definite and universal
levels of development in moral thought. In our study
of 75 American boys from early adolescence on,
these youths were presented with hypothetical moral
dilemmas, all deliberately philosophical, some of
them found in medieval works of casuistry.

On the basis of their reasoning about these
dilemmas at a given age, each boy’s stage of thought
could be determined for each of 25 basic moral
concepts or aspects. One such aspect, for instance, is
...the value of human life. The six stages can be
defined thus:

1. The value of a human life is confused with
the value of physical objects and is based on the
social status or physical attributes of its possessor.

2. The value of a human life is seen as
instrumental to the satisfaction of the needs of its
possessor or of other persons.

3. The value of a human life is based on the
empathy and affection of family members and others
toward its possessor.

4. Life is conceived as sacred in terms of its
place in a categorical moral or religious order of
rights and duties.

5. Life is valued both in terms of its relation to
community welfare and in terms of life being a
universal human right.

6. Belief in the sacredness of human life as
representing a universal human value of respect for
the individual.

I have called this scheme a typology. This is
because about 50 per cent of most people’s thinking
will be at a single stage, regardless of the moral
dilemma involved. We call our types stages because
they seem to represent an invariant developmental
sequence. “True” stages come one at a time and
always in the same order.

All movement is forward in sequence, and does
not skip steps. Children may move through these
stages at varying speeds, of course, and may be found
half in and half out of a particular stage. An
individual may stop at any given stage and at any
age, but if he continues to move, he must move in
accord with these steps. Moral reasoning of the
conventional or Stage 3-4 kind never occurs before
the preconventional Stage-1 and Stage-2 thought has
taken place. No adult in Stage 4 has gone through
Stage 6, but all Stage-6 adults have gone at least
through 4.

While the evidence is not complete, my study
strongly suggests that moral change fits the stage
pattern just described. (The major uncertainty is
whether all Stage 6s go through Stage 5 or whether
these are two alternate mature orientations.)

How Values Change

As a single example of our findings of stage-
sequence, take the progress of two boys on the aspect
“The Value of Human Life.” The first boy Tommy, is
asked “Is it better to save the life of one important
person or a lot of unimportant people?”” At age 10, he
answers “all the people that aren't important because
one man just has one house, maybe a lot of furniture,
but a whole bunch of people have an awful lot of
furniture and some of these poor people might have a
lot of money and it doesn’t look it.”

Clearly Tommy is Stage 1: he confuses the
value of a human being with the value of the property
he possesses. Three years later (age 13) Tommy’s
conceptions of life’s value are most clearly elicited
by the question, “Should the doctor “mercy-kill a



fatally ill woman requesting death because of her
pain?” He answers, “Maybe it would be good, to put
her out of her pain, she’d be better off that way. But
the husband wouldn’t want it, it’s not like an animal.
If a pet dies you can get along without it-it isn’t
something you really need. Well, you can get a new
wife, but it’s not really the same.”

Here his answer is Stage 2: the value the
woman’s life is partly contingent on its hedonistic
value to the wife herself but even more contingent on
its instrumental value to her husband, who can’t
replace her as easily as he can a pet.

Three years later still (age 16) Tommy’s
conception of life’s value is elicited by the same
question, to which he replies: “It might be best for
her, but her husband—it’s a human life-not like an
animal; it just doesn’t have the same relationship that
a human being does to a family. You can become
attached to a dog, but nothing like a human you
know.”

Now Tommy has moved from a Stage 2
instrumental view of the woman’s value to a Stage-3
view based on the husband’s distinctively human
empathy and love for someone in his family. Equally
clearly, it lacks any basis for a universal human value
of the woman’s life, which would hold if she had no
husband or if her husband didn’t love her. Tommy,
then, has moved step by step through three stages
during the age 10-16. Tommy, though bright (1.Q.
120), is a slow developer in moral judgment. Let us
take another boy, Richard, to show us sequential
movement through the remaining three steps.

At age 13, Richard said about the mercy-Kkilling,
“If she requests it, it’s really up to her. She is in such
terrible pain, just the same as people are always
putting animals out of their pain,” and in general
showed a mixture of Stage-2 and Stage-3 responses
concerning the value of life. At 16, he said, “I don’t
know. In one way, it’s murder, it’s not a right or
privilege of man to decide who shall live and who
should die. God put life into everybody on earth and
you’re taking away something from that person that
came directly from God, and you’re destroying
something that is very sacred, it’s in a way part of
God and it’s almost destroying a part of God when
you kill a person. There’s something of God in
everyone.”

Here Richard clearly displays a Stage-4 concept
of life as sacred in terms of its place in a categorical
moral or religious order. The value of human life is
universal, it is true for all humans. It is still, however,
dependent on something else, upon respect for God

and God’s authority; it is not an autonomous human
value. Presumably if God told Richard to murder, as
God commanded Abraham to murder Isaac, he would
do so.

At age 20, Richard said to the same question:
“There are more and more people in the medical
profession who think it is a hardship on everyone, the
person, the family, when you know they are going to
die. When a person is kept alive by an artificial lung
or kidney it’s more like being a vegetable than being
a human. If it’s her own choice, I think there are
certain rights and privileges that go along with being
a human being. I am a human being and have certain
desires for life and | think everybody else does too.
You have a world of which you are the center, and
everybody else does too and in that sense we’re all
equal.”

Richard’s response is clearly Stage 5, in that the
value of life is defined in terms of equal and
universal human rights in a context of relativity
(“You have a world of which you are the center and
in that sense we’re all equal”), and of concern for
utility or welfare consequences.

The Final Step

At 24, Richard says: “A human life takes precedence
over any other moral or legal value, whoever it is. A
human life has inherent value whether or not it is
valued by a particular individual. The worth of the
individual human being is central where the
principles of justice and love are normative for all
human relationships.”

This young man is at Stage 6 in seeing the value
of human life as absolute in representing a universal
and equal respect for the human as an individual.

In a genuine and culturally universal sense,
these steps lead toward an increased morality of
value judgment, where morality is considered as a
form of judging, as it has been in a philosophic
tradition running from the analyses of Kant to those
of the modern analytic or “ordinary language”
philosophers. The person at Stage 6 has disentangled
his judgments of—or language about—human life from
status and property values (Stage 1), from its uses to
others (Stage 2), from interpersonal affection (Stage
3), and so on; he has a means of moral judgment that
is universal and impersonal. The Stage-6 person’s
answers use moral words like “duty” or “morally
right,” and he uses them in a way implying
universality, ideals, impersonality: He thinks and
speaks in phrases like “regardless of who it was,” or
“l would do it in spite of punishment.”



